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How Super Are Video Supers?
A Test of Communication Efficacy

Noel M. Murray, Lalita A. Manrai, and
Ajay K. Manrai

Interest in the role of video supers—superimposed video presentations of verbal information—
has grown among consumers, advertisers, the television networks, and public policymakers, as
supers have become prevalent in television commercials. The authors empirically address the
communication efficacy of video supers in a sample of 200 different commercials that contain
video supers. Drawing on a theory of modality effects, the authors examine the comprehension
of video supers relative to commercial content. The authors develop hypotheses and analyze
structural determinants of video super comprehension, such as presence of a voice-over, rate of
presentation, and presentation size. The findings are supportive of the predictions and suggest
that viewer opportunity to process information in a video super might be a critical element in
any strategy to increase viewer comprehension rates.

material in commercials. Supers play several differ-

ent roles in commercials. Some provide supplemen-
tal information in addition to commercial copy—the spoken
words of an off-camera announcer or the dialog of talent in
a drama. A video super can refer to, for example, a list of
retail stores at which the product is available. Other supers
contain detailed disclosure information that often places
restrictions on the offer conveyed in the commercial copy,
such as the conditions for a car lease agreement.

The increased frequency of video supers in recent years is
evidenced by articles in the press on the surge of supers in
network television advertising (King 1990), skits mocking
supers’ usefulness on late-night talk shows (Leno 1992),
editorials to regulators in Advertising Age (1995), and even
by commercials poking fun at other commercials that con-
tain video supers (an Isuzu Trooper commercial shown in
1995). Indeed, the 1990s have been referred to by one
source as “the decade of the disclosure” (Hoy and Stankey
1993). However, little empirical research has addressed the
communication efficacy of commercial supers. The studies
to date have focused on content analyses of video super for-
mat (e.g., Hoy and Stankey 1993; Kolbe and Muehling
1992; Stern and Harmon 1984), legal disclosures (Murray,
Manrai, and Manrai 1993; Wilkie 1986), specific topic areas
such as public service announcements (Manrai, Manrai, and
Murray 1994), or particular demographic segments, such as
children (Stutts and Hunnicutt 1987), or have been restricted
to a particular product category, such as prescription drugs
(Morris, Mazis, and Brinberg 1989).

Most recently, Barlow and Wogalter (1993) stated that
research on the effects of video supers in television adver-

Video supers refer to the visual presentation of verbal
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tising is virtually nonexistent. Indeed, Jacoby and Hoyer
(1989) suggest that we need to examine the features of com-
mercials that might cause comprehension difficulty, such as
video supers. They also recommend studying a large variety
of commercials to ensure representativeness. To date, no
study using a large sample of televised commercials has
addressed empirically the issue of viewer comprehension of
video supers.

This article has three main objectives. First, we offer a
brief review of the role of video supers in advertising from
the perspectives of consumers, advertisers, television net-
works, and public policymakers. Second, drawing on a sep-
arate processing streams theory of modality effects, we test
several hypotheses relating to the comprehension of video
supers. Specifically, we distinguish between processing
effects for dual-modality video supers (video supers accom-
panied by a concurrent voice-over) and single-modality
video supers (video presentation of verbal information). We
next examine comprehension of video supers relative to
commercial copy. Third, we analyze two structural determi-
nants of video super comprehension—rate of presentation
and presentation size. We then discuss the implications of
these findings and offer directions for further research.

Previous content analysis studies of televised commer-
cials containing video supers (e.g., Franke and Lee 1994;
Hoy and Stankey 1993) suggest that many elements of the
adverse presentation environment discussed by Richards
(1990, p. 80) also exist for video supers. Content analyses,
however, do not address viewer comprehension directly.
Controlled experimental studies of video supers that use a
small number of commercials, such as those by Barlow and
Wogalter (1993), enable the study of controlled variations of
structural format effects of video supers. However, these
approaches provide little information about comprehension
of video supers in a broad range of televised commercials.
A large sample of televised commercials containing video
supers will provide us with a better understanding of the
determinants of video super comprehension.

Vol. 17 (1)
Spring 1998, 24-34
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Figure 1.  Video Super Stakeholders: An Integrated Framework

ADVERTISER
*Production costs of video supers
*Effect of video super on advertising message believability
*Effect of video supers on general attitudes toward
advertising
*Use of video supers by competitors to ambush advertisers

TELEVISION NETWORKS
*“Clear and conspicuous” criteria not
feasible for some product categories
*Television networks placed at
competitive disadvantage relative to
newer cable networks

CONSUMER
*Right to be informed
*Ability and opportunity to
process video supers

PUBLIC POLICY AGENCIES
Provide a legal framework to
*Protect advertisers from other advertisers
*Protect consumers from advertisers

\_/

There are four groups of stakeholders that have an inter-
est in the efficacy of video supers: consumers, advertisers
and their clients, the major television networks, and public
policymakers. Next, we review some of the policy issues
relating to video super efficacy.

Video Super Stakeholders

We develop an integrative framework that captures some of
the concerns of different stakeholders in the role of video
supers in Figure 1.

Consumers

Accurate comprehension of commercial video supers is nec-
essary if consumers are to be informed fully about commer-
cial content. The right to be informed is one of four key con-
sumer rights set out by President Kennedy (1962); the oth-
ers are the right to safety, the right to choose, and the right
to be heard. The right to be informed goes beyond mere pro-

tection against deception and includes giving the consumer
sufficient information to make informed purchasing deci-
sions (Aaker and Day 1982). Since the 1960s and 1970s, the
concern over consumers’ rights to know has expanded
beyond consideration of legislation to correct specific cases
of information abuse, to general approaches of providing the
consumer with information in a usable format (Thorelli
1982). We make the assumption that video supers are useful
to consumers if the supers provide information that facili-
tates the decision-making process. A necessary, but not suf-
ficient, condition for this to happen is that consumers must
have the ability and opportunity to comprehend the content
of the video super. Richards (1990, p. 80), who adopts a
legal perspective in his comprehensive discussion of decep-
tive advertising, advocates the study of the role of video
supers as a mode for communicating information to con-
sumers, stating that “the greatest need for additional work is
regarding disclaimers, health warnings, and other affirma-
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tive disclosures in television commercials ... where percep-
tual fields and exposure time are limited.”

Adbvertisers

Advertising agencies and their clients increasingly have
become critical of television network requirements on com-
mercial video supers for several reasons (Rubin 1993). First,
the task of meeting television network requirements for
video supers is costly in advertising agency time and money.
If a client decides to run commercials on both national and
local/cable schedules, the television networks typically do
not permit scrolling of video supers, whereas many inde-
pendent television stations do. Second, advertising agencies
and their clients believe that consumers might be suspicious
of detailed video supers. Advertising agencies are con-
cerned that consumer suspicion about the content of video
supers might reduce the believability of the commercial
message. Third, competitors can use the presence of a video
super in a commercial to ambush another marketer legally
by calling into question whether viewers comprehend dis-
closure information presented in video super format. Faced
with such a challenge, the advertiser can be called on to sub-
stantiate whether a viewer processed the video super infor-
mation. Because the burden of substantiation falls on the
advertiser, it might be required to hire an independent
research firm to document viewer comprehension. There-
fore, the mere presence of information in a video super, per
se, is not sufficient protection against legal liability.

Television Networks

The television networks are largely responsible for the day-
to-day policing of video supers. The three major networks—
ABC, CBS, and NBC—each have a slightly different set of
published standards for video supers. Each television net-
work’s standard is modeled on the Federal Trade Commis-
sion’s (FTC) “clear and conspicuous” standard (see FTC
Staff Report 1979). The networks, however, make frequent
exceptions to these standards. Automotive industry adver-
tising is exempted from the prior requirements, “provided
that they (video supers) are clearly readable (preferably
employing a thin drop shading) and they are placed against
a clear contrasting background” (ABC 1992). Content
analyses of video supers, by both Hoy and Stankey (1993)
and Franke and Lee (1994), conclude that video supers fre-
quently violate standards for clear and conspicuous presen-
tation. The television networks, increasingly aware of the
more “flexible” commercial standards of cable networks,
are interested in providing a cost-competitive and adver-
tiser-friendly environment.

Public Policymakers

There are several agencies with jurisdiction over video
supers, including the Food and Drug Administration and the
FTC. The National Advertising Division of the Better Busi-
ness Bureaus plays an important self-regulatory role but has
no legal jurisdiction over commercial content. The FTC is
concerned only with that subset of video supers that might
be viewed as deceptive. The FTC has an influence on the
role of video supers through its rulings, which are presented
in a large body of case law, and through its “clear and con-
spicuous” standard. A commercial containing a video super

can be ruled deceptive if it falls under the FTC’s general
framework of deceptive advertising. The FTC finds an
advertisement deceptive if there is a representation, omis-
sion, or practice that is likely to mislead consumers acting
reasonably under the circumstances and if that representa-
tion, omission, or practice is material (Cliffdale 1984). One
element in the FTC’s notion of deceptiveness is the concept
of an ineffective qualification (Preston 1989). Ineffective
qualification refers to a situation in which there is a qualifi-
cation to, or some restriction on, a claim made elsewhere in
the commercial, but such qualification is so inconspicuous
or ineffective that the situation remains as if no qualification
ever had been conveyed. The FTC has regarded the ineffec-
tive qualification implication as one example of a category
of implied deceptive claims that it considers a suppression
of truth (Preston 1989).

From the FTC’s perspective, the inability of a viewer to
comprehend a video super would not be considered decep-
tive per se, unless such information were considered mater-
ial, that is, likely to have an effect on purchase behavior.
However, materiality often is assumed to exist. In Interna-
tional Harvester Co. (1984, p. 1056), the FTC states: “The
Commission, however, presumes that all express claims are
material”—including, presumably, suppressions of truth. In
Thompson Medical Company (1984, p. 189), the FTC states:
“The very existence of a claim ordinarily is sufficient for us
to conclude it is material.” If information in a commercial is
found to contain deceptiveness due to the ineffective quali-
fication requirement, the FTC shifts the burden of proof to
the advertiser to demonstrate that the video super is not
material. Hence, though the burden of proof is with the
advertiser in a pragmatic sense, in the federal court system,
it is technically on the regulator to prove materiality.

In summary, as can be seen from Figure 1, advertisers,
consumers, media, and public policy agencies each have a
stake in how information is communicated by video supers
in advertising. It is not the purpose of this article to attempt
to address all the concerns of these video supers stakehold-
ers. A better understanding of how video supers are
processed in televised commercials, however, will provide a
useful first step in this direction. In the next section, we
review the literature relating to the processing of video
supers and apply a theoretical model to predict determinants
of viewer comprehension of video supers.

Literature Review and Hypotheses

Barlow and Wogalter (1993) decry the lack of theoretical
approaches to the study of format effects in communica-
tions. A theoretical model of processing visual presentations
of verbal information is needed in this area of research that
too often has been atheoretical in its approach. A processing
model of format effects would offer the advantage of speci-
fying an intervening process between the manipulation of
structural elements, such as typography size or presentation
rate, and the measurement of effects, such as recall or com-
prehension. Penny (1989) has developed a theory of verbal
memory that might be useful for understanding format
effects in the visual presentation of verbal information.
Although there are other well-known models of modality
effects (e.g., Paivio 1983), Penny’s is unique because her
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theoretical model was developed specifically to explain cog-
nitive processing of visually presented verbal information.
We show how this theory also might be used to study how
viewers process video supers in commercials. This theory is
referred to as separate processing streams.

Modality Effects and Recall

Video supers are a type of visual presentation of verbal mate-
rial (visual stimulus). Therefore, video supers that are not
accompanied by a simultaneous voice-over represent an
example of a single-mode presentation of information. A
video super accompanied by a simultaneous voice-over
(audio stimulus) represents a dual-mode presentation. The
non-video super part of a commercial—referred to hereafter
as other commercial content—also might contain an audio
stimulus (e.g., the spoken words of talent or the voice of a
spokesperson) and/or a visual stimulus (e.g., the pictorial rep-
resentation of multiple photographic images). According to
the separate processing streams model (Penny 1989), the
memory system is quite flexible. Information presented in
any modality can be recoded into any other format. For exam-
ple, a viewer seeing the video super “Use only as directed” in
a commercial could visualize the typed phrase, silently artic-
ulate the phrase, read the phrase to themselves, or spell it out.

On exposure to visual presentation of verbal information,
a sensory-based trace is formed and stored. This sensory-
based trace is referred to as the visual code. The visual code
is formed automatically, is transient, and is subject to inter-
ference effects from thematically different and competing
information, such as ongoing dialog and pictorial represen-
tation in the commercial. However, if given sufficient
opportunity, the sensory memory trace can be transformed
or enriched. The viewer of a commercial might articulate a
video super silently by, for example, visualizing an attribute
of the product written in the super (“contains saccharin”).
Visual presentation of verbal information is encoded seman-
tically only if the commercial viewer has an opportunity to
articulate the video super silently. Therefore, the separate
processing streams model nicely explains why exposure to
visual presentation of verbal information is different than
exposure to a picture image.

Penny (1989) refers to the code generated by the silent
articulation of visually presented verbal information as the
phonological code. The phonological code is semantic infor-
mation, internally generated, enduring, and relatively resis-
tant to interference effects. Auditory presentation of informa-
tion results in the automatic production of a sensory-based
code referred to as the acoustic code. The acoustic code is
formed only for information that is heard. Penny (1980)
argues that the acoustic code is enduring and increases recall
of recent auditory information relative to visual presentation
of verbal information. It is this persistence of the auditory
code in short-term memory that is responsible for the widely
found modality effect—the superior performance of auditory
presentation over visual presentation of verbal information on
recall tasks, particularly for difficult material (Penny 1989).

The phonological code is used for both auditorily and
visually presented information. However, though the phono-
logical code is an automatic product of auditorily presented
information, it occurs for visually presented verbal informa-
tion only when the presentation environment provides the

opportunity to transform the visual code (sensory informa-
tion) into a phonological code (semantic information).

We apply this separate streams model to the domain of
cognitive processing of video supers. We develop hypothe-
ses that relate format effects of video supers to viewer lev-
els of comprehension. We begin with the case of single- ver-
sus dual-modality video supers.

Comprehension of Single- Versus Dual-Modality
Video Supers

Video supers might contain either a visual code (the typo-
graphy of the super) or a visual and acoustic code (super
accompanied by simultaneous voice-over). These are
referred to as single- and dual-modality video supers,
respectively. According to Penny (1989), auditory presenta-
tion of verbal information results in superior recall, relative
to visual presentation. The acoustic code is said to be rich
and enduring compared with the visual code. Similarly,
Paivio (1983) suggests that presentation of information in
dual modality might result in greater elaboration and com-
prehension of information relative to a single-modality pre-
sentation. Although much of the research reviewed by
Penny (1989) relates to simple sets of words, other
researchers, in more complex information environments,
have found similar effects. Morris, Mazis, and Brinberg
(1989) find that disclosure information in experimenter-cre-
ated prescription drug advertising was comprehended better
in dual- versus single-modality mode. The FTC (1979) rec-
ommends the simultaneous presentation of video supers in
both visual and verbal modes to meet its “clear and con-
spicuous” standard. This leads to our first hypothesis:

H,: The comprehension of video super information will be
higher when information is presented in both visual and
auditory modalities than when information is presented in a
visual modality only.

Comprehension of Single-Modality Video Supers in
Comparison with Other Commercial Content

Commercials containing video supers can have up to four sep-
arate competing or complementary streams of information.
The body of the commercial typically contains both a visual
code (successive photographic images) and an auditory code
(commercial narrative ). There is an important distinction
between the visual code for pictorial imagery and the visual
code for visual presentation of verbal information. The former
has been shown to lead to superior performance on immediate
and delayed recall tasks, relative to verbal information
(Childers and Houston 1984), whereas the latter has received
little attention in consumer research literature. In visual modal-
ity, generation of a phonological code for video supers is not
automatic and can be disrupted by simultaneous unrelated
speech or pictorial information. This situation frequently
occurs in commercials for visual-mode-only supers, because
thematically unrelated commercial narrative and photographic
images frequently are present while video supers are shown.
Therefore, the single visual code of the super competes for pro-
cessing resources with both the visual code of the commer-
cial’s photographic images and the audio code of the narrative.

Frick (1984) demonstrates that higher levels of recall are
generated for the dual-mode condition than for either the
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pure auditory- or the pure visual-mode condition. For video
supers to generate a strong memory trace, there must be an
opportunity to recode the visually presented verbal informa-
tion through silent articulation into a phonological code for
rehearsal (Baddeley 1986). Knoll (1975) demonstrates that a
concurrent shadowing task—in this case, represented by
attention to other commercial content—prevents articula-
tory recoding of visual stimuli so that subjects are left with
a poorly performing, visually based memory code. There-
fore, it is expected that comprehension of the single-mode
video super will be less than that of other commercial copy.
This leads to the first part of our second hypothesis:

H,,: Comprehension of single-modality video supers will be
lower than that of other commercial copy.

Comprehension of Dual-Modality Video Supers
Compared with Other Commercial Content

Video supers with voice-overs are presented in the form of
a visual mode and a concurrent auditory mode. Video supers
with voice-overs (dual-modality video supers) do not com-
pete for processing resources with an auditory presentation
of other commercial content. This situation represents a
reverse of the one described previously. In the case of the
dual-modality video super, the audio code reinforces the
video code and permits the viewer to engage in articulatory
recoding of the visual stimulus into a phonological code.
This phonological code is quite resistant to interference
effects and should account for the superior recall of the
dual-mode video super, relative to other commercial con-
tent. This leads to the second part of our second hypothesis:

H,,: Comprehension of dual-modality video supers will be
higher than that of other commercial content.

Structural Determinants of Single-Modality Video
Super Comprehension

Presentation rate and typography size are two of many stim-
ulus characteristics that might affect reading comprehension
(Barlow and Wogalter 1993). These two stimulus character-
istics were chosen because they have been shown to affect
reading comprehension (Morris, Mazis, and Brinberg 1989),
and previous content analyses of television video supers
show that presentation rate and typography size vary widely
in broadcast commercials (Hoy and Stankey 1993).

Presentation Rate

Bettman (1979) argues that, as long as consumers have the
ability to control the rate of presentation, they can process
large amounts of information. According to Muller (1985),
the capacity limitations of the cognitive system in general,
and of short-term memory in particular, might lead to infor-
mation overload in nonprint media settings if information is
presented at sufficiently high rates of speed. For this reason,
Bettman (1979) suggests that, if there is a need to commu-
nicate substantial amounts of information, print advertising
media are superior to television advertising media. In a sim-
ilar vein, Koler and Roediger (1984) argue that comprehen-
sion of information, acquired by reading or listening, is a
product not only of the cognitive skills of the receiver, but
also of the salience of the message. Information salience can

be manipulated by variations in features of the message,
such as typography, spacing, color, stimulus size, and pre-
sentation rate.

There is substantial empirical evidence to suggest that
many televised single-mode video supers have the potential
to cause difficulties in reading comprehension. Miyao and
colleagues (1989) find that presentation rates of verbal
information on a video screen in excess of 178 words per
minute (wpm) can cause visual fatigue and readability diffi-
culty. Notably, the FTC Staff Report (1979) on consumer
information remedies recommends a presentation rate below
180 wpm for product warranties. In addition, in content
analyses of broadcast commercial video supers, Franke and
Lee (1994) note presentation rates as high as 2000+ wpm,
and Hoy and Stankey (1993) find that more than a third of
all video supers are presented at a rate higher than 180 wpm.
Hence, a third of all video supers are at a rate of presenta-
tion empirically determined to have the potential to cause
readability difficulty for viewers.

Some rehearsal of visually presented verbal stimuli is
necessary before it can be recoded by silent articulation into
a phonological code (Baddeley 1986). During this rehearsal
period, the visual code is susceptible to interference from
any auditorily presented distraction (Baddeley 1983). A
combination of the high presentation rate found in single-
modality video supers and viewer inability to control pre-
sentation rate might reduce the opportunity to engage in the
necessary rehearsal process to transform the transient visual
code into an enduring phonological code. Therefore, high
presentation rate of single-modality video supers should
result in poor comprehension. This leads to the first part of
our third hypothesis:

Hj,: Faster presentation rate of single-modality video super
information will be related negatively to the level of com-
prehension.

Presentation Size

Stimulus size, in addition to presentation rate, is one of
many features that influences message salience and thus the
ability of a receiver to process information (Koler and
Roediger 1984). Many studies, in a variety of settings, have
manipulated type fonts and have demonstrated that compre-
hension is associated positively with increasing stimulus
size. Young and Wogalter (1990) find that larger font size in
owners’ manuals leads to better recall. Similarly, Viscusi,
Magat, and Huber (1986), in an evaluation of hazard warn-
ings, find that participants would have behaved more cau-
tiously if visual warnings were made bigger. However, Pop-
per and Murray (1989), in a print advertising context, were
unable to detect any improvements in comprehension when
chewing tobacco warnings were increased in size. In all of
these studies, presentation formats were manipulated
directly by the researchers, but no evidence was offered that
the presentation formats selected approximated those that
appear in televised commercials.

Of the studies reviewed, perhaps Barlow and Wogalter’s
(1993) comes closest to replicating the environment of tele-
vised video supers. Using alcoholic beverage commercials,
they superimposed visual presentation of verbal warnings
over the last frame of the commercial. They find that larger,
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more conspicuous warnings are more likely to gain and
maintain attention than smaller, less conspicuous warnings.
The single-modality video supers used in Barlow and
Wogalter’s (1993) study were short (mean = 17 words), on
the screen in large print (letter height = 1.5 centimeters), and
were shown for a long duration (mean = 7.8 seconds).
Indeed, Barlow and Wogalter (1993, p. 154) caution that
their “commercials” should not be considered representative
of commercials typically aired, because “[m]ost product-
related information in television commercials today is pre-
sented in smaller print and for shorter duration. Under such
conditions, the effectiveness of print (visual presentation of
verbal information) may be negligible.”

Rehearsal of visually presented verbal stimuli, necessary
to permit the recoding of visual code into phonological
code, might be impaired by any feature of a visually pre-
sented verbal message that makes it more difficult to com-
prehend (Penny 1989). Similar to fast presentation rate,
small presentation size reduces the viewer’s opportunity to
translate transient sensory information (visual code) into
enduring semantic knowledge (phonological code). Small
presentation size also can reduce legibility and, in the
extreme case of illegibility, reduces not only the opportu-
nity, but also the possibility of comprehension. It is there-
fore expected that single-modality video supers of small
presentation size will have lower comprehension relative to
large presentation size, single-modality supers. This leads to
the second part of our third hypothesis:

H;),: Large presentation size of single-modality video supers
will be related positively to the level of comprehension.

Interactive Effect of Presentation Rate and
Presentation Size

Video super presentation rate and presentation size affect
comprehension rates by increasing or reducing opportunity
to process a message. The combined effect of fast presenta-
tion rate and small presentation size should have a more
negative effect on message salience than the simple effects
of either presentation rate or presentation size alone. There-
fore, it is expected that the viewer’s opportunity to translate
the visual code by silent articulation into a phonological
code will be lowest in the condition represented by a fast
presentation rate and small presentation size. This leads to
the third part of our third hypothesis:

H;.: Comprehension of single-modality video supers will be
lowest when presentation size is small and presentation rate
is high.

Method

The primary objectives of this research are to determine if
viewers comprehend video supers in broadcast commercials
and to assess the effects of the structural characteristics of
video super presentation on comprehension. Because of the
great variability of video super presentation formats, our
most important methodological requirement is that the sam-
ple commercials be representative of how video supers actu-
ally are used in broadcast commercials. Barlow and Wogal-
ter (1993) caution that experimental manipulation of visual

presentation of verbal information in researcher-constructed
commercials sacrifices ecological validity of the viewing
stimuli for greater experimental control of commercial ele-
ments. Therefore, findings of experimenter-constructed
video supers in commercials might not generalize to video
supers in televised commercials.

There is considerable evidence from human-factors
research that presentation format affects comprehension, but
little direct evidence that presentation format in broadcast
commercials affects comprehension. Broadcast commer-
cials present a unique information presentation environment
that is different from the presentation environments fre-
quently studied in human-factors research. An important
methodological requirement is, therefore, that the video
super commercials be representative of most video supers in
broadcast commercials. It is not operationally feasible to
embed each of the 200 different commercials used in the
study in naturally occurring programming content, because
this would require a very large number of different treat-
ment conditions. The use of a large sample of televised
commercials presents methodological trade-offs between
the heightened realism of using a large number of actually
televised video super commercials and the reduced realism
of the viewing environment. Because many research partic-
ipants exposed to programming and commercials might be
aware that the commercials are the focus of research, we
believe it is an acceptable methodological trade-off to opti-
mize commercial representativeness over programming
environment representativeness. A similar methodological
approach of testing a large number of communications with-
out a surrounding programming environment was used in
Jacoby, Hoyer, and Sheluga’s (1980) landmark viewer mis-
comprehension study.

Sampling Plan for Video Super Commercials

The sample of commercials was drawn from the three
major network affiliates, ABC, CBS, and NBC, for a period
of seven consecutive days. Each of these television net-
works has a detailed, published policy statement regarding
the use of video supers in its commercials (ABC 1992;
CBS 1988; NBC 1992). To ensure that the most heavily
watched day-parts were sampled, we taped 16 hours of con-
secutive programming for each of the seven days, from
8:00 A.M. to midnight, which yielded a total of 336 hours
of television programming. This sample yielded more than
2600 commercials, from which we obtained 204 undupli-
cated commercials containing video supers. We randomly
extracted 4 commercials, so that we could have 20 treat-
ment groups, each group exposed to one tape, with each
tape containing 10 commercials. The sample thus repre-
sents a wide array of product categories, with the most fre-
quent categories being health and beauty aids, automotive,
and food and snacks. The 200 commercials then were
assigned randomly, edited in groups of 10 back-to-back
commercials, to 1 of 20 videotapes. The order of commer-
cials on a tape represents the naturally occurring order
embedded in programming, after commercials without
video supers and duplicate commercials were removed
from the sample. A ten-second break was inserted between
each successive commercial to permit the experimenter to
pause the tape while respondents answered comprehension
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questions. Although this is clearly an intrusive procedure,
the alternative, to embed each of the 200 commercials in
programming content and therefore run a large number of
treatment conditions, was not feasible operationally.

Subjects were assigned randomly to 1 of 20 treatment
conditions. Each condition contained 1 of the 20 tapes of
video super commercials. Consequently, each participant
was exposed once to each of the 10 commercials. The ran-
dom assignment of subjects to experimental conditions and
commercials to tapes enabled us to pool responses for
repeated measures analyses. A Sony SLV-676UC frame-by-
frame editing machine was used to edit commercials from
tape recordings.

Subjects

Four hundred forty-three undergraduate business adminis-
tration students at a midsize eastern university in the United
States participated in the study for course credit. Participants
were assigned randomly to 1 of 20 treatment groups. Fifty-
five percent of the participants were men, and the average
age was 20.4 years. Neither of the demographic characteris-
tics were related to comprehension and are not discussed
further.

Study Procedure

Sessions were run in small groups, ranging from 8 to 13 sub-
jects, so that each set of commercials was run on different
days and at different times. In each session, participants
were seated in comfortable armchairs, in an arc shape,
approximately three yards from a 22-inch/55.9-centimeter
(diagonal measurements) Sony Trinitron stereo television
monitor. The experimenter explained that participants
would be watching a series of commercials, that the tape
would be stopped, and that they would be asked some ques-
tions after each commercial. Following each commercial,
the tape was stopped and subjects were instructed to turn to
the research questionnaire and respond to questions that per-
tained to the last commercial they saw. After responding to
questions relating to the tenth and final commercial, subjects
indicated their age and sex.

Comprehension Measures

For each commercial, two comprehension items were given.
Because a few of the commercials in our sample of 200 were
as brief as ten seconds, showing more than two items for
each commercial was not feasible. The first item related to
the video super, the second to other commercial content.
Statements relating to the video super and the main auditory
copy were true 50% of the time. In cases in which there
were two or more separate frames of video supers, one video
super was selected randomly as the target video super.
Examples of video supers and comprehension measures are
included in the Appendix. To avoid the criticisms that Ford
and Yalch (1982) leveled at Jacoby and Hoyer (1982), that
the latter may have constructed (perhaps unknowingly)
more difficult test items for the different types of messages,
we took the caution of having video super content and other
commercial material content transcribed on coding sheets.
This precaution ensured that the test constructor was blind
to the condition of video super versus non-video super con-
tent. Following the suggestions of Jacoby and Hoyer (1989),

we offered three possible response options: “true,” “false,”
or “don’t know,” to reduce guessing.

Coding Scheme for Structural Elements of Video
Supers

Operationally, video supers were defined as all superim-
posed video messages that appear in a commercial, exclud-
ing words on product packages, one-word supers such as
“sale” or “value,” one-word brand-name supers, and cam-
paign slogans. Our intention was to focus on video supers
that formed complete advertising sentences (though not nec-
essarily grammatically correct English sentences). The
number of words in the target video was counted by freez-
ing the frame that contained the video super. Video super
duration was assessed with a handheld electronic stopwatch
and rounded to the nearest second. This yielded data for cal-
culation of presentation rate. After viewing 30 commercials
and discussing it among ourselves, we concluded that font
size at half an inch or less, measured on a 22-inch television
screen and viewed from a distance of three yards, had the
potential to cause viewer comprehension problems due to
poor legibility. Therefore, half an inch or less was chosen as
the appropriate size to code the video supers into small and
large size. Video supers also were coded for presence or
absence of a voice-over to provide data for modality effects.

Results

Comprehension of Single- and Dual-Modality
Video Supers

We computed comprehension rates for video supers by
comparing the subjects’ responses on the true/false/don’t
know questions with the objectively correct answer. The
subjects’ responses are classified as comprehension when
the response and correct answers match.

The overall comprehension for 200 target supers is
48.5%, versus 54.5% for commercial body copy. As we
show in Table 1, dual-modality video supers have higher
comprehension rates than single-modality video supers
(77.1% versus 40.8%; x2(1) = 392.23, p < .001). Therefore,
H, is supported. We used a nonparametric sign test (Con-
nover 1971) to assess whether the differences in compre-
hension for video supers versus commercial copy are signif-
icant at the individual level. Comprehension of single-
modality video supers is lower than that of other commer-
cial content (40.8% versus 54.5%; Z = 11.64, p < .001).
However, dual-modality video supers are comprehended
better than commercial copy (77.1% versus 54.5%; Z =
9.88, p < .001). Therefore, H,, and H,,, are supported.

Structural Determinants of Single-Modality Video
Super Comprehension

Presentation Rate

The number of words for each of the 200 target video supers
and the number of seconds each video super was displayed
were counted. From these two variables, the wpm was com-
puted. The presentation rate ranged from 12 to 900 wpm. On
the basis of this distribution, the video supers were divided
into two categories, using a median split of 144 wpm. We
are using a cutoff that is obtained empirically from the data
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set. The results are provided in Table 2. The comprehension
rate is 47.8% for presentation rate of <144 wpm compared
with 33.5% for presentation rate of >144 wpm. The %2 for
these results, as is reported in Table 2, was ¥2(1) = 73.23,
p < .001. Therefore, Hj, is supported.

Presentation Size

The 200 video supers were classified into two categories on
the basis of font size, as follows: small ( <1/2 inch/2.25 cen-
timeter font size) and large (=1/2 inch/2.25 centimeter font
size). As is given in Table 2, the comprehension rate is 61.3%
for a presentation size of 21/2 inch/2.25 centimeter compared
with 37.9% for a presentation size of <1/2 inch/2.25 cen-
timeter (y2= 85.49(1), p < .001). Therefore, Hs,, is supported.

Interactive Effect of Presentation Rate and
Presentation Size

We expected that comprehension would be highest when sin-
gle-modality video super information was presented at a low
rate and in a large font size. Conversely, we predicted that
comprehension would be lowest when video super informa-
tion was presented at a high rate and in a small font size. To
test this hypothesis, a 2 X 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was conducted with presentation rate (low <144 wpm versus
high > 144 wpm) and presentation size (small < 1/2 inch font
size versus large 21/2 inch font size) as the two factors and

Table 1. Comprehension Comparisons Based on Modality
Panel A
Comprehension of Dual- Versus Single-Modality
Video Supers
Presentation Modality Comprehension N
Visual only 40.8% 3486
Both visual and audio 77.1% 943
Overall 48.5% 4429

Note: x2 = 392.23, DF = 1, p < .001.

Panel B

Comprehension of Single-Modality Video Supers Versus
Other Commercial Content

comprehension rate for video supers as the dependent vari-
able. The data were analyzed with the method for nonorthog-
onal designs by Appelbaum and Cramer (1974).

As is revealed in Table 2, the interactive effect of presen-
tation rate and presentation size on comprehension of video
supers is significant (F (1, 3482) = 10.94, p < .001). The
comprehension rates for four categories of supers (resulting
from the 2 x 2 design) were in the predicted direction. The
comprehension rate for low-presentation-rate, large-presen-
tation-size supers is the highest (73.6%), and the compre-
hension rate for high-presentation-rate, small-presentation-
size supers is the lowest (32.1%). Simple effects were ana-
lyzed for the four relevant comparisons that corresponded to
this interaction, and all were significant. Overall, these
results provide support for Hs.

Discussion

To date, the separate processing streams model of modality
effects has received empirical support from research that

Table 2.  Comprehension Comparisons Based on
Structural Determinants
Panel A
Presentation Rate and Comprehension of Single-Modality
Video Supers
Presentation Rate Comprehension N
Low (£ 144 wpm) 47.8% 1766
High (> 144 wpm) 33.5% 1720
Overall 40.8% 3486

Note: x2=73.23, DF = 1, p < .001.

Panel B
Presentation Size and Comprehension of Single-Modality
Video Supers
Presentation Rate Comprehension N
Small (< 1/27) 37.9% 3057
Large (> 1/27) 61.3% 429
Overall 40.8% 3486

Presentation Modality Comprehension N
Single-modality video supers 40.8% 3486
Other commercial content 54.5% 4429
Note: Z = 11.64, DF = |, p < .001.

Panel C

Comprehension of Dual-Modality Video Supers Versus Other
Commercial Content

Presentation Modality Comprehension N
Dual-modality video supers 77.1% 943
Other commercial content 54.5% 4429

Note: Z=9.88, DF = 1, p < .001.

Note: ¥ = 85.49, DF = 1, p < .001.

Panel C

Interactive Effect of Presentation Rate and Presentation Size
on Comprehension of Single-Modality Video Supers

Presentation
Size
Small (< 1/2”) Large (> 1/27)
Low presentation rate 43.7% 73.6%
(< 144 wpm)
High presentation rate 32.1% 45.5%
(> 144 wpm)

Note: Interaction of presentation rate X presentation size is significant at
F(l, 3,482) = 10.94, p < .001.
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focuses on relatively simple stimuli, such as small groups of
words or simple phrases. Our findings lend support to the
separate processing streams model and suggest that the
model might have utility in more complex information envi-
ronments. Research on modality effects in marketing com-
munications, with few exceptions (e.g., Barlow and Wogal-
ter 1993), has lacked a theoretical underpinning and could
benefit from propositions derivable from the model.

Video supers share a common goal with the non-video
super information contained in commercials: both must
communicate. Across all video supers, comprehension rate
is lower than it is for commercial copy. The overall pattern
of findings, however, suggests that comprehension rates for
video supers vary widely on the basis of presentation modal-
ity and structural format effects. In particular, dual-modality
presentation—including video plus audio voice-over—is
most effective in ensuring high comprehension. This finding
is consistent with those of other researchers across a variety
of communication settings (e.g., Barlow and Wogalter
1993; Morris, Mazis, and Brinberg 1989; Young and
Wogalter 1990).

Our results also are consistent with those predicted from
theories of modality effects (e.g., Paivio 1983; Penny 1989).
When video supers are presented in dual modality, they lead
to higher comprehension rates relative to commercial copy.
However, single-modality supers perform poorly relative to
commercial copy. The separate processing streams model
suggests an explanation for this finding. A key determinant
of viewer comprehension of single-modality video supers
might be the ability of the viewer to rehearse the video code
so that it is translated into a more permanent phonological
code. Our findings support the FTC’s (1979) views and rec-
ommendations that video supers should be presented in dual
modality. Our data suggest that dual-modality supers out-
perform single-modality supers on comprehension by more
than 37%. In our sample of 200 video super commercials,
however, we found that the FTC guidelines were a rule more
honored in the breach than the observance. Only 21% of all
commercials containing video supers had dual-modality
presentation.

Our findings provide empirical support for the concerns
expressed in the Advertising Age (1995) editorial that
addressed the efficacy of video supers. In particular, the data
show that comprehension rates decline from 47.8% for video
supers at less than 144 wpm to 33.5% for those at greater
than 144 wpm. Comprehension rates similarly decline from
61.3% for video supers greater than a half inch in font size to
37.9% for those less than or equal to a half inch in font size.

Limitations

Interpretation of our findings should be tempered by several
limitations in the scope of the study. The use of undergradu-
ate students limits the generalizability of the results to other
populations, as it is quite likely that students are not part of the
target market for many of the products and services offered in
these commercials. It is noteworthy, however, that in their
study of comprehension of print advertising, Jacoby and
Hoyer (1989) find no differences in comprehension for target
versus nontarget audiences. They also find few meaningful
differences in comprehension that are due to a wide range of
sociodemographic characteristics. Any sample of subjects

could not be in the target audience for all the products and ser-
vices advertised. A more significant limitation of this study,
perhaps, is the lack of multiple advertisement exposures.
Although Alpert, Golden, and Hoyer (1983) find that multiple
exposures to televised communications did not improve com-
prehension, advertisement repetition might improve compre-
hension for low-salience presentation environments, which
are characteristic of fast-paced, small-sized video supers.

All of the video super commercials were taped off the air.
Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that the subjects
might have had prior exposure to some of the commercials.
The hypotheses for format effects relate only to the bound-
aries of the commercial sample and should not be projected,
without further research, to other domains, such as product
warranties on packages. The experimental environment was
very different from the relaxed atmosphere of a home view-
ing situation and probably contributed to greater attention to
processing video supers than would be normal for home
viewers. Similarly, the cognitive strategies employed by
viewers, that is, low-involvement advertisement scanning
versus high-involvement advertisement processing, might
affect comprehension levels. It also is possible that other
unmeasured variables, such as message difficulty or video
super color and/or background color, could affect compre-
hension levels. For these reasons, it would be inappropriate
to accept comprehension levels in our study as a type of
benchmark, or norm, for video supers. A more reasonable
interpretation of the data should be confined to the relative
effects of presentation modality and format structure.

Implications and Further Research

For advertisers and advertising agencies, the data indicate
that small-font video supers, presented at a fast rate, might
not be effective in communicating information and might
leave the advertiser open to a legal charge of ineffective
qualification of disclosure information. Therefore, it might
be useful for advertising agencies to test comprehension of
video supers prior to airing the commercial. Further research
would be useful to address whether viewers are suspicious
of detailed video supers and whether the presence of video
supers negatively affects the credibility of other commercial
content.

Many video supers are placed at the end of commercials.
The commercial storyline has gathered momentum, which
might make it difficult for the viewer to switch attentional
resources to a video super. Consequently, the position of the
video super in a commercial might be a key element for fur-
ther research.

From a public policy perspective, our data indicate that
for video supers more might be less. An effective program
to ensure fair disclosure to consumers should encourage
simplification, not merely more words and larger font,
which further encroaches on an advertiser’s space and free-
dom of expression. One method to determine disclosure
accuracy would be to evaluate it using a performance test. A
comprehension standard could be set for the target audience,
whereby the advertiser has flexibility to choose the appro-
priate format and presentation method to meet this criterion.

The American Advertising Federation has encouraged fed-
eral agencies to investigate how 800 numbers and referrals to
World Wide Web pages in commercials could supplement
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the information requirements of consumers. Our findings
suggest that such simplification of the message would be pre-
sented more appropriately with a dual-modality video super
of large enough font size and sufficient duration to facilitate
viewer processing. There is some evidence to indicate that
shorter disclosure statements can be equally effective in
influencing consumers’ beliefs about an offer (Murphy and
Richards 1992). The separate processing streams model
would predict enhanced comprehension of video supers in a
brief video plus audio presentation format. This strategy
ensures that there would be no other competing visual or
audio information to prevent rehearsal and encoding of visu-
ally presented verbal information into a long-lasting phono-
logical code. For such a policy to be effective, however,
advertisers also would need to communicate to viewers the
importance of such disclosure information.

Appendix
Video Super Verbatim

Video Super Frame 11

Savings a combination of $750 cash back, plus special dis-
count. Savings based on options purchased separately. Must
take delivery from stock. Limited time offer. See dealer for
details.

Video Super Frame 2

No charge air-conditioning on select models.

Video Super Frame 3

MSRP and cash back direct from [Brand name], excluding
taxes, destination charges, and carpet. Actual prices may
vary. Must take delivery from dealer stock. Limited time
offer. See dealer for details.

The video super question was “Savings are a combination
of $750 cash back, plus special discount.” True/False/Don’t
Know.

Other Commercial Material Verbatim

Sure was a busy one yesterday. Here we go again. Quick
reflexes are essential during the [Brand name] ready-to-roll
sale. You get to move fast for cash back on special package
[Model A] or try [Model B] wagon, or air at no extra charge,
try [Model C] at a new low price. Hurry in today. When the
smoke clears there will be nothing left.

The audio question was “Only model A is available at a
new low price.” True/False/Don’t Know.
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