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Abstract. American (i.e., Western) thinking favors the analytic style, focusing on the focal object and 
internal attributes; Chinese (i.e., Eastern) thinking favors the holistic style, paying attention to the 
context and whole system. This research investigates whether such holistic and analytic thinking styles 
affect attitudes towards holistic ads which contain many types of information (availability, price, 
company, etc.) and attribute ads which contain only one type of information (product feature). The 
first study showed that (i) American consumers prefer attribute ads more than Chinese consumers 
do; (ii) both American and Chinese consumers prefer holistic ads more than attribute ads; and both 
prefer the holistic ads equally well. The second study showed that the impact of cultural differences in 
thinking styles on ad attitudes were not influenced by thinking speed – whether the thinking was fast 
and automatic or whether the thinking was slow and effortful. The stable and verifiable managerial 
implication is that ad content in the East and West, in the US and China must include more, diverse 
information.
Key words: ad information, analytic thinking, holistic thinking, culture, ad attitudes

1. Introduction

The type of ad information has a strong impact on consumer responses to ads, firms 
and brands (Abernethy & Franks, 1996). Consumers use information to make better 
purchase decisions even if they do not plan to make a purchase soon after seeing the ad 
(Schmidt & Spreng, 1996). Ever since Resnik & Stern (1977) classified ad information 
into 14 information categories, many scholars have compared information content 
between Eastern and U.S. advertisements. However, almost all studies were based 
on content analysis. In the advertising context, content analysis has been criticized as 
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being able to play only a small role in theory building and marketing practice because 
the content analysis can only show what the ad content is rather than how it influences 
consumer attitudes (Kover, 2001; Lerman & Callow, 2004). Therefore, we know little 
about how advertisements (with different information content) influence consumer 
attitudes (e.g., an ad with multiple types of information versus an ad with product 
attribute information only). International advertising scholars should use more 
experiments and less content analysis (Garrett & Iyer, 2013) in order to understand the 
persuasiveness of advertisement.

Scholars argue – and empirical studies have documented–that advertising whose 
appeals are congruent with cultural orientations should be more persuasive (An, 
2013; Daechun, 2007; Glenn et al., 1977; Han & Shavitt, 1994). According to Nisbett 
et al. (2001), Eastern Asians and Westerners have different thinking styles. Eastern 
thinking style is holistic in that attention is directed to elements and to relationships 
among elements; the Westerners’ thinking style is analytic thinking in that attention 
is directed to the internal attributes but ignoring the surrounding context. Therefore, 
Eastern Asians and Westerners may have different attitudes toward advertisements 
that contain different types of information. Recent studies have found that analytic 
and holistic thinking styles can influence consumers’ evaluations of brand association  
(Ng & Houston, 2006), brand extension (Monga & John, 2007; 2010), spatial judgment 
(Krishna et al., 2008), and evaluations of products in different displays (Zhu & Meyers-
Levy, 2009). However, cross-cultural advertising scholars have relied too much on 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Okazaki & Mueller, 2007) and analytic versus holistic 
thinking has not received enough attention in advertising (Okazaki et al., 2013). 
Therefore, in this paper, we apply the analytic and holistic thinking style differences to 
advertising to investigate whether people with different thinking styles would generate 
different attitudes toward advertisements that contain different types of information. 

2. Theoretical background

Analytic and Holistic Thinking Styles

Scholars in many disciplines have found that people in East Asian cultures (e.g., Chinese 
Japanese, and Korean) have a relatively holistic thinking style whereas people in Western 
cultures (e.g., Americans) have an analytic one (Choi et al., 1999; Nisbett et al. 2001; 
Peng & Nisbett, 1999). The holistic thinking style is one “involving an orientation to 
the context or field as a whole, including attention to relationship between a focal object 
and field, and a preference for explaining and predicting events on the basis of such 
relationships” (Nisbett et al., 2001, p. 293). The analytic thinking style is one “involving 
detachment of the (focal) object from its context, a tendency to focus on attributes of 
the object in order to assign it to categories, and a preference for using rules about the 
categories to explain and predict the object’s behavior” (Nisbett et al., 2001, p. 293). 
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Since ancient times, East Asians have viewed the world as “a collection of overlapping 
and interpenetrating stuffs or substances” (Hansen, 1983, p. 30); because they saw the 
world as “interpenetrate[d] and continuous, their attempts to understand it caused 
them to be oriented toward the complexities of the perceptual or conceptual field 
taken as a whole” (Moore, 1968, p. 3). Eastern Asians think that they are only one part 
of a large and complicated world with many role relations; thus, they tend to direct 
their attention outside themselves and toward the whole social environment (Nisbett 
et al., 2001). East Asians believe that, within a whole system, everything is related to 
everything else to some extent. Therefore, it is not the part but the whole that exists. 
Parts only exist within the whole in which they are embedded (Munro, 1985). Parts 
are linked together, like “the ropes in a net” (Munro, 1985). Therefore, it is necessary 
to consider more important or even possible elements in the whole, more relations 
among objects, and more relations between parts and the whole (Nisbett et al., 2001). 
Furthermore, according to Hall (1977), fewer ‘bits’ of information are contained in the 
communications within a high-context culture, so East Asians must pay more attention 
to the context to extract meaning. In the East Asian context, a ‘yes’ response may have 
many different meanings, depending on the context; it could mean ‘I don’t want to 
embarrass you,’ ‘I don’t want to embarrass me,’ ‘no,’ ‘maybe,’ and even ‘yes’. As a result, 
East Asians use a broad range of factors to explain phenomena, pay more attention to 
the whole context, and pay little attention to internal attributes and details ( Ji et al., 
2001; Krishan et al., 2008; Nisbett et al., 2001). 

In contrast, people from Western cultures tend to see the world as a collection of 
discrete objects (Nisbett et al., 2001). Rooted in the thinking of ancient Greeks, Western 
people view the world as composed of “objects which are understood as individuals or 
particulars which instantiate or ‘have’ properties” (Hansen, 1983, p. 30). It is important 
to separate the object from its context to infer category membership of the object from 
its properties. Moreover, messages are explicit and specific in a low context culture, so 
Westerners pay little attention to context (Hall, 1977). Therefore, Westerners pay more 
attention to the internal attributes and details and less attention to the surrounding 
contexts.

Culture and Advertising Information

In order to measure the information content of television advertising, Resnik and Stern 
(1977) developed some information classification criteria. These criteria contain 14 
information categories such as price/value, quality, performance, component/content, 
availability, taste, nutrition, packaging/shape, guarantees/warranties, etc. Since Resnik 
& Stern (1977) classified ad information into 14 information categories, a lot of scholars 
have compared the information content of advertising between Eastern and Western 
cultures. Almost all studies utilized the information classification criteria developed by 
Resnik and Stern (1977) and were based on content analysis. Although Madden et al. 
(1986), Rice and Lu (1988), Keown et al. (1992), Hong et al. (1987), Lin and Salwen 
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(1995), Ha (1998), and Tai and Chan (2001) found that ads in East Asian cultures 
contained more information than those in Western cultures, Lin (1993), Keown et al. 
(1992), and Ramaprasad and Hasegawa (1992) found the reverse results. Therefore, the 
findings based on content analysis are quite mixed. Taylor, Miracle and Wilson (1997) 
conducted an experiment and found that U.S. participants generated more favorable 
attitudes toward commercials with high information levels (at least three information 
cues) than did the Korean counterparts but there was no significant difference for 
Koreans between high and low information levels. Since only one study investigating 
the differences in information content between Eastern and Western cultures is based 
on experiment, the findings contribute little to how ad information content influences 
consumer attitudes toward the ad and brand.

3. Hypotheses Development

Scholars argue and much empirical evidence has shown that ad appeals congruent with 
thinking styles should be more persuasive and evoke more favorable attitudes compared 
to ads incongruent with thinking styles (An, 2013; Daechun, 2007; Glenn et al., 1977). 
For Chinese, it is not the part but the whole that exists; they look at everything “in its 
totality, not in parts” (Moore, 1968, p. 3). Thus, even when exposed to ads with only 
product attribute information (i.e., attribute ads), Chinese continue to think holistically 
to fill-in additional factors not provided in such ads, such as price and availability; this 
is because, in this thinking style, failing to consider a factor–even a minor factor – is 
assumed to result in a bad judgment or purchasing decision. For Chinese, although 
product attribute information is considered important, in isolation such information 
is considered far from enough to support evaluation, judgment, or decision making. 
Therefore, Chinese generate less favorable attitudes toward attribute ads because of the 
effort required to construct a holistic picture.

Because Americans tend to think analytically (Nisbett et al., 2001), they pay more 
attention to product attribute information. For them, product attribute information is 
the predominant factor influencing their evaluation, judgment, and purchase decision. 
Thinking about attributes in isolation is quite normal in this thinking style because of 
a focus on the analytic particulars, not the holistic totality. Therefore, when exposed 
to attribute ads, Americans feel no need to broaden their thinking to fill-in holistic 
factors as their Chinese counterparts do; they think narrowly and deeply as per their 
cultural thinking style and habit. Studies also show that American analytic thinking is 
quite stable across different situations (Choi & Nisbett, 1998). Americans tend to think 
analytically even when the situational factors are made more salient (Abel & Hsu, 1949; 
Ji et al., 2000; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001; Park et al., 1999), so even when exposed to ads 
with holistic information (e.g., ads with many types of information including product 
attributes, price, availability, and company characteristics), analytic thinkers will pay 
the most attention to attribute information and treat the information not related to the 
attribute as ignorable noise. This discussion leads to the following hypotheses. 



78 

H1a: Chinese will generate more favorable attitudes toward holistic ads than 
Americans. 

H1b: Chinese will generate more favorable attitudes toward holistic ads than toward 
attribute ads.

H2: Americans will generate more favorable attitude toward attribute ads than 
toward holistic ads.

4. Pilot Study

In order to manipulate information content in our stimuli, we conducted a pilot study. 
Resnik & Stern (1977) classified the ad information into 14 different categories like 
quality, performance, components/content, and availability. But, product  attributes 
are not part of their classification. Resnik & Stern (1977) defined quality as product’s 
characteristics that distinguish it from competing products based on objective 
evaluations of workmanship, engineering, durability, excellence of materials, structural 
superiority, superiority of personnel, attention to detail, or special services. However, 
in the pilot study, 23 Caucasian American students and 16 Chinese students in a public 
university in the southeastern U.S. were asked to define quality. Both American and 
Chinese participants perceived quality as “how well a product performs,” “how long it 
lasts,” or “how well a product is made.” Moreover, almost all students (both Americans 
and the Chinese) defined product attributes as what makes a product unique or different 
from other products. According to Merriam-Webster, an attribute is defined as “an 
inherent characteristic.” Therefore, quality, performance, and components/contents 
were combined and referred to as attributes in our study. We also asked another 14 
Caucasian American students and 14 Chinese students in a public university in the 
southeastern U.S. to list the attributes of the digital camera. Resolution, screen, and 
zoom were among the top five listed features for both the Americans and the Chinese 
and only one student listed price as an attribute. Since price is not an ‘inherent 
characteristic’, it was not included in a list of attributes. Moreover, the feature called 
vibration reduction (VR) was presented in the real ad on which the study was based, in 
addition to features like resolution, screen size, and zoom. Therefore, product attribute 
information such as VR, 8.1 megapixel, bright 2.5 inch LCD, and 3.5X optical zoom 
were listed as the major attribute information in our study. Furthermore, ads for digital 
cameras in magazines and on the internet typically highlight these key attributes. 

5. Study 1

Overview

The purpose of Study 1 is to test how different thinking styles affect consumers’ attitudes 
toward different ads. To assess the stated hypotheses, the study employed a 2 (culture: 
Chinese/Eastern vs. American/Western) x 2 (ad: attribute vs. holistic ad) between-
subjects factorial design. 
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To induce thinking, as opposed to automatic or shallow processing, it is important to 
select products that are of high involvement. According to the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (ELM; Petty & Caccioppo, 1979), in high involvement situations (high 
relevance or risk), people are motivated to engage in diligent deliberation of attribute-
relevant information (e.g., arguments) in the ad. In contrast, when viewers lack sufficient 
motivation (because of low relevance or risk) or ability (because of personal traits or 
external interference), persuasion follows a peripheral route by which people base 
their attitude and evaluation on attribute-irrelevant information and peripheral cues 
(e.g., a picture’s attractiveness, source characteristics, and music). Thus, neither holistic 
nor analytic thinking styles toward ad copy would be activated in low involvement 
situations because the viewers would focus most of their attention on the peripheral 
cues (e.g., pictures) and little or no attention on product arguments. In contrast, in a high 
involvement situation, people engage in diligent deliberation of the attribute-relevant 
information (e.g., arguments) in the ad. In this sense, this paper is based only on high 
involvement situations. Research has revealed that ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) is 
robust across cultures, and both the Chinese and Americans – in a high involvement 
context–pay careful attention to product arguments (Aaker & Maheswaran, 1997). 
Given similar levels of familiarity and knowledge with the category, it is quite unlikely 
that respondents from either culture would choose the peripheral route to processing 
ads.

Stimuli

A digital camera was used as the target product because both consumer groups are 
quite familiar with the category (87% of Chinese and 85% of Americans in this study 
owned one; χ2 (df = 1, n = 118) = 0.067, p > .1). A fictitious name (i.e., Classa) was 
used to minimize the effect of prior experience with established brands. Ad stimuli were 
adapted from a real ad in a magazine to increase the external validity. 

Participants and Procedure

Forty Chinese students at a large university in southwestern China and forty American 
students at a university in the southeastern U.S. participated in this study. The Chinese 
participants received RMB¥5 (about US $0.75) for their participation, whereas 
respondents in the U.S. participated in exchange for extra academic credit. Participants 
in the classroom were randomly assigned to either the attribute or holistic ad condition. 
Each cell contained about 20 students. All American students were Caucasian 
Americans born and raised in the U.S.  The study procedures to increase involvement 
were adapted from those commonly used ever since they were reported in Aaker & 
Williams (1998) and Petty et al. (1983). Participants began the experiment by looking 
at the print advertisement in which the information content was manipulated. After 
the participants reviewed the materials at a self-directed pace, they completed a series 
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of questions related to attitudes toward the ad. Next, participants were asked to look at 
a picture of fish and other underwater objects adapted from stimuli used by Masuda 
& Nisbett (2001) and two distraction tasks were used to clear their memory. Finally, 
they were asked to recall the content in the picture and complete a series of ancillary 
questions. 

Independent Variables

Cultural Orientation. Prior studies suggest that the Chinese tend to think holistically 
whereas Americans tend to think analytically (e.g., Abel & Hsu, 1949; Monga & John, 
2007; Morris et al., 1995; Morris & Peng, 1994). Therefore, the country of testing was 
used as an appropriate proxy for culture and thinking styles. 

Information Content. The attribute and holistic ads were manipulated by using 
different information cues in the ad. Abernethy and Franks (1996) conducted a meta-
analysis of approximately 60 studies, analyzing the ad information content; they found 
that availability, price, components, performance, and quality are the most commonly 
used cues. However, Taylor et al. (1997) showed that the quantity of information cues 
can influence consumer responses toward ads (and brands). Therefore, we tried to 
keep information cues balanced in this study. The ad stimuli contained four pieces of 
information for both attribute and holistic ads. The attribute ad contained four pieces 
of attributes identified in the pilot study (VR, 8.1 megapixels, bright 2.5 inch LCD, 
and 3.5X optical zoom). Holistic ads contained one piece of attribute information 
(vibration reduction) and three pieces of holistic information: price, availability (e.g., 
available at Best Buy or all major department stores in Chinese stimuli), and company 
information (address, website, and telephone). 

Dependent Variables

Attitude toward the ad was measured on a three seven-point items scale with end points 
of “bad” “not at all likable” and “unfavorable” (1) and “good” “likable” and “favorable” 
(7). Moreover, participants were asked to recall the information in the ad. Their recalls 
were classified by American and Chinese student judges into three groups: (1) product 
information (both holistic and attribute information); (2) brand; and (3) peripheral 
information (information in the ad picture). Inter-judge reliability for American and 
Chinese judges was 99% and 98%, respectively. 

Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check. Both American and Chinese participants were asked to recall 
and list the contents in the picture of fish and other underwater objects adapted from 
stimuli used by Masuda & Nisbett (2001). Two American judges and two Chinese 
bilingual judges coded and counted the recalls of American and Chinese participants, 
respectively. Recalls were grouped into two categories: core objects (three big fish and 
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their locations in the picture) and peripheral objects (small fish, underwater grasses, 
a frog, a snail, bubbles, and their locations in the picture). Inter-judge reliability for 
American and Chinese judges was 94% and 93%, respectively.  The number of recalled 
objects was subjected to a one-way ANOVA, with culture as an independent variable 
and core and peripheral objects as dependent variables. No significant difference 
emerged between Americans and the Chinese on the number of recalled core objects 
(MAmerican = 2.93, MChinese = 3.08; F (1, 78) = 0.477, p > .1). Chinese participants 
recalled more peripheral objects than Americans (MAmerican = 2.78, MChinese = 3.53; 
F (1, 78) = 6.60, p < .05). In keeping with prior practice (e.g., Nisbet et al., 2001) the 
significant difference was interpreted in this context to mean that the Chinese were 
more holistic thinkers than Americans. 

Attitudes toward Ads. Using the procedure suggested by Steenkamp & Baumgartner 
(1998), the cross-cultural measurement invariance of the ad attitude scale was 
assessed for measurement invariance at the configural, metric, and scalar levels. The 
LISREL results showed that measurement invariance held at the configural (χ2 = 0, 
p = 1.000, RMSEA = 0.000), metric (Δχ2(2) = 1.56, p = .459), and scalar invariance  
(Δχ2(5) = 4.3, p = .507) levels. Therefore, the attitude measurement scale was invariant 
across culture. The mean of the attitude measurement scale (α = 0.876) was subjected 
to a 2 (culture) x 2 (ad) ANOVA with participants’ recall of product and peripheral 
information as covariates (see Table 1 for means and SDs). A significant main effect 
of ad (F (1, 74) = 14.259, p < .01), a marginally significant main effect of culture 
(F(1, 74) = 3.431, p < .07), and a marginally significant interaction (F (1, 74) = 3.110,  
p < .09; see Figure 1) emerged. However, covariates were not significant  
(Fproduct (1, 74) = .258, p > .1; Fperipheral (1, 74) = 1.681, p > .1). Therefore, both 
American and Chinese participants’ processing and evaluation of ad was mainly based 
on product information, not on peripheral cues (e.g., pictures in the ad). Follow-up 
contrasts supported the idea that the Chinese generated more favorable attitudes 
toward the holistic ad than toward the attribute ad (Mholistic ad = 4.80, Mattribute ad = 
3.53; F(1, 38) = 12.963, p < .01). H1b was supported. Americans generated marginally 
more favorable attitudes toward the holistic ad than the attribute ad (Mholistic ad = 4.74, 
Mattribute ad = 4.26; F (1, 38) = 3.128, p < .09). H2 was reversed. Americans generated 
more favorable attitudes toward the attribute ad than the Chinese (MChinese = 3.53, 
MAmerican = 4.26; F (1, 37) = 5.171, p < .05). For the holistic ad, there was no significant 

TABLE 1. Study 1 Results: Means and Standard Deviations

American Chinese
Variables Attribute Holistic Attribute Holistic

Ad Attitude 4.26 (0.84) 4.74(0.88) 3.53(1.14) 4.80(1.09)
n 19 21 20 20

NOTE – Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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FIGURE 1. Study 1 Results: Culture X Ad Interaction for Ad Attitudes
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difference between American and Chinese participants (MChinese = 4.80, MAmerican = 
4.74; F (1, 39) = 0.033, p > .1). H1 was not supported. 

As expected, Chinese participants generated more favorable attitudes toward holistic 
ads than toward attribute ads while Americans generated more favorable attitudes 
than the Chinese when exposed to attribute ads. However, in contrast to expectation, 
Americans generated more favorable attitudes toward the holistic ad than the attribute 
ad. Moreover, both Americans and the Chinese generated similar attitudes toward the 
holistic ad. 

6. Study 2

Contrary to the hypothesis H2, Study 1 found that Americans generated more 
favorable attitudes toward the holistic ads than the attribute ad. This surprising 
finding may be the result of effortful cognitive elaboration. According to Kahneman 
(2003), evaluations and judgments are governed by two cognitive processes: an 
automatic and fast process versus a deliberate and slow process. When readers feel 
pressure to form a quick judgment, evaluations are controlled by a fast, automatic, 
and effortless process. As a result, readers form initial impressions based on their 
cultural knowledge, which is chronically accessible and commonly used (Briley & 
Aaker, 2006). In contrast, when they engage in an effortful process, readers allocate 
a large portion of their mental resources to process information in the ad. Fueled by 
ample mental resources, readers scrutinize presented arguments to determine the 
merits of the arguments. Therefore, readers evaluate both the pros and cons of the 
advertised product and prompt questioning, conduct critical assessment, and ensure 
“internal debate” (Tappan, 1997). As a result, people’s initial cultural orientation may 
be attenuated and corrected for by their effortful deliberation (Briley & Aaker 2006). 
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According to Briley & Aaker (2006), Chiu et al. (2000), Knowles et al. (2001), Krull 
(1993), and Liang (et al. 2011), cultural impacts on judgments are mitigated in slow 
and deliberate conditions (versus fast and automatic conditions). In short, the effect of 
culture is weaker or even disappears in slow and deliberate conditions. Therefore, this 
study is designed to examine whether people’s attitudes toward attribute and holistic 
ads were moderated by effortful deliberation.

Design and Procedure 

Seventy-nine Chinese students from a public university in southwestern China and 
eighty-four American students from a public university in the southeastern U.S. 
participated in this study. The Chinese participants received RMB¥5 (about US $0.75) 
for their participation, whereas respondents in the U.S. participated in exchange for 
extra academic credit. The study utilized a 2 culture (China vs. U.S.) x 2 ad (holistic vs. 
attribute ad) x 2 speed (fast vs. slow) between subject factorial design. 

The procedure was similar to Study 1, with a few notable differences. The time 
pressure manipulation was adapted from that used by Briley & Aaker (2006). 
Participants in the “low time pressure condition” were asked to read the ad carefully and 
form a clear evaluation within ninety seconds. Participants in the “high time pressure 
condition” were informed that they needed to read the ad, especially the ad arguments, 
to form a quick impression within thirty seconds (The pilot study had showed that all 
students finished reading the ad within 90 seconds in low time pressure condition or 30 
seconds in high time pressure condition). After reading the ads, participants were asked 
to complete three seven-point items (1=“bad” “not at all likable” and “unfavorable”; 
7=“good” “likable” and “favorable”) to measure their attitude toward the ad. After 
participants completed an analytic-holistic manipulation check task and answered 
some ancillary questions, they were thanked and dismissed. 

Results and Discussion  

Manipulation Checks. Two American judges and two Chinese bilingual judges coded 
and counted the recalls of American and Chinese participants, respectively. Inter-
judge reliability for American and Chinese judges was 90% and 86%, respectively. No 
significant difference occurred between Americans and the Chinese on the number of 
recalled core objects (MAmerican = 3.08, MChinese = 2.97; F (1, 161) = 0.665, p > .1). 
Chinese participants recalled more peripheral objects than Americans (MAmerican = 
2.86, MChinese = 3.46; F (1, 161) = 10.584, p < .01). As before, this significant difference 
was interpreted consistently with prior practice to show that  the Chinese were more 
holistic thinkers than Americans.

Attitudes toward Ads. Measurement invariance held at the configural (χ2 = 0,  
p = 1.000, RMSEA = 0.000), metric (Δχ2(2) = 3.24, p = .198) and scalar (Δχ2(5) = 3.66, 
p = .599) levels. The mean of attitude measurement items (α = 0.867) was subjected to 
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a 2 (culture) x 2 (ad) x 2 (time pressure condition) ANOVA (see Table 2 for the means 
and SDs). The significant main effects of time pressure (F(1, 155) = 8.426, p < .01), 
culture (F(1, 155) = 5.271, p < .05; see Table 2), and ad (F(1, 155) = 58.156, p < .01) 
emerged. A significant two-way interaction between culture and ad emerged as well 
(F(1, 155) = 12.840, p < .1). A significant interaction between culture and ad emerged 
for both the low time pressure condition (F(1, 78) = 5.540, p <.05) and the high time 
pressure condition (F(1, 77) = 7.591, p <.01). Therefore, cultural difference in attitudes 
was not significantly moderated in the low time pressure condition. 

TABLE 2. Study 2 Results: Means and Standard Deviations

Speed Culture Ad Mean SD N
Slow American Attribute 4.40 0.89 21

Holistic 4.89 0.82 21
Chinese Attribute 3.63 0.89 20

Holistic 5.05 1.02 20
Fast American Attribute 4.73 0.78 21

Holistic 5.32 0.90 21
Chinese Attribute 3.95 0.69 19

Holistic 5.50 0.75 20

7. General Discussion

Advertising information content has been studied extensively. Although literature has 
significantly contributed to what ad information content is and how it differs across 
different media, product category, and cultures, only a few studies have investigated how 
information content influences consumers’ responses to ad and brand. This research 
investigated how analytic and holistic thinking influence American and Chinese 
consumers’ responses toward ads using different types and amounts of information. 
Results indicated that the Chinese generate more favorable attitudes toward holistic ads 
than toward attribute ads, and Americans generate more favorable attitudes than the 
Chinese when exposed to attribute ads. Contrary to the expected results, Americans 
also generated more favorable attitudes toward holistic ads than toward attribute ads, 
and there was no significant difference between Americans and Chinese for holistic 
ads. Cultural differences in ad attitudes are not influenced by fast and automatic 
elaboration or by slow and effortful elaboration. The findings herein are robust because 
a key alternate explanation has been excluded: effortful elaboration that may moderate 
the effect of culture on ad attitudes was specifically manipulated in a follow-up on 
experiment and ruled out as a rival explanation because the impact was insignificant.

So, the summary result is this: Americans prefer attribute ads more than Chinese 
do; Chinese prefer holistic ads more than attribute ads; and, Americans and Chinese 
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like holistic ads equally well. Forcing fast or slow processing of these types of ads did 
not change the pattern. Why?

A possible explanation is consumers’ need for holistic information. Consumers 
need information to make a better purchase decision even though they are not planning 
to make a purchase decision immediately or in the near future soon after seeing the 
ad (Schmidt & Spreng, 1996). Consumers make a lot of purchasing decisions but the 
outcome of a decision can only be long after the decision (Mandel, 2003). Moreover, 
consumers have limited information and limited numbers of trials to consider 
(Mitchell, 1999). For this reason consumer choice involves many types of risks such 
as financial, physical, social, psychological and time loss. Therefore, consumers need 
and use information to reduce the perceived risks (Campbell & Goodstein 2001). 
Risk aversion may be a social norm since individuals have been shown to be financially 
risk-averse in a variety of settings (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Both Americans 
and Chinese need holistic information from different information categories such as 
attributes and features, price, availability, etc. or certain information from different 
channels (e.g., price information from different stores). Otherwise, they may not make 
a good decision. Forcing them to take a longer time to evaluate the ad, or reducing the 
amount of information does not change this preference. 

8. Managerial Implications

This study also has some managerial implications. Many Americans believe that 
advertisements have little informative value (Keown et al., 1992). This may be 
because advertisers in the U.S. may focus too much on attribute information and 
pay little attention to information from other categories. In no ways do the current 
findings suggest that attribute information is not important, but suggests that attribute 
information alone does not generate preference as strongly as holistic information 
does, for both cultures.  Advertisers–especially those in Western cultures–may only 
advertise a unique or superior feature(s) of a product (e.g., highest gas mileage in the 
industry) because such a feature(s) may be a product’s key selling point. The current 
study’s findings suggest that advertisers in both East Asian and Western cultures 
should use advertisements with holistic information to induce positive attitudes. The 
findings further suggest that holistic ads should be used when consumers are under 
high time-pressure situations (e.g., when consumers are reading a roadside billboard 
on a highway). A roadside billboard with holistic information (e.g., free Wi-Fi, free 
continental breakfast, $39.99 price) may be more persuasive than another one with 
only feature information (e.g., best free Wi-Fi in the area). The findings in this study 
may not be limited to advertising and may be applied to other areas, such as website 
design or direct marketing communication. A website that offers holistic information 
(e.g., consumers’ and experts’ ratings, how to select a right product, a virtual tour) 
instead of deep attribute information, in general, would create more preference. 



86 

9. Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the current study warrant further attention and afford opportunities for 
future work. First, this study was based on only one product (i.e., a digital camera). 
However, informational content and need varies across product categories (Abernethy 
& Franke, 1996; Franke et al., 2004). Ads for durable products provide more information 
than ads for non–durable products. Scholars have also found that high risk products 
(e.g., automobiles and appliances) can increase the need for more information (Kiel & 
Layton, 1981; Newman & Staelin, 1973; Udell, 1966). Future studies should investigate 
whether consumers’ preference toward holistic ads still holds in other product categories, 
especially for low value and low involvement products. Second, the current study only 
used print advertisements. However, the information content varies across different 
media (Abernethy & Franke, 1996). Scholars should examine whether holistic ads 
used in other media, especially the Internet, can also generate more favorable attitudes. 
Emerged in 1990s, the Internet has grown rapidly and evolved into a main stream 
advertising media (Cheung & Leung, 2013; Choi et al., 2006) and accounts for 18% of 
total global advertising expenditure in 2012 (ZenithOptimeadia, 2013). In the United 
States, Internet advertising revenues surpassed those of cable television (Interactive 
Advertising Bureau, 2013). Third, this study used college students as participants 
and this could skew the results toward consumers with higher levels of education 
who tend to have a stronger need for information (Claxton et al., 1974; Schaninger 
& Sciglimpaglia, 1981). Future studies should investigate consumers’ responses with 
different educational levels toward holistic and attribute ads; it is very likely that low 
education consumers are less analytic thinkers. Moreover, novice consumers and expert 
consumers also have different information needs (Schmidt & Spreng, 1996). Expert 
consumers may have more objective knowledge (what a consumer actually knows) and 
subjective knowledge (a consumer’s perception of the knowledge he knows about a 
product). To an extent, the novice consumer may have a more holistic thinking style. 
Finally, product attribute, price, and availability information were used as the stimuli. 
Although they are the most commonly used information cues, the effect of using other 
types of information cues should also be investigated. 
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