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Research in Brief

Sales Effectiveness of Comparative Advertising:
An Experimental Field Investigation

Z.S. DEMIRDJIAN*

Unlike previous studies that have measured comparative advertising effectiveness
through such hypothetical constructs as beliefs, attitudes, and intentions, this ex-
periment extends research by examining the impact of comparative advertising
on purchase behavior. Results contradict the findings of previous research and
show that comparative advertising outweighs its noncomparative counterpart in
sales effectiveness.

In past laboratory experiments, researchers have at-
tempted to measure the effectiveness of comparative ad-
vertising under the explicit or implicit assumption that at-
titudes and purchase intentions are the appropriate
dependent measures (Etgar and Goodwin 1978, 1980;
Golden 1975; Ogilvy and Mather 1975; Wilson 1976).
Based on this model the conclusion has been drawn that
comparative advertising is as effective as noncomparative
advertising (i.e., the conventional format). Belch’s 1981
study represents a minor departure from the dependence on
attitudes and intentions as criterion variables for the effec-
tiveness measurement. Belch used a cognitive response ap-
proach to explore the relative effects of one- and two-sided
comparative and noncomparative commercials. Although
results indicated ‘‘qualitative’” differences in the mediating
roles of cognitive responses for the two types of messages,
no differential effects were found for attitude and purchase
intention measures.

The purpose of this study is to explore the differential
effects of comparative advertising by measuring the pur-
chase behavior of consumers rather than intervening con-
structs. Specifically, this study undertakes to test the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

Purchase rate of a low cost product will be higher through
a comparative advertising strategy providing objective infor-
mation than through a conventional advertising strategy.

*Z.S. Demirdjian is Associate Professor of Marketing, California State
University at Long Beach, CA 90840. He would like to thank the anon-
ymous reviewers for their insightful and heipful comments.

METHOD
Subjects and Design

A sample of 273 undergraduate marketing students was
randomly assigned to either comparative or conventional
advertisement treatments based on actual ads for two similar
ballpoint pens, Scripto and Paper Mate. The objective in-
formation in the ads included selected attributes of both
products (such as carbide point vs. nylon point, price, writ-
ing performance—skips or does not skip, supply of ink).
These two brands were selected because they represented
a common product category: they are low in price (98
cents), relatively undifferentiated, and advertise similar
product benefits.

All of the advertisements contained the objective infor-
mation, regardless of the brand of pen and type of adver-
tisement. The comparative and the conventional ad for
Scripto included statements about the same number and
kind of attributes. The major difference between the two
types of advertisements was the naming of the competitor:
the comparative ad stated that Scripto has a hard, rough
textured carbide ballpoint that writes on any surface and
will not skip under any circumstances, while Paper Mate
has a nylon point which wears out quickly. The conven-
tional advertisement for Scripto placed the same attributes
in a “‘normative’’ form: Scripto has a hard, rough textured
carbide ball point that writes on any surface and will not
skip under any circumstances. In an effort to equalize ex-
perimental conditions, the conventional advertisement for
Paper Mate contained the same number of attributes used
to describe Scripto.
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TABLE 1 TABLE 2
SALES AND COMPARATIVE VS. CONVENTIONAL COUPON REDEMPTION AND NONREDEMPTION UNDER
ADVERTISING COMPARATIVE AND CONVENTIONAL TREATMENT
Scripto Paper Mate Total Comparative Conventional
treatment treatment Total
Comparative ad 84 25 109
Conventional ad 23 42 65 Scripto 84 23 107
Paper Mate 25 42 67
Total 107 67 174 No purchase 33 66 99
Total 142 131 273

Experimental Procedure

Part of the experiment was conducted in the classroom
and part occurred in the marketplace. The classroom part
of the experiment consisted of exposing both treatment
groups to a portfolio of advertisements. To hedge against
possible reactive arrangement due to a somewhat artificial
setting that would bias results, the subjects were told a
cover story: as a pretext, they were asked to participate in
a study to determine the feasibility of direct marketing of
school supplies to college students. The inclusion of ex-
perimental and filler advertisements was explained by stat-
ing that the companies interested in direct marketing wished
to compensate the participants of the study with a product
for their time and suggestions and that since the companies
offered a number of competing products, advertisements
were included to provide information for product selection.

After reading the material individually, subjects were
asked to complete a questionnaire on the cover story. Fi-
nally, each subject was given a coupon at a 40 percent
discount of the retail price toward the purchase of either a
Scripto or a Paper Mate ballpoint pen. Each brand of pen
happened to be identically priced at 98 cents. Subjects were
told that they could redeem the coupons at the university
bookstore. The experimental pens were displayed in sepa-
rate boxes at the pen counter of the store, as they have been
customarily merchandized.

The two advertising treatments were administered to stu-
dents who were enrolled in one of four marketing classes
scheduled at the same time. Each student was randomly
given one of the following:

1. The comparative treatment. A portfolio of advertisements
containing one comparative advertisement favoring
Scripto over Paper Mate, one conventional advertisement
favoring Paper Mate, and two filler advertisements about
two kinds of dictionaries (one comparative and one con-
ventional).

2. The conventional treatment: A portfolio of advertisements
containing the same conventional advertisement favoring
Paper Mate, two conventional filler advertisements, and
instead of a comparative advertisement, a conventional
advertisement favoring Scripto.

To collect data on the purchase behavior, each subject
was asked to write his or her name on the coupon, and the
clerks at the University Bookstore were instructed to verify
the name appearing on the coupon against the student’s ID
to avoid redemption by nonexperimental subjects. More-

over, the clerks at the checkout counter were instructed to
circle on the coupon the purchased brand. Such a procedure
made it possible to keep track of the experimental subject’s
purchased brand of pen. To eliminate any possible order
effect, half of the coupons were printed with Scripto first
and Paper Mate second, and vice versa.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Sales was used as the dependent variable in a series of
chi square analyses. A total of 174 (64 percent) coupons
were redeemed. Of the students exposed to the comparative
advertising portfolio, 48 percent purchased Scripto and 15
percent purchased Paper Mate pens. Of the students ex-
posed to the conventional advertising portfolio, 13 percent
bought Scripto and 24 percent bought Paper Mate. The data
is shown in Table 1. Statistical analysis of the data resulted
in a x2 of 29.99 (1 df, p < 0.001, corrected x? = 29.92)
supporting the hypothesis.

It should be pointed out that the differences in coupon
redemption are substantial: in the comparative advertising
treatment group, 33 students (12 percent) abstained from
coupon redemption, while in the conventional advertising
group 66 students (24 percent) abstained (see Table 2).

Inasmuch as the incidence of nonredemption rates is
high, the Brandt-Snedecor method of partitioning the total
x* was employed to make independent comparisons to in-
crease our confidence in the results (Batson 1956). The first
comparison of total coupon redemption for Scripto and Pa-
per Mate versus total nonredemption resulted in a x° of
21.73 (1 df, p < 0.001); the second comparison of Scripto
redemption versus Paper Mate redemption resulted in a x?
of 28.03 (1 df, p < 0.001). Here again, a significant re-
lationship is shown between the two treatments. When con-
ventional advertisements for both brands were presented,
subjects preferred Paper Mate to Scripto. But under the
comparative advertisement treatment, purchase of Scripto
increased dramatically, as did total sales.

CONCLUSION

In drawing conclusions from this research, one must be
cognizant of possible limitations of the measures. Although
the conventional and the comparative treatments contained
the same general product attributes, evaluative comparisons
of attributes in the comparative treatment may well have
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persuaded the subjects to purchase Scripto (e.g., the carbide
ballpoint doesn’t wear out as quickly as the nylon point
used by Paper Mate). Only if the respondents knew these
relations a priori might we consider that the two types of
advertisements presented the same information to the re-
spondents. Furthermore, confidence in the results could
have been enhanced had we made both experimental brands
(Paper Mate and Scripto) the preferred pen for different
subjects rather than only Scripto. Thus corroborating evi-
dence would have been obtained in the same study on the
sale effectiveness of the comparative advertising treatment.

The results of this study do suggest, however, that com-
parative advertising may have a strong influence on pur-
chase behavior, contradicting the results of previous re-
search using attitudes and ‘‘intentions to buy’’ as a
surrogate measure of actual purchase. The results are con-
sistent with the reports of successful practices of compar-
ative advertising from the marketplace (Tannenbaum 1976),
which state that comparative advertising does increase sales
for the sponsor.

[Received May 1982. Revised August 1983.]
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