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ARTICLE

The persuasive effects of verbal anchoring and
visual complexity

Fabienne B€unzlia and James Price Dillardb

aInstitute for Media and Communications Management, University of St. Gallen, St. Gallen,
Switzerland; bDepartment of Communication Arts & Sciences, The Pennsylvania State University,
University Park, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
Many persuasive messages intermingle images with text. Readers
who wish to interpret such messages must grapple with the infor-
mation in both modalities as well as the relationship between
them. One instance of this occurs in modern advertising, which is
predominantly visual with verbal text assuming a supporting role.
The text functions to anchor the meaning of the image, thereby
guiding the reader to the preferred conclusion. However, little is
known about how variations in verbal anchoring produce mean-
ing and persuasion. To address this knowledge gap, the present
study sketches a model of message processing in which perceived
interpretational guidance is the key explanatory mechanism. A
repeated measures experiment (N¼ 304) finds that verbal anchor-
ing (complete vs. moderate vs. none) is positively related to per-
ceived interpretational guidance, regardless of the complexity of
an ad’s image (straightforward vs. visual rhetorical figure).
Moreover, perceived interpretational guidance explains the effects
of verbal anchoring on persuasion. Findings suggest that com-
plete anchoring should be preferred over moderate or no anchor-
ing because people value the cognitive efficiency associated with
being guided in their interpretation of the ad’s visual imagery.

KEYWORDS
Advertising; verbal
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Addressing significant social problems, such as public health, climate change, and
environmental pollution, depending on their success in the creation of effective per-
suasive messages (Atkin & Rice, 2013). Over the past decades, a remarkable shift in the
use of imagery and text has taken place in these messages (Kjeldsen, 2012). As evi-
denced by several content analyses, the emphasis on images over words has continu-
ously increased (McQuarrie & Phillips, 2008; Pollay, 1985; Pracejus et al., 2006). It is
now common for imagery to take the thematic spotlight with text assuming more of
a supporting role (Phillips, 2000). This trend is interpreted as an indication that we are
living in an increasingly visual society in which we are losing our patience with written
words (Machin, 2014; Pierson, 2013).
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From a visual literacy perspective, this raises fundamental, yet rarely addressed
questions about message processing. Being visually literate requires processing visual
and verbal information together, then integrating them into a coherent whole
(Pettersson, 2007; Williams, 2019). What remains largely unknown is how variation in
the amount of verbal copy influences sense-making and persuasion. Should the text
give a hint at the preferred meaning of the image instead of completely spelling out
its meaning? Or, should the verbal copy be eliminated altogether?

Using a visual literacy lens, this paper proposes a compact model of message proc-
essing that enables clear and testable answers to these questions. It supposes that the
primary function of verbal anchoring is to guide readers towards the interpretation
preferred by the message source. The model further posits that this guidance function
can affect the persuasiveness of verbal anchoring – either positively or negatively –
depending on which of two basic message processing dynamics is prepotent. The
study also takes into consideration that the complexity of an ad’s image might influ-
ence whether readers perceive verbal anchoring as more or less constraining. Before
we unpack the theoretical model, we present the visual literacy lens underlying this
paper and the key message variable under scrutiny: verbal anchoring.

Theoretical background

Verbal anchoring

Given the increasingly visual society in which we live, visual literacy is considered a
key literacy to successfully navigate the everyday challenges of the 21st century
(Avgerinou, 2009). Being visually literate involves ‘a group of largely acquired abilities,
i.e. the abilities to understand (read), and use (write) images, as well as to think and
learn in terms of images’ (Avgerinou, 2001, p. 26). Since visual imagery mostly occurs
in combination with verbal text, visual literacy also requires processing information
encoded in both modalities and integrating them into one coherent whole
(Pettersson, 2007; Williams, 2019). This takes place in a complex sense-making process,
in which the two modes fulfill complementary functions (Geise & Baden, 2015).
Specifically, verbal information is associated with an anchoring function that disambig-
uates the meaning of the image.

Verbal anchoring, a concept that can be traced to Barthes (1977), refers to the
degree to which the ad copy explains the meaning of the accompanying image. The
contemporary theory holds that verbal anchoring can be understood as a continuum
(Phillips, 2000). No anchoring occurs when an ad contains an image but lacks any ver-
bal copy except for the brand or product name. Moderate verbal anchoring refers to
the presence of a word or phrase that hints at the meaning of the image (Phillips,
2000). An instance of moderate verbal anchoring can be found in an Amnesty
International ad campaign (Ads of the World, 2010). The ad shows a man who is being
beaten by armed militia, while people are gathering around in circle formation. The
people stand with their backs against the centre and hence look away. The verbal text
anchors the meaning of the image by stating ‘ignore us ignore human rights’.
Complete verbal anchoring describes the presence of verbal text that explicitly spells
out the meaning of the image (Phillips, 2000). The Child Health Foundation uses
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complete verbal anchoring in one of its anti-smoking ads (Ads of the World, 2007).
The ad depicts a girl with a smoke halo over her head, with a headline explaining that
‘children of parents who smoke, get to heaven earlier’.

Verbal anchoring performs a guidance function: It increases the comprehensibility
of an ad and leads readers towards the intended meaning of the message advocacy
(Lagerwerf et al., 2012). This ability to guide readers’ interpretation was demonstrated
in van Enschot and Hoeken (2015), who examined consumer response data for 153 TV
commercials. They found that complete verbal anchoring was perceived as more com-
prehensible than commercials containing moderate verbal anchoring. Two experimen-
tal studies (Bergkvist et al., 2012; Phillips, 2000) on the effects of verbal anchoring in
commercial print advertising point in the same direction. Both investigations found
that complete verbal anchoring helped readers to better understand the ad. Similarly,
Lagerwerf et al. (2012) showed in an experimental study on print advertising that
readers more often discerned the intended interpretation when exposed to complete
verbal anchoring compared to no verbal anchoring.

Comprehending an ad and discovering its intended meaning likely go hand-in-
hand with perceptions of being guided. It is straightforward to assume that people
consciously notice that verbal anchoring pushes them towards certain inferences. This
brings us to the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The higher the amount of verbal anchoring, the greater the perceived
interpretational guidance.

The present study takes into consideration that visual complexity might influence
whether readers perceive verbal anchoring as more or less constraining.

Visual complexity

Visual complexity refers to a property of images that determines the level of cognitive
load required for readers to process the ad (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2004). This concept
is best conceived as a set of ordered categories. The least complex images are
straightforward, in that they articulate literal meanings (i.e. matter of fact depictions of
reality) (Huhmann, 2018; van Mulken et al., 2005). An example is an ad of the Shelter
Pet Project showing a dog (Petfinder, 2014). More complex images come in the form
of rhetorical figures (Phillips, 2000). This term describes artful deviations from the
expectation that are not rejected as nonsensical (McQuarrie & Mick, 1996). One
example is that of an image of a melting penguin, implying that polar animals will
lose their natural habitat and eventually die out due to global warming. Although
penguins cannot actually melt, readers do not perceive this as an error but rather
understand it as a fusion of two concepts.

Phillips and McQuarrie (2004) assert that some visual rhetorical figures are more
complex than others due to the manner in which they structure the relationship
between the visual elements. The least complex option is juxtaposition, which involves
a side-by-side arrangement that implicitly instructs viewers to make a comparison
(AdForum, 2017). Fusion is the blending or merging of elements (Ads of the World,
2011). It is more complex than juxtaposition because one must derive the meaning of
the two elements alone and together. Replacement occurs when one element appears
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in place of the other (Ads of the World, 2009). Replacement is the most complex type
because one must substitute the element that is present with an element that is visu-
ally absent.

Previous research supports the idea that these visual complexity categories are
ordered in terms of the cognitive demands that they place on the readers (Gkiouzepas
& Hogg, 2011; van Mulken et al., 2014). For instance, participants in an experimental
study consistently identified ads with straightforward images as the least complex
type, followed by ads with juxtaposition and fusion figures, which were in turn fol-
lowed by replacement figures (van Mulken et al., 2010).

This study explores the possibility that visual complexity influences how much read-
ers perceive verbal anchoring to push them towards certain interpretations. We specu-
late that verbal anchoring is perceived as relatively more constraining when paired
with a less vs. more complex image. This is because less complex images are easier to
understand, even without the aid of verbal description. Verbal anchoring thus offers
interpretational guidance that is not necessarily required and that might increase read-
ers’ perceptions of being constrained in their reading of the ad. We therefore posit
the following research question:

RQ1: Does visual complexity influence readers’ perceptions about the amount of
perceived interpretational guidance offered by verbal anchoring?

The purpose of this study is to examine what amount of verbal anchoring is most per-
suasive. We argue that perceived interpretational guidance is the central explanatory mech-
anism underlying the effects of verbal anchoring. We further maintain that the effects of
interpretational guidance are governed by two principles of message processing.

Principles of message processing

Need for sense-making
The first principle asserts that people possess an innate need to make sense of their
experiences, their lives, and the world (Chater & Loewenstein, 2016). This desire to
understand one’s physical and social world is the product of an evolutionary design pro-
cess that ‘motivates people to gather, attend to, and process information in a fashion
that augments, and complements, autonomous sense-making’ (Chater & Loewenstein,
2016, p. 137). However, people are minimalist in that they try to invest as little effort as
required to understand information and often stop sense-making processes after having
found the first relevant interpretation (Forceville, 2014; Sperber & Wilson, 1986).

Sense-making operates via pleasure and aversion mechanisms. Pleasure arises when
one can make sense of information (Chater & Loewenstein, 2016). The aha moment evokes
a pleasurable sense of achievement (Jeong, 2008). In contrast, the inability to make sense
of information is aversive and causes frustration (Chater & Loewenstein, 2016).

The first principle has clear implications for the persuasive effects of verbal anchor-
ing. We should expect that anchoring would aid sense-making by guiding the reader’s
interpretation and, in doing so, produce greater persuasion. The underlying assump-
tion is that the interpretational guidance offered by verbal anchoring meets people’s
need to comprehend the world around them: it facilitates the pleasurable experience
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of ‘getting’ what the ad says while minimizing cognitive effort. The more readers feel
guided in their interpretation, the more favourable they should be towards message
advocacy. We therefore assume that:

Hypothesis 2: Perceived interpretational guidance positively predicts persuasion.

Need for autonomy
The second principle, rooted in theories of psychological reactance and politeness, asserts
that people wish to determine their preferences and actions and to be unimpeded in the
process of making these choices (Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Brown & Levinson, 1987). In other
words, they desire autonomy. Thus, when individuals perceive that their freedom to
choose is constrained, they resist persuasion. Although any attempt to persuade can be
considered a threat to freedom, message strategies vary in the degree to which they are
likely to be seen as threatening (Jenkins & Dragojevic, 2013). Inexplicit speech invites peo-
ple to elaborate on the message to discover the speaker’s wants. The act of filling in the
gaps makes readers more willing to accept the message because they can draw their own
conclusions (Blum-Kulka, 1987; O’Keefe, 1997). Accordingly, discerning the speaker’s wants
on their own gives readers the pleasurable experience of being supported in their need
for autonomy (Jenkins & Dragojevic, 2013).

And what are the implications for verbal anchoring? Explicit requests and verbal
anchoring are related in that both concepts are concerned with the extent to which
meanings are spelled out (van Enschot & Hoeken, 2015). While the concept of explicit-
ness refers to the degree to which a message source renders transparent his or her
intentions in the message, verbal anchoring describes various degrees to which a ver-
bal text explains the meaning of an image (Blum-Kulka, 1987; Dillard, 2014). We should
expect that any attempt to impose a specific reading on the readers, including explicit
requests and verbal anchoring, would interfere with the need for autonomy and, in so
doing, decrease persuasion. This effect is presumably driven by perceived interpret-
ational guidance. The more readers feel guided in their interpretation, the less favour-
able they should be towards message advocacy because they make the unpleasant
experience of not being allowed to derive their own interpretation. Accordingly, per-
ceived interpretational guidance should have an inverse impact on persuasion.

Hypothesis 3: Perceived interpretational guidance negatively predicts persuasion.

Taken together, the need for sense-making and the need for autonomy yield con-
flicting implications for the impact of verbal anchoring. On the one hand, readers may
appreciate the cognitive efficiency offered by higher levels of anchoring, and they
may be more persuaded because of it. On the other hand, readers may dislike being
told what to think and may, therefore, manifest resistance to persuasion. Depending
on which need prevails, either complete or no verbal anchoring should be most per-
suasive. Implied in both perspectives is the assumption that interpretational guidance
operates as the key mechanism explaining the relationship between verbal anchoring
and persuasion. We therefore posit the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Perceived interpretational guidance is the key explanatory mechanism
accounting for the effects of verbal anchoring on persuasion.
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Persuasion process

Persuasion is not a single event, but rather a ‘sequence of linked changes’ (Seo et al.,
2013, p. 567). It is a process in which early judgments about the perceived effectiveness
of a message shape later and more stable outcomes, including attitudes, intentions, and
behaviours (Dillard & Seo, 2013; Rhodes & Ewoldsen, 2013). Perceived effectiveness refers
to the overall judgement of the expected impact of a given message (Seo et al., 2013). It
taps readers’ perceptions of how persuasive, convincing, and effective they find the mes-
sage. Previous research has consistently identified perceived effectiveness as a key deter-
minant of attitude (Dillard et al., 2007; Seo et al., 2013). Attitude means a general
assessment of the advocacy put forward by a persuasive message (Seo et al., 2013).

Given prior work, we conceive persuasion as a process of linked changes, with per-
ceived effectiveness being a causal antecedent of attitude toward the advocacy
(Hypothesis 5). Figure 1 summarizes the presumed persuasion process that follows
from variations in verbal anchoring and visual complexity and illustrates the specific
expectation that:

Hypothesis 5: Attitude toward the advocacy is a direct function of perceived effectiveness.

Method

Design

The study was a 3 (verbal anchoring: none vs. moderate vs. complete) � 4 (visual com-
plexity: straightforward vs. juxtaposition vs. fusion vs. replacement) factorial design,
where complexity and anchoring were both within-participants factors. Via control of
the survey software, each participant viewed and rated one message in each of the
visual complexity conditions. Within each complexity condition, participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of the three verbal anchoring conditions. To enhance the gen-
eralizability of the findings, each of the 12 experimental conditions included three
stimuli which were constructed from professionally produced advertisements. The step
of assigning participants to messages involved a random draw from the three ads
within each of the 12 experimental conditions.

Verbal 
Anchoring 

Perceived 
Interpretational 
Guidance 

Perceived 
Effectiveness 

Attitude toward 
Advocacy 

H1 / H4  5H 4H / 3H / 2H

Visual 
Complexity 

RQ1 

Figure 1. Summary of the hypotheses and research question.
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Stimuli and pre-tests

To maintain topical consistency across messages, we selected only ads that dealt with
environmental pollution. Twenty-three print advertisements that contained either a
straightforward image, a juxtaposition figure, a fusion figure, or a replacement figure
were collected from online databases (e.g. www.adsoftheworld.com and www.pinter-
est.com).

Each ad was produced in three levels of verbal anchoring. To create ads with no
verbal anchoring, we removed all the text except for the brand logo. Then we added
text to create completely anchored and moderately anchored versions. In most cases,
the original text was utilized for the high anchoring version. Variation in anchoring
was accomplished via the following rules: The complete anchoring version included
information about a problem (human-generated waste) and its negative impact (does
what?) on the environment (to whom?). An example is a headline stating ‘Plastic waste
replaces marine animals’. The moderate anchoring version mentioned only negative
impact and the environment (e.g. ‘replaces marine animals’). Thus, readers had to infer
from the image that human waste was the problem.

Two separate pre-tests were conducted. The first assessed perceived levels of verbal
anchoring. Twenty-five participants, drawn from a Qualtrics online panel, were shown
two versions of each of the 23 ads, one with moderate and the other with complete
verbal anchoring, Following each ad, they rendered a judgement on a 7-point scale
(1¼ strongly disagree, 7 ¼strongly agree) as to the extent to which the ad explained the
meaning of the image. A series of paired samples t-tests showed that the complete
verbal anchoring headlines in all 23 advertisements were perceived as providing more
explanation than the moderate verbal anchoring headlines: mean values differed at
p < .05 for all comparisons but one, which was p ¼ .054. We concluded that our
manipulation of verbal anchoring was successful.

The second pre-test assessed visual complexity. All 23 ads were submitted to four
judges with academic training in communication science or rhetoric. The pre-test
started with a brief explanation of the differences between straightforward images
and visual rhetorical figures and introduced the visual complexity typology developed
by Phillips and McQuarrie (2004). The judges were then shown the ads in randomized
order and asked to indicate whether or not the image contained a rhetorical figure. If
participants thought a rhetorical figure was present in the image, they were asked to
classify it as juxtaposition, fusion, or replacement. Within each visual complexity cat-
egory, we retained three ads for the main study. This was done to reduce the risk that
the study results would be biased by the idiosyncratic features of individual ads. For
each visual complexity category, we chose those three ads that were most often classi-
fied correctly (i.e. in agreement with our collective judgement). This meant ads with
the highest pairwise percent agreement among all judges, whereby their classification
had to be congruent with ours. The analysis showed an average pairwise agreement
of 88%, a Fleiss’ j of 0.84, and a Krippendorff’s a (nominal) of 0.84 for the
selected ads.

Overall, 12 ads were retained for the main study: three ads with straightforward
images, three with juxtaposition figures, three with fusion figures, and three with
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replacement figures. Each of the 12 ads varied verbal anchoring (none vs. moderate
vs. complete), which gave a total of 36 stimuli.

Participants

Members of the Qualtrics panel were invited into the study if they were residents of
the U.S and 18 or older. Participants are recruited into the panel through a variety of
means (e.g. newspaper advertising) and receive various forms and levels of compensa-
tion appropriate to their location.

Screening questions ensured that the sample was balanced on gender, age, and
education. The initial sample included 340 participants of which 36 were excluded
because of straight-lining (final N¼ 304). Participants ranged in age from 18 to
91 years (M¼ 46.0, SD¼ 17.7), 148 (49%) were female, 156 (51%) were male. In terms
of ethnicity, 239 identified as white (79%), 29 as African descent (10%), 19 as Asian
descent (6%), 18 as Hispanic (6%), and six as American Indian or Alaska Native (2%).
The total value exceeds 100% because participants were allowed to check multiple
categories. With regard to education, 11 indicated not having completed high school
(4%), 94 indicated having a high school diploma (31%), 32 an associate’s degree
(11%), 97 a bachelor’s degree (32%), and 70 a higher degree (23%).

Procedure

The experiment was conducted online in May 2020. Participants were first informed
about the study conditions and asked to give their consent to participate in the
experiment. They were subsequently directed to an experimental survey that consisted
of two parts: (a) social category information (age, gender, ethnicity, education) and (b)
four ads (i.e. experimental treatments) each of which was followed by questions about
their reactions to the ad (interpretational guidance, perceived effectiveness, and atti-
tude toward the advocacy).

Measures

Perceived interpretational guidance
Perceived interpretational guidance (M¼ 4.0, SD¼ 1.81) was measured with three 7-
point scale items ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree): ‘The ad tried
to constrain my interpretation’, ‘The ad pushed me towards a particular interpretation’,
‘The ad tried to tell me what to think’ (a ¼ .85).

Perceived effectiveness
Three 7-point semantic differentials measured perceived effectiveness (M¼ 5.3,
SD¼ 1.78). Participants were asked to report how persuasive (not at all persuasive–very
persuasive), how convincing (not at all convincing–very convincing) and how effective
(not at all effective–very effective) they perceived the ad (Seo et al., 2013). The items
showed good internal consistency (a ¼ .95).
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Attitude toward the advocacy
Attitude toward the advocacy (M¼ 6.0, SD¼ 1.63) was measured by three items on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The items were ‘I
support what the message was trying to accomplish’, ‘I agree with the position advo-
cated in the message’, and ‘I am favourable towards the main point of the message’
(a ¼ .93). The items were adopted from Seo et al. (2013).

Controls
Three sociodemographic variables were included as control variables: gender (M¼ 1.5,
SD¼ 0.50),1 age (M¼ 46.0, SD¼ 1.81), and education (M¼ 3.4, SD¼ 1.24).

Measurement analysis

To evaluate the structure of the theoretical measures (guidance, effectiveness, and atti-
tude), we performed an exploratory factor analysis using principle axis factoring with-
promax rotation. The analysis supported a three-factor solution in which all of the
items showed high loadings on their intended factor (.71–.95) and low cross-loadings
(�.14–.11). Each of the factors produced eigenvalues >1.

Theoretical analyses

Our data were structured into two levels. Level 1 captured the within-participant vari-
ation (i.e. the verbal anchoring, visual complexity manipulation, and the self-reported
persuasion data). Level 2 captured the between-participant variation (i.e. sociodemo-
graphic data). Multilevel modelling was conducted via SPSS using restricted maximum-
likelihood estimation and treating intercepts as random effects. We first computed the
Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) for the unconditional models to check whether
there was sufficient variation in the dependent variables at level 1. We observed sig-
nificant variation at level 1 for perceived interpretational guidance (68%, p < .001),
perceived effectiveness (55%, p < .001), and attitude toward the advocacy (78%,
p < .001).

We then performed a series of multilevel analyses that followed the process
depicted in Figure 1. Accordingly, we began with the simplest model first, in which
interpretational guidance was the dependent variable. The next model cast perceived
effectiveness as the outcome and the third treated attitude as the dependent variable.
To assess the predicted process, all predictors and outcome variables, once included
in the analysis, were kept and used as predictors in all subsequent analyses. Predictors
were entered as covariates.

For the interpretational guidance model, we included gender, age, and education
(level 2) as well as verbal anchoring, visual complexity, and an interaction term (level
1) as predictors. To facilitate interpretation and reduce multicollinearity, we assigned
orthogonal codes to verbal anchoring and visual complexity, then calculated the inter-
action term as their product. The second model deployed perceived effectiveness as
the dependent variable. We used the same predictors and added perceived interpret-
ational guidance as another level-1-predictor. The third analysis used attitude as the

JOURNAL OF VISUAL LITERACY 9



dependent variable. We included all predictors from the previous analyses in the
model and added perceived effectiveness as another level-1-predictor. When the level-
1 and level-2 predictors showed non-significant effects, we tested a reduced model
without these variables. Results are reported only for the reduced models.

Results

The results are presented in three sections with each section being organized around
one of the outcome variables in the model (i.e. perceived interpretational guidance,
perceived effectiveness, attitude toward the advocacy). Within each, we briefly present
the results for the full model and subsequently detail the results for the
reduced model.

Effects on perceived interpretational guidance: H1, RQ1

For the full model, the level-1 predictor verbal anchoring, as well as the level-2-predic-
tors gender, age, and education, had a significant impact on perceived interpretational
guidance. Neither visual complexity nor the interaction between anchoring and com-
plexity yielded a significant effect. Thus, both were removed from the model. Results
for the reduced model appear in Table 1. As shown, verbal anchoring was significantly
related to perceived interpretational guidance (b ¼ .09, p ¼ .022) such that higher lev-
els of anchoring corresponded with higher levels of guidance.

To gain a more nuanced understanding of this effect, we conducted a follow-up
analysis using verbal anchoring as a factor in the model (instead of a covariate).
Figure 2 presents the estimated marginal means for each level of anchoring. Pairwise
comparisons of the estimated marginal means using Fisher’s least significant difference
test (LSD) showed that complete verbal anchoring (M¼ 4.1, SE ¼ .096) led to signifi-
cantly higher perceptions of being guided relative to no verbal anchoring (M¼ 3.9, SE
¼ .095, p ¼ .022). The difference between complete anchoring and moderate anchor-
ing (M¼ 4.0, SE ¼ .096, p ¼ .388), as well as the difference between moderate and no
anchoring (p ¼ .168), were non-significant.

The first hypothesis predicted a positive relationship between verbal anchoring and
perceived interpretational guidance. H1 was supported. The study also took into con-
sideration that the complexity of an ad’s image might influence whether readers per-
ceive verbal anchoring as more or less constraining. RQ1 inquired about an interaction
between verbal anchoring and visual complexity on perceived interpretational guid-
ance. However, the interaction proved non-significant, suggesting that the effect of
verbal anchoring on perceived interpretational guidance was unaffected by the com-
plexity of an ad’s image.

Effects on perceived effectiveness: H2, H3, H4

For the full model, verbal anchoring and perceived interpretational guidance, as well
as age predicted perceived effectiveness. Visual complexity, the interaction term, gen-
der, and education showed non-significant relationships with perceived effectiveness.
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These variables were removed. Age was subsequently removed when its effect
became unequivocally non-significant in the reduced model. The final reduced model
included only verbal anchoring and perceived interpretational guidance (Table 1).

Hypothesis 2 and 3 predicted contrary effects of perceived interpretational guid-
ance on perceived effectiveness. Whereas H2 assumed a positive relationship, H3
anticipated a negative relationship. The results showed that perceived interpretational
guidance was positively associated with perceived effectiveness (b ¼ .07, p ¼ .033).
Hence, H2 was supported while H3 was not.

Hypothesis 4 anticipated that perceived interpretational guidance would be the key
mechanism explaining the effects of verbal anchoring on persuasion. Besides a significant
relationship between anchoring and guidance, this prediction required two further condi-
tions to be met: (1) a significant positive relationship between perceived interpretational
guidance and perceived effectiveness and (2) the absence of a significant relationship
between verbal anchoring and perceived effectiveness. In line with our expectations, inter-
pretational guidance had a significant positive effect on perceived effectiveness. However,
verbal anchoring (b ¼ .20, p ¼ .000) also had a significant positive impact on perceived
effectiveness, suggesting that greater amounts of verbal anchoring lead to greater percep-
tions of message effectiveness. Pairwise comparisons (Figure 3) indicated that ads with
complete verbal anchoring (M¼ 5.5, SE ¼ .098) were perceived to be significantly more
effective than ads with moderate verbal anchoring (M¼ 5.3, SE ¼ .099, p ¼ .01) and no
verbal anchoring (M¼ 5.1, SE ¼ .098, p ¼ .000). The difference between moderate and no
verbal anchoring proved non-significant (p ¼ .211). Overall, the results imply that per-
ceived interpretational guidance partially mediates the relationship between verbal
anchoring and perceived effectiveness. Accordingly, we only find partial support for H4.
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Figure 2. Estimated marginal means for perceived interpretational guidance.
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Effects on attitude towards the advocacy: H5

For the full model, interpretational guidance, perceived effectiveness, gender, age, and
education had a significant impact on attitude toward the advocacy. No significant rela-
tionship was found for the level-1-predictors verbal anchoring, visual complexity, or the
interaction term. These predictors were therefore removed. Although significant in the full
model, interpretational guidance was also removed from the reduced model because its
effect did not meet the traditional p < .05 criterion (Table 1). The analysis in the reduced
model produced b ¼ .06, p ¼ .001 for the relationship between perceived effectiveness
and attitude toward the advocacy, indicating that the more effective participants consid-
ered an ad to be, the more favourable they were towards the message advocacy.

H5 predicted that attitude toward the advocacy would be a direct function of per-
ceived effectiveness. This required two conditions to be met: (1) a significant positive
relationship between perceived effectiveness and attitude toward the ad and (2) the
absence of significant relationships between other level-1-predictors (i.e. verbal
anchoring, visual complexity, interaction term, perceived interpretational guidance)
and attitude toward the ad. Perceived effectiveness was positively related to attitude
toward the advocacy. Moreover, none of the other level-1-predictors exhibited a sig-
nificant effect. H5 was thus supported.

Discussion

Predicated on the assumption that visually literacy requires understanding text-image
relationships, we conducted an experiment that manipulated verbal anchoring and vis-
ual complexity. Next, we examine the findings pertinent to each step of the proposed
theoretical process.
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Figure 3. Estimated marginal means for perceived effectiveness.
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Persuasive mechanism of verbal anchoring

Verbal anchoring is the idea that the intention of image-based advertisements may be
explained, to varying degrees, by accompanying text. Previous studies have consist-
ently shown that verbal anchoring increases perceived comprehension and help read-
ers discern the intended interpretation (Bergkvist et al., 2012; Lagerwerf et al., 2012;
Phillips, 2000; van Enschot & Hoeken, 2015). These investigations did not, however,
address the mechanism by which verbal anchoring achieves that end. Our project
sought to fill this gap.

We anticipated that higher levels of verbal anchoring would be perceived as pro-
viding more interpretational guidance, that is, as an effort to steer readers towards
one interpretation of the message and away from others (Lagerwerf et al., 2012). The
data showed precisely this effect. The association between three levels of verbal
anchoring and perceived guidance was statistically significant and roughly linear. This
establishes a clear empirical connection between the message feature – anchoring –
and the expected psychological state – perceived guidance. The result suggests that
comprehension follows from the guidance offered by verbal anchoring.

We were also interested in the effect of interpretational guidance on downstream
persuasion variables. Here the study was governed by two competing assumptions.
One held that readers possess an innate need to make sense of the world and, there-
fore, appreciate assistance in drawing a preferred interpretation. The other assumption
supposed that readers value autonomy and, thus, dislike being told what to think. The
data revealed a positive relationship between interpretational guidance and perceived
message effectiveness, suggesting that the need for sense-making was prepotent in
our data. Under the conditions of our experiment, message readers prioritized cogni-
tive efficiency over autonomy.

Despite this result, we caution against the conclusion that the desire for autonomy
is unimportant to persuasion theory. Indeed, decades of research suggest otherwise
(Brehm & Brehm, 1981). It seems more plausible that our findings, while veridical, are
limited to certain conditions, such as low personal relevance. Despite its serious
impact on the environment and sea life, plastic pollution does not have an immediate
or direct impact on most people’s life. In such circumstances, message readers may
prioritize a quick and easy way to formulate their attitude (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981).

We also observed a statistically significant and unexpected direct effect of anchor-
ing on perceived effectiveness: Higher levels of anchoring produced higher levels of
perceived effectiveness. This result indicates that perceived interpretational guidance
is a key explanatory mechanism, but not the sole explanatory mechanism (because
there is an effect for anchoring even after controlling for guidance). An explanation
for this may lie in our conception of the guidance function of anchoring as a cognitive
mechanism. In retrospect, it is apparent that a purely cognitive perspective overlooks
the potential for affective influences on persuasion that may co-occur (Seo & Dillard,
2019). Future research might consider theorizing and measuring both types
of processes.

Overall, the data make a compelling case for why visual literacy requires message
consumers to consider the relationship between imagery and text. Our study demon-
strates that – even in visually dominant advertisements – text plays a crucial role in
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persuasion. Pairing visual imagery with complete verbal anchoring increases persua-
sion, and this occurs because readers appreciate the enhanced informational value
offered by the explanatory headline.

Effects of visual complexity

Visual complexity is a message property that distinguishes literal visual messages from
three conceptually distinct visual rhetorical forms: juxtaposition, fusion, and replace-
ment. These forms are arrayed on a continuum that varies in terms of the degree of
cognitive effort that is needed to grasp the intended meaning of a message (Phillips &
McQuarrie, 2004). We examined the possibility that visual complexity might influence
perceptions of being guided towards certain interpretations, either alone or in com-
bination with verbal anchoring. Because the data showed no such effect on perceived
interpretational guidance, we must ask why.

One possibility is that our operationalization of complexity was flawed. However,
our assessment of the images, as well as those of our pre-test judges leads us to give
this possibility little weight. However, the ultimate arbiter of this point is the scientific
community. Readers can inspect the images themselves to judge the degree to which
our operations/images correspond with the concept of visual complexity as articulated
in the literature (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2004).

Alternatively, we cannot rule out the possibility that the results reflect reality.
Perhaps the notion of visual complexity captures the attention of academics, but has
no impact on members of a lay audience? Evidence showing that visual complexity
influences persuasion, however, suggests otherwise (Lagerwerf et al., 2012; van
Mulken et al., 2010, Shen & Han, 2014).

A more plausible explanation for why visual complexity did not yield an effect on
perceived interpretational guidance may have to do with the semiotic potential of the
visual mode. The visual arranges information holistically and simultaneously. Since
there are multiple ways of relating information to each other and since the visual
mode lacks a distinct syntax, images guide meaning making to a lesser extent than
verbal texts (Meyer et al., 2013). This polysemy inherent in images may be the reason
why images – even when they are straightforward and easy to understand – are not
perceived as offering interpretational guidance. These findings are theoretically valu-
able insofar as they support the idea that, even in a visual society, some communica-
tive functions are more effectively performed by the verbal mode.

Persuasion process

In line with previous research (Seo et al., 2013), we conceptualized persuasion as a
sequence of linked changes, with perceived effectiveness serving as a causal ante-
cedent of attitude toward the advocacy. The data showed the anticipated pattern.
This result is compatible with the idea of a ‘hierarchy of effects’ in message processing
(Slater, 2002, p. 166). Because perceived effectiveness precedes attitude toward the
advocacy, it is relatively more sensitive to variations in message features (Shen & Han,
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2014). This result is not novel. But, because it replicates a well-known effect, it implies
the veracity of other findings from our data.

Practical implications

With advertising becoming increasingly visual, the question poses itself, how much
verbal copy is most persuasive? Our study suggests that practitioners should use com-
plete verbal anchoring to achieve the maximal persuasive effect.

Although prior research has found that rhetorical figures enhance persuasion com-
pared to non-figurative ads (Huhmann & Albinsson, 2019), our data did not show this
effect. One difference is that previous work has focussed almost exclusively on com-
mercial advertising, whereas our study examined social issue campaigns. This disparity
can be seen as a cautionary note to practitioners: Best practices in commercial adver-
tising may not transfer seamlessly to social advertising.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. The most obvious is our focus on the single social
problem, that is, environmental pollution. Although the use of multiple messages
within this broad category should increase confidence in our findings, it simultan-
eously reduces our ability to generalize beyond that topic. Our sample, which con-
sisted solely of U.S. residents presents another limitation. A third limitation concerns
the stimuli. We used professionally produced advertisements and manipulated only
the amount of verbal anchoring presented in each one. However, the fact that the ads
came from known sources, including the World Wildlife Fund and Greenpeace, might
have influenced responses. Brand familiarity is known to affect responses to persuasive
messages (Mikhailitchenko et al., 2009).

Conclusion

The present study offers a compelling case for why visual literacy requires message
readers to consider the relationship between image and text. The findings show that
higher levels of anchoring text decisively influence persuasion. In the context of pro-
social advertising, complete anchoring should be preferred over moderate or no
anchoring because people value the cognitive efficiency associated with being guided
in their interpretation of the ad’s meaning.
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