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Executive summary  

Simplicity or complexity? When it comes to the use of visual complexity in advertising, this is a common 

question to which the answer still varies to this day. This study contributes to this conundrum looking 

at the effects of design and brand identification complexity in fashion display advertisements, examining 

three different components of visual complexity: the product depiction, the location of the brand name 

and the size of the ad. The influence of these three components of visual complexity on consumers’ 

purchase intention was investigated, with perceptual fluency as a possible mediator and consumers’ 

experience with shopping fashion online as a moderator. As the pandemic has had a negative impact on 

the fashion industry and the number of ad blockers increases every year, finding the optimal ad is 

currently of great importance. The research question of this thesis is:  

“What are the effects of visual complexity in fashion display advertisements 

on consumers’ purchase intention?” 

The results of the study showed that the design complexity component, the product depiction, has 

positive significant effects on the purchase intention when the complexity is high. When the product is 

depicted on a model, consumers experience more perceptual fluency compared to when only the product 

is shown, resulting in a higher purchase intention. The brand identification components of complexity, 

the location of the brand name and the size of the ad, have positive effects on the purchase intention 

when the complexity is low. When the brand name is positioned in the upper right corner, the ad 

generates a significantly higher purchase intention compared to when the brand name is positioned in 

the upper left corner. This is because information on the right side is better perceived by the brain and 

therefore brings consumers more perceptual fluency. The larger ad generated a slightly higher purchase 

intention than the smaller ad, but this effect was not significant. Lastly, experience with shopping 

fashion online moderated the relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention.  

Literature research, desk research and an experiment were conducted to answer the research question. 

To find out how visual complexity worked most effectively, 507 subjects participated in an online 

survey experiment. Sixteen advertisements were created and based on gender a respondent saw one of 

the eight ads different in product depiction, location of the brand name and size. The results from these 

various forms of research have led to valuable insights to advise on the optimal use of visual complexity 

in fashion display advertisements.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The display advertisement market was worth around 100 billion U.S. dollars worldwide in 2017 

(Guttmannn, 2019). Unfortunately, around 40 percent of this amount (41.4 billion dollars) was believed 

to be lost because of adblocking. Every year more internet users choose to actively block ads  (Goldfarb 

& Tucker, 2011). Consumers do not appreciate being bombarded by irrelevant advertising and thanks 

to the advent of mobile and desktop adblockers, they no longer have to go through that either. However, 

three-quarters of all users indicate that they would rather filter ads selectively than block them all 

(Guttmannn, 2019). This shows the importance of finding the optimal ad, since there are ads that 

consumers might want and like to see.  

 

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has wrought enormous change to the global economy that will 

certainly have long-term implications for consumers’ behaviour (Sheth, 2020). The fashion industry is 

undoubtedly among those most affected by the pandemic, since the lockdown and social distance 

requirements have altered consumer buying and shopping behaviours. Some consumers have been 

forced to switch to online shopping, home deliveries or cashless payment as a result of the extraordinary 

preventive measures (Eger, Komárková, Egerová, & Mičík, 2021). In addition to the pandemic, 

adblockers are also an issue for fashion companies that depend on advertising revenue, but likewise for 

companies that use advertising as a way to generate traffic. Now that consumers are at home, it goes 

without saying that the current digital marketing activities such as advertising, will be maintained or 

even intensified. Since visiting the physical stores is impossible or less appealing due to safety, the store 

must come to the consumer which makes the digital environment extremely important for businesses in 

fashion (McIntosh, 2020).  

 

Therefore, the digital environment needs to be optimized. By improving digital marketing, businesses 

in fashion can be more successful in pursuing both engagement and awareness with their advertising, 

which could translate into higher sales. Advertising must captivate the attention of consumers in likable 

ways, and the use of visual complexity in advertisements plays a key part in this (Pieters, Wedel, & 

Batra, 2010). On a daily basis consumers process a vast amount of visual information, such as when 

browsing through websites or on social media (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). The visual complexity 

of the ads on these platforms could determine the extent to which consumers like the ad and are attracted 

to it. With so much money spent on unsuccessful campaigns, businesses must consider how advertising 

affects consumers in order to develop effective advertising strategies (Vakratsas & Ambler, 1999). Thus, 

the visual complexity in fashion advertising needs to be enhanced so that it suits the consumer’s needs, 

such that consumers want to look at advertisements again.  

 

“Where the eye stops, the sale begins.” (Chang & Chen, 2017) 
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1.1 Problem statement  

The use of visuals in advertising has been progressively increasing throughout time and more weight is 

given to visual elements compared to verbal elements (Philips & McQuarrie, 2004). However, the effect 

of visual complexity is still unclear and objective measures of complexity are rare (Pieters, Wedel, & 

Batra, 2010). To date, researchers still lack a clear understanding of what the best use of visual 

complexity is for ad performance as the discussion about whether to utilize complex or simple design 

in advertising continues (Wu, et al., 2016). According to researchers who advocate a simple design, 

consumers have restricted processing abilities and therefore desire to decrease the cognitive effort 

required to process visual objects. Meanwhile the use of complex design is justified because rich 

information cues help in the evaluation of visual objects (Wu, et al., 2016). Existing literature reveals 

that the outcomes are mixed, as some studies imply that simple advertisements are preferable (Anderson 

& Jolson, 1980), while others promote complex advertisements (Lowrey, 1998). In either case, the 

increasing number of adblockers and the change in consumers’ behaviour due to the pandemic show 

that exploring visual complexity to find the optimal ad is now more crucial than ever.  

 

1.2 Research question  

Based on the problem statement, the research question of this thesis is:  

“What are the effects of visual complexity in fashion display advertisements 

on consumers’ purchase intention?” 

The aim of this research is to find how visual complexity in fashion display advertisements affects 

consumers and their purchase intention. This knowledge will provide insights into the effects on 

consumers’ behaviour and what elements could optimize the visual complexity in fashion display 

advertising. However, it is not yet clear whether optimizing visual complexity is achieved by reducing 

or increasing visual complexity given the mixed results in existing literature. Either way, the purpose of 

this research is to find the optimal advertisement. The dependent variable is the purchase intention since 

the aim of businesses is for the consumer to buy the product. The optimal ad is defined as an 

advertisement with the right proportion of visual complexity that will lead to a high willingness to buy 

the product. Independent variables are components of visual complexity, which are the depiction of the 

product, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad. Perceptual fluency is a possible mediator 

and experience with shopping fashion online a possible moderator. The reasons for choosing these 

variables are described in paragraph 2.1: Theory. 

 

 

 



 3 

 

1.2.1 Sub-questions 

Multiple sub-questions are formulated below to answer the research question of this thesis. The sub-

questions are related to the independent, dependent, moderator and mediator variables.  

 

1. What effect does the depiction of the product in fashion display advertisements have on consumers’ 

purchase intention? 

2. What effect does the location of the brand name in fashion display advertisements have on 

consumers’ purchase intention? 

3. What effect does the size of fashion display advertisements have on consumers’ purchase intention? 

4. Does perceptual fluency mediate the effect between the components of visual complexity and 

consumers’ purchase intention? 

5. Does experience with shopping fashion online moderate (the mediation) effect between the 

components of visual complexity and consumers’ purchase intention?  

 

1.3 Managerial relevance 

This study is relevant for fashion advertisers and managers of businesses in fashion because advertising 

plays a very important role in today’s age of competition. There is no tool more powerful and efficient 

than creative advertising on websites (Robinson, Wysocka , & Hand, 2007). Advertising is the best way 

for companies to communicate with customers, since businesses in fashion can use online advertising 

to generate positive associations with their target group and build a good reputation for their brand 

(Reinartz & Saffert, 2013). Therefore, receiving new insights about the optimal ad is highly relevant for 

fashion businesses. This research measures the purchase intention of consumers by finding this optimal 

ad. A high purchase intention leads to increasing sales, which is the objective of general managers.  

 

1.4 Academic relevance  

The laws of media buying and consumer analytics continue to expand and alter as a result of media 

convergence, information consumption across numerous platforms and devices, enhanced viewer 

information, targeting capabilities and quick changes in the advertising world. The Marketing Science 

Institute (MSI) helps academic researchers make a beneficial influence on marketing practice by 

providing guidance and support (MSI Research priorities, 2020). In their report of the 2020-2022 

Research Priorities, one of the topics is ‘defining brand value and the communication message’.  A tier-

1 question for this theme is: “What is the ideal creative in a digital world? – Can we do research to find 

the ‘optimal’ ad?” (MSI Research priorities, 2020). This research priority suits the problem statement 

and served as the basis for the research question of this thesis.  
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Moreover, a popular study about the measures and effects of visual complexity mentions in their future 

directions that other communication stimuli and mediums, such as websites, can benefit from the visual 

complexity framework and metrics (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). Websites often contain multiple 

messages, each with their own design and content. The authors of the article believe that the levels of 

visual complexity are likely to be much higher for website advertisements than for magazine 

advertisements, which were considered in their study (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). Display 

advertisements, which are primarily used on websites, will be investigated in this thesis. The outcome 

of this research, the effect of visual complexity on fashion display advertisements, will contribute to the 

future directions of the study from Pieters, Wedel and Batra (2010).  

In addition, a research about the effect of visual advertising complexity on consumers’ attention shows 

that the complexity of the layout of an advertisement has an impact on the cognitive processing, 

customer recall, recognition and the willingness to buy (Grigaliūnaitė & Pilelienė, 2016). The authors 

from the study recommend that in future research other advertising layouts, colour spectrums and 

different product categories should be tested. In this thesis other advertising layouts namely the product 

depiction, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad will be investigated. Furthermore, the 

fashion product category will be explored.   

Concluding, this thesis will contribute in several ways. This thesis will be help solve the conundrum of 

whether simple or complex use of visual complexity is best for ad performance. This study looks at a 

less commonly researched ad type and product category, namely display advertisements regarding 

fashion. A unique combination of three components of visual complexity will be examined, which are 

the product depiction, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad. This will all be beneficial 

in finding the optimal advertisement, which is currently a research priority. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical background 

In this chapter, the underlying theory for answering the problem statement is discussed. Relevant 

concepts and theories for the main question will be mentioned. All the independent, moderator, mediator 

and dependent variables will be explained. Lastly, a conceptual framework is developed that is coherent 

with these variables and the main research question.   

 

2.1 Theory 

Advertisement  

An advertisement is traditionally a publication designed to entice its readers to perform a specific action, 

such as purchasing a product or participating in a promotion (Dahlen & Rosengren, 2016). This usually 

involves the promotion of commercial products and/or services. Dahlen and Rosengren worked towards 

a new definition of advertising, which is “brand-related/brand-initiated/incentivized communication 

targeted at consumers designed to affect the consumer to take some action” (Dahlen & Rosengren, 

2016). In this thesis the focus will be on display advertisements. Display advertising is a form of digital 

advertising on websites, which includes banner ads, text ads, media-rich ads, video ads, and the typical 

image ads that are shown on social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram (Manchanda, Dubé, 

Goh, & Chintagunta, 2006). In this study, the components of visual complexity will be tested for display 

advertisements in the form of images.  

 

Visual complexity  

The visual complexity theory is developed from the idea that most images contain redundancy and that 

images are more complex when they contain more redundancy (Donderi, 2006). Complexity is a visual 

characteristic of the ad image that differs from the comprehensibility of the ad message. Visual 

complexity is described as the amount of detail or intricacy in an image (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). 

Wertheimer suggested that dissimilarity between objects in shape and colour increases complexity 

(Wertheimer, 1923). Emotionally arousing stimuli are widely known for attracting selective attention, 

altering sensory processing, and being perceived as having increased vividness, which could translate 

into consumers experiencing more visual complexity (Marin & Leder, 2013). As mentioned before, 

there is still ambiguity about whether visual complexity in ads is good or bad (Wu, et al., 2016). Thus, 

how to optimally use visual complexity in fashion advertisements will be explored in this thesis.  

Pieters, Wedel and Batra, the authors of the study about the measures and effects of visual complexity, 

distinguish feature and design complexity (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). Advertisements are more 

complex when they contain more detail and variation in their basic visual features, colours, luminance, 

and edges. Feature complexity examines the visual attributes of image pixels, whereas design 

complexity measures the structured variety in terms of specific objects, shapes, and their position in the 



 6 

 

advertisement. Moreover, the authors looked at brand identification complexity. Consumers must be 

able to recognize the advertised brand and digest the message correctly in order to comprehend the 

advertisement. Pieters, Wedel and Batra conclude that brand identification complexity has negative 

effects on the attention to the brand in the advertisement, the attention to the advertisement as a whole 

and ad comprehensibility. Feature complexity has a negative effect on attention to the brand, attention 

to the advertisement as a whole and attitude towards the ad, whereas design complexity has a positive 

effect on these three factors (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). 

There are multiple components of visual complexity. In this thesis the focus will be on the depiction of 

the product, the location of the brand name, and the size of the ad. The three components of visual 

complexity are briefly discussed here and will be explained in further detail later. The first component, 

the depiction of the product, is related to design complexity. Past research indicates that simple designs 

stimulate consumers’ habitual object and pattern perception processes, whereas complex designs are 

perceived by consumers as more engaging and likable (Palmer, 1999). The design complexity of an 

advertisement mostly resides in the pictorial rather than in the brand or text, ensuring that consumers 

pay more attention to the pictorial which will draw attention to the entire advertisement (Pieters, Wedel, 

& Batra, 2010). Therefore, one could expect that when the product is shown on a model, consumers like 

the ad more compared to when only the product is displayed. The location of the brand name and the 

size of the ad increase complexity specifically in terms of brand identification. Under low levels of 

motivation, such as during ad exposure, the difficulty in recognizing the brand is expected to diminish 

attention to the brand, and hence to the whole advertisement (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). Brand 

identification complexity impedes the information acquisition and processing of the brand, which has a 

detrimental impact on ad comprehensibility.  

 

Based on the findings regarding the impact of visual complexity in the study of Pieters, Wedel and Batra, 

it is expected that the three components studied in this thesis will have different effects on the purchase 

intention. The design complexity component, the product depiction, is assumed to have a positive effect 

when the product is shown on a model. Even though this is more complex, it is expected that the product 

in use will have a positive effect on attention to the brand, attention to the advertisement as a whole and 

attitude towards the ad. One could expect that these positive effects carry over into a high purchase 

intention. The two components related to brand identification complexity studied in this research, the 

location of the brand name and the size of the ad, are expected to have a negative effect on attention to 

the brand in the advertisement, attention to the advertisement as a whole and attitude towards the ad 

when the brand identification complexity is high. Thus, for these components it is expected that the 

complexity needs to be low in order to create positive effects resulting in a high purchase intention. This 

is achieved by having a large ad and positioning the brand name in the upper right corner. The 

components of visual complexity will be individually explained more in detail on the following pages.  
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Figure 1: Example different depiction of the product 

The depiction of the product in the advertisement 

Looking at ad examples from multiple studies about visual complexity, it raises the question whether 

the way the product is presented in the ad could possibly be a factor that influences consumers’ 

willingness to buy the product. For example, when searching for a jacket, some brands only show the 

jacket in the ad and other brands show how the jacket looks on a model. When you click trough, most 

of the time both images are available. However, this first impression of the ad could make or break the 

consumers’ interest in the product. When only the product is shown, it makes it less visually complex 

for the consumer to decide if the product is appealing. When the product is shown on a model (product 

in use), it is more visually complex since the model and the environment (such as other clothing he or 

she is wearing) also play a roll. An example of the difference is given in figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elder and Krishna studied the visual depiction effect in advertising (Elder & Krishna, 2012). This study 

shows that slight manipulations of visual product portrayals in advertisements, such as pointing a 

product towards a subjects’ dominant hand, promote mental simulations and elicit motor responses. 

Because our minds mentally recreate the experience, the authors believe that observing an object can 

have identical behavioural implications such as interacting with it. According to the visual depiction 

effect, some visual portrayals are better than others at allowing the observer to mentally interact with a 

product, which in turn increases the willingness to buy that product (Elder & Krishna, 2012). Thus, the 

depiction of the product in fashion advertisements could influence the purchase intention and is therefore 

an interesting independent variable. 

 

The product depiction is related to design complexity. As mentioned before, the pictorial is commonly 

seen as complexity of design in an advertisement, rather than the advertised brand or the use of text 

(Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). The pictorial receives more attention from consumers, which will raise 

attention to the advertisement as a whole. Thus, consumers are anticipated to like the advertisement 

better since the complex pictorial is more engaging (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). It is expected that 

these positive effects will carry over into a high purchase intention, even though the depiction of the 

product on the model is visually more complex. This leads to the following hypothesis:  
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H1: The depiction of the product in use in fashion display advertisements has a positive significant effect 

on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the product is shown on a model the ad generates a 

higher purchase intention compared to when only the product is shown.  

 

The location of the brand name in the advertisement 

Applying logos in advertising is essential to improve the awareness of a company or brand (Why Logos 

Plays A Significant Role For Advertising, sd). A brand’s reach and visibility will be increased to 

potential customers when a brand name or logo is incorporated into an advertisement (Abdi & Irandoust, 

2013). This could result in more profits, especially for businesses that already carry a respected brand 

name. Many businesses place their brand name in advertisements, but the location and the size of the 

brand name in the ad varies. Pieters, Wedel and Batra investigated the size of the logo in their research 

about the measures and effects of visual complexity in magazine advertisements (Pieters, Wedel, & 

Batra, 2010). The authors showed respondents multiple ads in which the size of the logo differed. 

However, the location of the logo also differed in these ads, but this effect was not investigated in their 

study. The location of the brand name could possibly influence how consumers perceive ads and will 

therefore be explored in this thesis.  

 

There could be an effect depending on which side of the ad the brand name is positioned, because both 

hemispheres of the brain process information differently. The right hemisphere is directly affected by 

material in the left visual field, whereas material in the right visual field directly makes a connection 

with the left hemisphere (Left and Right Hemisphere of the Brain, 2020). The hemispheres require each 

other to efficiently process information, however the left hemisphere processes information 

predominantly trough language whereas the right hemisphere primarily processes information through 

images. Janiszewski investigated the influence of the organization of a print advertisement on affect 

towards a brand name (Janiszewski, 1990). The author explains that when a brand name is positioned 

to the right of pictorial information, it will be delivered to the less activated left hemisphere, which 

results in more subconscious processing than if delivered to the right hemisphere. The conclusion was 

that a brand name in print advertisement should be liked more when placed to the right of pictorial 

information (Janiszewski, 1990). If this effect is still valid and whether this effect is binding for online  

fashion ads will be tested in this thesis.  

 

Positioning the brand name on the left side of the advertisement is seen as visually complex and therefore 

more difficult to identify the brand. When the brand name is positioned on the right side, it is seen as 

less visually complex. According to Pieters, Wedel and Batra, brand identification complexity has a 

negative effect on attention to the brand in the advertisement, attention to the advertisement as a whole 

and general ad comprehensibility. As mentioned before, it is expected that these negative effects will 

carry over into a low purchase intention. A brief observation of fashion ads online suggested that the 
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common practice is that the brand name is placed in the upper left or upper right corner of the ad. There 

does not seem to be a belief about which corner is better. Thus, it will be tested in this thesis if there is 

an effect of the location of the brand name on the purchase intention, leading to the following hypothesis:  

 

H2: The right location of the brand name in fashion display advertisements has a positive significant 

effect on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the brand name is positioned in the upper right 

corner the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to when the brand name is positioned in 

the upper left corner.  

 

The size of the advertisement 

In multiple studies about visual complexity, size is an important component. Some studies look at the 

size of the advertisement itself and others for example at the size of logos or text in advertisements. In 

past research about the sales effects of attention to feature advertisements, the size of the ad was 

considered an important variable (Zhang, Wedel, & Pieters, 2009). The size of the ad was measured in 

centimetres. In this thesis only the effect of visual complexity in a fashion advertisement will be 

measured, meaning that there will be no context around the ad. Therefore, the size of the ad will be 

measured in pixels. The size of the advertisement could either be large or small. Larger advertisements 

are seen as less complex than smaller ads, because they are easier to understand due to the size. 

Advertisements that are smaller are therefore more difficult to process. It is expected that visual 

complexity in terms of the size of the ad has a negative effect, such that a smaller and thus more complex 

ad provides a lower purchase intention than a larger ad.  

 

Prior research investigated the relationship between advertisement variables and consumers’ responses 

(Kaplan, Aamodt, & Wilk, 1991). The authors of the study discovered that larger advertisements attract 

a greater number of readers compared to smaller advertisements. In addition, larger coloured 

advertisements are noticed more quickly than smaller black and white ads. Furthermore, as the size of 

the advertisement increases the permanency of the product impression increases as well. The larger 

advertisement benefits not only from its relative size, but also has the likelihood of appearing in places 

where there are fewer competing ads (Kaplan, Aamodt, & Wilk, 1991). A study about the influence of 

(smartphone) advertising on consumers' purchase intention confirmed that factors such as the size of the 

advertisement are related to how effective the advertisement is (Martins, Costa, Oliveira, Gonçalves, & 

Branco, 2019). A conclusion of the study was that the design of an ad affects the online purchase 

intention. Thus, the size of a fashion display advertisement could be a component of visual complexity 

that influences the consumers’ purchase intention. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

 

H3: The size of fashion display advertisements has a positive significant effect on consumers’ purchase 

intention, such that the larger the advertisement the higher the purchase intention.  
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Perceptual fluency 

A subjective feeling of ease or difficulty connected with any form of mental processing is referred to as 

processing fluency (Graf, Mayer, & Landwehr, 2018). There are several different types of processing 

fluency that can trigger an experience or feeling of fluency that reflects to how difficult or easy mental 

operation feels. A version of processing fluency that could be a mediator in this thesis is perceptual 

fluency. The visual clarity of stimuli that can be processed is described as perceptual fluency. Perceptual 

fluency entails identifying the perceptual features of a stimulus such as the shape, size, and visual details 

of an advertisement (Graf, Mayer, & Landwehr, 2018). Exposure to advertising makes it easier for 

consumers to recognize and process a brand. As a result of enhanced perceptual fluency, consumers 

have more favourable attitudes towards a brand (Lee & Labroo, 2004). Extant research studied the effect 

of perceptual fluency in an online apparel shopping context (Im & Ha, 2001). The conclusion of the 

study was that perceptual fluency elicited enjoyment, which in turn positively affected situational 

involvement, cognitive effort, and consumers’ purchase intention. 

 

The three components of visual complexity studied in this research (product depiction, location of the 

brand name and size of the ad) are related to perceptual features of an advertisement. Multiple studies 

showed that perceptual fluency increases liking and trustworthiness (Lee & Labroo, 2004). In this thesis 

it is expected that high design complexity and low brand identification complexity increase perceptual 

fluency. First, concerning the product depiction, prior research has shown that perceptual fluency has a 

purely positive effect on a stimulus (Elder & Krishna, 2012). Purchase intentions are higher for visual 

depictions that facilitate more mental simulation than those that allow for less mental simulation (Elder 

& Krishna, 2012). This effect is expected for the depiction of the product, such that even though the 

product on a model makes the design complexity of the ad higher, it is more fluent due to positive mental 

simulations. Next, as described before, it is expected that when the brand identification complexity is 

low, consumers will experience more perceptual fluency. In other words, when the size of the ad is 

larger and the logo is positioned in the upper right corner, the ad will most likely be perceived as less 

complex and therefore more fluent. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

 

H4: Perceptual fluency mediates the effect between visual complexity and consumers’ purchase 

intention, such that high design complexity and low brand identification complexity increase perceptual 

fluency and perceived perceptual fluency increases consumers’ purchase intention.  

 

Experience with shopping fashion online 

Prior research investigated the effect of visual complexity and consumers’ experience on visual attention 

and purchase behaviour through eye tracking (Ishibashi, Xiao, & Yada, 2019). An effect that was 

investigated in this study was the participants’ years of experience with catalogue shopping. The authors 

concluded that experience is a factor that strongly impacts purchase behaviour. Putrevu, Tan and Lord 
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investigated the responses of consumers to complex advertisements (Putrevu, Tan, & Lord, 2004). The 

authors describe that knowledgeable consumers can more successfully encode the number of visual cues 

offered in complex advertisement. Conversely, consumers with less knowledge might find the rich 

multitude of cues in complex advertisements to be overwhelming and confusing. The results of the study 

showed that consumers with a high level of knowledge tended to create more favourable attitudes and 

purchase intentions when exposed to complex ads compared to their low-knowledge counterparts 

(Putrevu, Tan, & Lord, 2004). 

 

This indicates that less experienced consumers are more influenced by the use of visual complexity in 

advertisements compared to experienced consumers. Thus, the experience of consumers with shopping 

fashion online could moderate the effect between visual complexity and consumers’ purchase intention. 

This leads to the first hypothesis for this variable:  

 

H5a: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the effect between visual 

complexity and consumers’ purchase intention, such that high visual complexity is perceived as more 

complex by less experienced consumers, resulting in a lower purchase intention for less experienced 

consumers compared to experienced consumers.  

 

It is expected that this effect carries through to that less experienced consumers perceive complex ads 

as less fluent compared to the more experienced consumers, because less experienced consumers find 

the ad more complex which could lead them to needing more time to process. Less experienced 

consumers could therefore perceive less perceptual fluency processing visually complex ads compared 

to experienced consumers processing visually complex ads. The expectation is that the more experience 

a consumer has with shopping fashion online, the easier it is for a consumer to process the less fluent 

advertisement, making the difference between the disfluent and fluent advertisement smaller. In other 

words, visual complexity reduces perceptual fluency whereas experience increases fluency and thus 

decreases the effect of complexity for experienced consumers. Thus, the consumers’ level of experience 

could influence how much perceptual fluency a consumer experiences while processing an ad. 

Therefore, the second hypothesis associated with this variable is: 

 

H5b: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the mediation effect described in 

H4, such that experienced consumers process visually complex ads easier than less experienced 

consumers, which results in a smaller difference in purchase intentions for experienced consumers 

between the disfluent and fluent fashion display advertisements. 
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Purchase intention 

The likelihood of consumers purchasing a product or particular brand is referred to as the purchase 

intention, which has to do with how consumers make buying decisions in the future. The focus of 

considerable direct marketing research has been on constructs of the purchase intention and consumer 

attitudes, and their effect on consumer behaviour. (Bouhlel, Mzoughi, Hadiji, & Slimane, 2011). 

Advertising is frequently considered as the most important marketing tool for influencing consumers’ 

buying behaviour (Shaouf, Lü, & Li, 2016). Since visual complexity plays a big role in advertising, this 

likewise has a large influence on the purchase intention.  

 

Past research has demonstrated that an increase in the purchase intention reflects an increase in the 

chance of purchasing (Martins, Costa, Oliveira, Gonçalves, & Branco, 2019).  If consumers have a 

positive purchase intention, then favourable brand engagement will encourage consumers to make an 

actual purchase. Consumers prefer a brand at a higher level of commitment, and this preference is 

reflected in a brand purchase (Martins, Costa, Oliveira, Gonçalves, & Branco, 2019). Research in which 

the purchase intention has been investigated, show a significant relationship between the purchase 

intention and actual purchasing (Morwitz, Steckel, & Gupta, 2007). Thus, the purchase intention is the 

dependent variable in this thesis as is proven to be a valid predictor of an actual purchase.  

 

Gender 

In this study the effect of visual complexity in advertisements will be tested on both male and female 

consumers. In order to create a realistic scenario and be relevant to both genders, the ad will differ for 

males and females. The product category is equal for both sexes and the product will be as identical as 

possible. Female subjects will see a feminine fashion item or the item on a female model and male 

subjects will see an identical masculine item or the item on a male model. The appearance of the ads 

will be further discussed in paragraph 3.1: Research design. It is not expected that the three components 

of visual complexity are experienced differently by males and females. Therefore, gender will serve 

only as a control variable. If any gender differences do occur after the data collection, it is still possible 

to draw a conclusion about these effects. This is further discussed in paragraph 3.3: Data collection.  

 

2.2 Hypotheses  

For all the independent, moderator and mediator variables a hypothesis has been drawn up. The 

hypotheses have been mentioned before and are listed below and on the following page.   

 

- Hypothesis 1: The depiction of the product in use in fashion display advertisements has a positive 

significant effect on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the product is shown on a model 

the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to when only the product is shown.  
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- Hypothesis 2: The right location of the brand name in fashion display advertisements has a positive 

significant effect on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the brand name is positioned in 

the upper right corner the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to when the brand 

name is positioned in the upper left corner. 

 

- Hypothesis 3: The size of fashion display advertisements has a positive significant effect on 

consumers’ purchase intention, such that the larger the advertisement the higher the purchase 

intention.  

 

- Hypothesis 4: Perceptual fluency mediates the effect between visual complexity and consumers’ 

purchase intention, such that high design complexity and low brand identification co mplexity 

increase perceptual fluency and perceived perceptual fluency increases consumers’ purchase 

intention. 

 

- Hypothesis 5a: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the effect between 

visual complexity and consumers’ purchase intention, such that high visual complexity is perceived 

as more complex by less experienced consumers, resulting in a lower purchase intention for less 

experienced consumers compared to experienced consumers.  

 

- Hypothesis 5b: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the mediation effect 

described in H4, such that experienced consumers process visually complex ads easier than less 

experienced consumers, which results in a smaller difference in purchase intentions for experienced 

consumers between the disfluent and fluent fashion display advertisements. 

 

2.3 Conceptual framework 

This study examines how three components of visual complexity influence consumers’ purchase 

intention. The conceptual framework can be seen in figure 2 on the next page. The framework consists 

of independent variables (components of visual complexity), one dependent variable (the purchase 

intention), a mediator variable (perceptual fluency) and a moderator variable (experience with shopping 

fashion online). The levels of the independent variables where there is a positive expectation on the 

purchase intention are coded as 1 (product on model, brand name in the upper right corner and the larger 

ad). Moreover, the effect of the moderator experience on the relationship between the components of 

visual complexity and the mediator perceptual fluency will be investigated. In other words, a moderated 

mediation. The conceptual framework created for this study corresponds to Model 8 from Hayes models, 

which can be seen in Appendix I: Moderated mediation model (8) (Hayes, 2013). 
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Figure 2: Conceptual framework 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter contains the methods for gathering and analysing research material and data. The research 

design, measurements of the variables and data collection will be explained.  

 

3.1 Research design 

The method used for this thesis is primary quantitative data. For the simplicity of design and ease of 

data collection, the survey software Qualtrics was used to gather data and test the hypotheses. Therefore, 

a survey was created in Qualtrics, which can be seen in Appendix II: Survey. This research will show 

how multiple components of visual complexity influence consumers’ purchase intention in order to find 

the optimal advertisement. There are three components of visual complexity that will be tested in this 

research: the product depiction, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad. Each component 

of visual complexity has two levels. First, for the product depiction, the two levels are ‘product only’ 

and ‘product on model’. Secondly, the levels for the location of the brand name are ‘upper left corner’ 

and ‘upper right corner’. Lastly, the two levels for the component size are ‘small’ and ‘large’.  

 

The effects of the three components of visual complexity were tested with a between-subject design in 

which the subjects were assigned to different conditions, with each subject experiencing only one of the 

experimental conditions. The three independent variables with two levels per variable make a ‘2x2x2’ 

design. Therefore, this experiment had eight conditions. To be relevant to both genders, the variable 

product depiction differed for men and women. As a result, there were sixteen conditions as will be 

explained further below.  

3.1.1 The advertisements 

With sixteen conditions, sixteen advertisements had to be created for this research: eight ads for men 

and eight ads for women. The sixteen different ads can be seen in Appendix III: Survey advertisements.  

The advertisements are identical for both genders in terms of the location of the brand name and the size 

of the ad, whereas the product depiction differs for male and female subjects. For the depiction of the 

product, it was important to select a product that was relevant to both genders. A denim jacket is a 

common fashion item worn by both men and women and was therefore chosen. In terms of denim jackets 

the brand Levi’s is a popular fashion brand. In 2018, Levi’s was the most ‘attractive’ causal wear brand 

(Apparel Resources, 2018). For these reasons, products from Levi's and the brand itself were selected. 

The sizes of the ads were based on Google’s most common formats for static display advertisements 

(About common formats for display ads, 2021). The smaller ad is 250x250 pixels, a popular small sized 

ad for mobile devices and desktop computers. The larger ad is 300x600 pixels, which is larger in width 

and length compared to the smaller ad.  
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3.1.2 Survey flow 

As mentioned before, the survey can be seen in Appendix II: Survey. The survey was made in English 

and Dutch. The survey began with an introduction asking for consent and whether the subject was 

eighteen years or older. After consent was given, the age of the subject was asked followed by a question 

about the gender in order to show the correct ad to the subject. Based on gender, one of eight ads was 

randomly shown with the right depiction of the product for that gender. When the subject finished 

looking at the ad, the purchase intention was asked. This was followed by questions measuring 

perceptual fluency and the subject's experience with shopping fashion online. Further, questions were 

asked about the occupation and nationality of the subject. Lastly, since the stimuli were images that 

could look differently in terms of size on various devices, it was measured if subjects filled in the survey 

on their mobile or desktop device.  

 

3.2 Measurements 

The independent variables investigated in this thesis, the product depiction, the location of the brand 

name and the size of the ad, are all categorical variables. The level of each independent variable that 

was expected to have a positive effect on the purchase intention was coded as 1, which were the product 

on a model, the location of the brand name in the upper right corner and the larger sized ad. The purchase 

intention was measured by a Likert scale and is therefore a continuous dependent variable. The most 

common Likert scales have five or seven points (Dawes, 2008). A 7-point Likert scale was chosen, since 

a rating scale with more response categories transmits more information and is thus intrinsically more 

accurate in the measurement (Dawes, 2008). With categorical independent variables and a continuous 

dependent variable, a linear regression is the method to test the hypotheses.  

 

The mediator perceptual fluency was measured with six 7-point Likert scales. The Likert scales used in 

this survey experiment were based on the study of Graf, Mayer and Landwehr about measuring 

perceptual fluency (Graf, Mayer, & Landwehr, 2018). Respondents were asked the following: “Looking 

at the ad was…,” anchored at difficult to easy, unclear to clear, disfluent to fluent, effortful to effortless 

and incomprehensible to comprehensible. One Likert scale was added to measure how much 

respondents enjoyed looking at the ad, since the expectation was that in this thesis design complexity 

leads to a higher purchase intention due to engagement and liking. This Likert scale was anchored at 

boring to fun. To avoid order effects, the ranking of the six Likert scales was randomized for each 

subject. If perceptual fluency was measured successfully will be based on the reliability index 

Cronbach’s Alpha, which is reliable if the value for the six questions combined is above 0.70 (Peterson, 

1994). This will be discussed in Chapter 4: Results. 
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The moderator experience with shopping fashion online was measured with three 7-point Likert scales.  

Two of the three Likert scales were based on the study of Mitchell and Dacin about the assessment of 

alternative measures of consumer expertise (Mitchell & Dacin, 1996). The first Likert scale measures 

the general knowledge of online shopping, which was asked in the following manner: “To what extent 

do you agree with the following statement: I know a lot about online shopping”, anchored at strongly 

disagree to strongly agree. The second Likert scale was: “Rate your knowledge of shopping fashion 

online, as compared to the rest of the population”, anchored at one of the least knowledgeable consumers 

to one of the most knowledgeable consumers. The third Likert scale was: “How often do you shop 

fashion online?”, anchored at never to daily. These three Likert scales combined measure the experience 

of the subjects. If these three questions measured expertise correctly will again be based on Cronbach’s 

Alpha. Based on the mean expertise, subjects will be split in non-experts and experts.  

 

Finally, if there is a moderated mediation will be tested through PROCESS. The moderated mediation 

analysis, also known as Conditional Process Analysis, is the integration of the moderator and mediation 

analyses (Hayes, 2013). As mentioned before, the conceptual framework created for this thesis 

corresponds to Model 8 from Hayes models, which can be seen in Appendix I: Moderated mediation 

model (8).  

 

3.3 Data collection 

The sample size was based on the minimum number of subjects per condition, the population size and 

margin of error. In this study, we speak of an infinite population since males and females above eighteen 

were considered possible subjects. When the margin of error is at 5% with a 95% confidence level, the 

minimum sample size should contain 385 subjects (Optimal sample size, 2019). This number was 

rounded to 400 subjects. With eight conditions this would be fifty subjects per condition. Every 

condition should have a proper balance of men and women, indicating that one condition should ideally 

have 25 men and 25 women. As a result, it is possible to draw conclusions about the potentially different 

outcomes between men and women processing visual complexity.  

 

The survey from Qualtrics was distributed via different social media networks of my own. These 

platforms were LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The results of the survey were analysed 

in the statistical software platform SPSS, which will show what the effects are of multiple components 

of visual complexity on the purchase intention of consumers. Furthermore, a possible moderator, 

mediator and moderated mediation were investigated while analysing these results.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The goal for this research was to obtain a minimum of 400 subjects. In total, 608 people started the 

survey. The completion rate was 83.4%, leading to 507 subjects that finished the survey in ten days’ 

time. The survey was filled in by 300 females (59.2%), 204 males (40.2%) and 3 non-binaries1 (0.6%). 

The subjects were aged between 18 and 74, with a large group being 21, 22 or 23 years old (44.3%). 

Thus, the mean age of the subjects is relatively young (27.60) with a standard deviation of 10.85 years. 

Further, most of the subject were full-time employed (41.6%) or students (39.3%). In addition, a large 

majority of the subjects were of Dutch nationality (95.1%). Lastly, 90.1% of the subjects filled in the 

survey on their mobile device. In Appendix IV: Demographics, all the demographic data can be seen. 

 

In this research a result is considered significant if the p-value is below 0.05 (p < 0.05). Significant 

results in the tables are marked green. Abbreviations are used for the variables and some terms in the 

tables. The abbreviations can be seen in table 1.  

 

Terms Abbreviation 

Product depiction PD 
Location of the brand name LB 
Size SZ 
Perceptual fluency PF 
Experience shopping fashion online EX 
Purchase intention  PI 
Mean  M 
Beta β 
Standard deviation SD 
Standard error SE 
Confidence interval  CI  

 

 

Reliability  

A crucial first step towards assuring construct validity is establishing that the moderator and mediator 

are properly measured and therefore reliable (Cronbach, 1951). The most frequently reported reliability 

index is Cronbach’s Alpha, which should have a minimum value of 0.70 to be concluded reliable 

(Peterson, 1994). The mediator perceptual fluency and the moderator experience were both measured 

by multiple questions. Six questions measured perceptual fluency (M= 5.44, SD= 1.01) and the 

Cronbach’s Alpha for these six items is 0.81. Experience with shopping fashion online (M= 4.54,        

SD= 1.29) was measured by three questions and has a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.83. Thus, Cronbach’s 

Alpha for both variables is well above the minimum of 0.70, indicating that perceptual fluency and 

experience are measured successfully and for this reason reliable statements can be made about these 

mediator and moderator variables.  

                                                 
1 Non-binary subjects were randomly shown one of the sixteen ads. 

Table 1: Abbreviations result tables 
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4.1 Linear regression 

As mentioned before, the hypotheses are tested through linear regression. Linear regression has four key 

assumptions, namely linearity, normality, homogeneity of error variance and independence of errors 

(Allen, 1939). The outcomes of the assumptions test can be seen in Appendix V: Assumptions linear 

regression. The regression model significantly predicts the purchase intention (p < 0.001). The 

assumption of linearity has been met, since with all categorical independent variables there 

automatically is a linear relationship. In addition, the histogram looks reasonably normally distributed, 

indicating that the normality of errors assumption has most likely been met. The P-P Plot verifies this 

since the dashed line does not deviate much from the straight line. Moreover, the data is homoscedastic. 

The scatterplot looks a bit odd with categorical predictors, but it is essential that the height of the lines 

are similar and below 3, which is the case. Lastly, all variables in the model have VIF values of 1 and 

thus below 10, indicating that there is no multicollinearity (Yao & Li, 2014). Concluding, the 

assumptions of linear regression have been met. This means that the analyses can be performed as usual. 

 

The mean purchase intentions 

In table 2 the mean purchase intentions can be seen for each level of the three independent variables: 

the product depiction (PD), the location of the brand name (LB) and the size of the ad (SZ).  

 

PD (Outcome: PI) M  SD SE 

Product only  3.17 1.59 0.10 

Product on model 4.14 1.69 0.11 

LB (Outcome: PI) M  SD SE 

Upper left corner  3.49 1.69 0.11 

Upper right corner 3.83 1.72 0.11 

SZ (Outcome: PI) M  SD SE 

Small  3.57 1.61 0.10 

Large 3.74 1.81 0.11 

Table 2: Mean purchase intentions product depiction, location of the brand name and size   

These results show that as expected, the product on the model, the brand name in the upper right corner 

and the larger ad, all generate a higher purchase intention compared to their less engaging (product only) 

and more complex (upper left corner and small size) counterparts. Especially for the product depiction 

there is a large difference in the purchase intention. When the product is displayed on a model (M=4.14, 

SD=1.69), the purchase intention is almost one point higher compared to when only the product is shown 

(M=3.17, SD=1.59). The brand name in the upper right corner (M= 3.83, SD= 1.72) generates a 0.34 

higher purchase intention compared to when the brand name is positioned in the upper left corner          

(M= 3.49, SD= 1.69). For the size of the ad the difference is the smallest, namely 0.17. If these 

differences are significant and thus if the three components of visual complexity are significant 

predictors of the purchase intention, will be tested in the following paragraph.  
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4.1.1 Univariate analysis 

The univariate analysis can be seen in table 3. Here the test of between-subject effects is done for the 

product depiction, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad, with as the dependent variable 

the purchase intention. The full analysis from SPSS can be seen in Appendix VI: Univariate analyses.   

 
 

Source (Outcome: PI) Mean Square F p 

PD 115.39 43.14 <0.001 

LB 11.09 4.15 0.042 

SZ 4.05 1.51 0.219 

PD * LB 4.83 1.81 0.180 

PD * SZ 1.19 0.44 0.506 

LB * SZ 0.11 0.04 0.843 

PD * LB * SZ 5.10 1.91 0.168 

Table 3: Univariate analysis product depiction, location of the brand name and size   

The results from the univariate analysis in table 3 show that the effect of the product depiction                

(F= 43.14, p= <0.001) and the location of the brand name (F= 4.15, p= 0.042) on the purchase intention 

are significant. This indicates that when the product is depicted on a model and the brand name is 

positioned in the upper right corner, the ad generates a significantly higher purchase intention compared 

to when only the product is shown and the brand name is positioned in the upper left corner. The 

independent variable size is not significant (F= 1.51, p= 0.219), indicating that the size of the ad has no 

significant influence on the purchase intention. There are no significant interactions between any of the 

three independent variables. Another univariate analysis was done with the three independent variables 

and gender to see if male and female subjects reacted differently. In the bottom table of Appendix VI: 

Univariate analyses can be seen that gender is not significant (F= 1.61, p= 0.201) and that there are as 

expected no significant interactions between gender and the three components of visual complexity. 

Thus, gender differences will not be further investigated.  

 

4.2 Mediation analyses 

In this paragraph mediation analyses will be done for the product depiction and the location of the brand 

name. Since the independent variable size has been found insignificant, a mediating effect is not 

possible. For the mediation analysis, all the standard assumptions of the general linear model have been 

accepted. As mentioned before in paragraph 4.1, the assumptions of linearity, normality, homogeneity 

of error variance and independence of errors have been met. The mediation is supported when the visual 

complexity component significantly influences the purchase intention, when the visual complexity 

component significantly influences the mediator perceptual fluency and when perceptual fluency 

significantly influences the purchase intention.    
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Methods  

The mediation analyses will be done via the Baron and Kenny method and Bootstrapping. The approach 

devised by Baron and Kenny for establishing whether an independent variable influences a dependent 

variable through a mediator is very well known and thus almost automatically utilized by authors and 

requested by reviewers (Zhao, Lynch, & Chen, 2010). This method consists of four steps that examine 

whether the c, a, b and c’ path are significant. The first step involves path c, which shows if the 

components of visual complexity are correlated with the purchase intention. If the components of visual 

complexity are correlated with the mediator perceptual fluency, will become clear in the second step 

that examines path a. The third step looks at path b, which will show if the mediator affects the purchase 

intention. Lastly, the fourth step explores path c’, which will show if the mediator perceptual fluency 

completely mediates the relationship between the components of visual complexity and the purchase 

intention.  

 

To ensure that the results of the Baron and Kenny method are correct, the popular technique of testing 

the indirect effect, bootstrapping, is also applied. Bootstrapping is a non-parametric method that 

resamples with replacements around 5000 times to look at the direct, indirect and total effect (Shrout & 

Bolger, 2002). The bootstrapping method used for the mediation analyses corresponds to Model 4 from 

Hayes models, which is a simple mediation analysis that examines the relationship between the 

independent, mediator and dependent variable (Hayes, 2013).   

4.2.1 Product depiction 

The full mediation analyses can be seen in Appendix VII: Mediation analyses product depiction. A 

summary of the analysis via the Baron and Kenny method for the product depiction is shown in table 4.   

 

Step Path Effect β SE t p 

1 c PD  PI 0.97 0.15 6.67 <0.001 

2 a PD  PF 0.52 0.09 6.01 <0.001 

3 b PF  PI 0.64 0.07 9.04 <0.001 

  4  c’ PD  PF  PI 0.69 0.14 4.82 <0.001 

  PD  PF  PI 0.55 0.07 7.67 <0.001 

Table 4: Mediation analysis Baron and Kenny product depiction 

Baron and Kenny analysis 

The first step in table 4 shows, as seen in the univariate analysis, that the product depiction is a 

significant predictor of the purchase intention (β= 0.97, p= <0.001). In other words, path c is statistically 

significant. The beta is positive, indicating that when the product is depicted on a model, the ad 

generated a significantly higher purchase intention compared to when only the product was shown. In 

the second step becomes clear that the product depiction is a significant predictor of the mediating 

variable perceptual fluency (PF) (β= 0.52, p= <0.001), indicating that path a is statistically significant. 
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Figure 3: Mediation effect product depiction 

* = p < 0.05, **= p < 0.001 

 

Moreover, the third step (path b) shows that perceptual fluency is a significant predictor of the purchase 

intention (β= 0.64, p= <0.001). Finally, when controlling for the product depiction, the mediator 

variable perceptual fluency is a significant predictor of the purchase intention ((β= 0.55, p= <0.001), 

making path c’ statistically significant. The beta of the product depiction reduced from 0.97 to 0.69 

when the mediator was added but remained significant, indicating that there is partial mediation.   

 

Bootstrapping analysis 

In addition to the Baron and Kenny method, the bootstrapping method is now applied. This mediation 

analysis can be seen in table 5 below.  

 

Effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

Direct 0.69 0.14 4.82 <0.001 0.41 – 0.97 

Indirect 0.28 0.06 - - 0.18 – 0.41 

Total 0.97 0.15 6.67 <0.001 0.69 – 1.26 

Table 5: Mediation analysis bootstrapping product depiction 

The total effect shows the effect produced by the entire model, indirect and direct effect. The total effect 

is, as seen in the previous mediator analysis, statistically significant (β= 0.97, p < 0.001). The direct 

effect examines if the relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention is direct 

and not mediated by a third variable. The results in table 5 show that the direct effect is positive and 

significant (β= 0.69, p= <0.001). Additionally, ‘zero’ does not fall within the 95% confidence interval 

(CI: 0.41 - 0.97), indicating that path c’ is statistically significant. Moreover, the table shows that the 

indirect effect is significant (β= 0.28, CI: 0.18 – 0.41). Because ‘zero’ does not fall within the confidence 

interval, it can be concluded that perceptual fluency mediates the relationship between the product 

depiction and the purchase intention. Thus, ‘a*b’ is statistically significant. Since the indirect and direct 

effect exist and are positive, there is complementary (partial) mediation. Figure 3 below is a clear 

overview of the mediation effect for the product depiction. The indirect, direct and total effect are 

displayed, likewise are the a, b and c’ path.  
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Conclusion 

Results of the linear regression show that the product depiction is a statistically significant predictor of 

the purchase intention (p= <0.001). When the mediator perceptual fluency was entered in the regression 

analysis, the beta of the product depiction reduced, but remained significant. This indicates partial 

mediation, meaning that there are other processes besides perceptual fluency that influence the 

relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention. This partial mediation and other 

processes will be discussed later in paragraph 4.4.1 when the moderated mediation effect for the product 

depiction is addressed. The results of the indirect effect based on 5000 bootstrap samples show a 

significant indirect positive relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention. Thus, 

perceptual fluency partially mediates the effect between the product depiction and the purchase 

intention, such that when the product is depicted on a model, a consumer experiences more perceptual 

fluency resulting in a higher purchase intention. The mediator, perceptual fluency, accounted for 

approximately 29.1% of the total effect on the purchase intention (PM= 0.2834 / 0.9730).  

4.2.2 Location brand name  

The full mediation analyses for the location of the brand name can be seen in Appendix VIII: Mediation 

analyses location of the brand name. For the location of the brand name, a summary of the mediation 

analysis via the Baron and Kenny method is given in table 6. 

 

Step Path Effect β SE t p 

1 c LB  PI 0.34 0.15 2.27 0.023 

2 a LB  PF 0.23 0.09 2.61 0.009 

3 b PF  PI 0.63 0.07 9.04 <0.001 

4 c’ LB  PF  PI 0.20 0.14 1.41 0.160 

  LB  PF  PI 0.62 0.07 8.82 <0.001 

Table 6: Mediation analysis Baron and Kenny location of the brand name 

Baron and Kenny analysis 

As can be seen in table 6, the location of the brand name (LB) is as mentioned before a significant 

predictor of the purchase intention (PI) (β= 0.34, p= 0.023), indicating that path c is statistically 

significant. The beta is positive, meaning that positioning the brand name in the upper right corner 

increases the purchase intention of consumers. The second step shows that the location of the brand 

name is likewise a significant predictor of the mediating variable perceptual fluency (PF), which means 

path a is significant (β= 0.23, p= 0.009). Moreover, perceptual fluency is a significant predictor of the 

purchase intention as can be seen in the third step (β= 0.63, p= <0.001), indicating as mentioned before 

that path b is significant. In the fourth step becomes clear that when controlling for the location of the 

brand name, the mediator variable perceptual fluency is a significant predictor of the purchase intention 

((β= 0.62, p= <0.001). Therefore, path c’ is statistically significant. The location of the brand name has 

become insignificant (β= 0.20, p= 0.160), indicating that in this case there is complete mediation.  
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Figure 4: Mediation effect location of the brand name 

* = p < 0.05, **= p < 0.001 

 

Bootstrapping analysis 

Likewise for the location of the brand name the bootstrapping method was applied in addition to the 

Baron and Kenny method. The mediation analysis via the bootstrapping method can be seen in table 7. 

As discussed, the complete mediation analyses can be found in Appendix VIII: Mediation analyses 

location of the brand name. 

 

Effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

Direct 0.20 0.14 1.41 0.160 -0.08 – 0.48 

Indirect 0.14 0.06 - - 0.04 – 0.26 

Total 0.34 0.15 2.27 0.024 0.05 – 0.64 

Table 7: Mediation analysis bootstrapping location of the brand name 

The results in table 7 show, just like the past mediator analysis for the location of the brand name, that 

the total effect is positive and significant (β= 0.34, p= 0.024). The direct effect is positive yet not 

significant (β= 0.20, p= 0.160), which is confirmed by ‘zero’ falling within the 95% confidence interval 

(CI: -0.08 – 0.48). In other words, path c is not statistically significant. Furthermore, the table shows 

that the indirect effect is positive and significant (β= 0.14, CI= 0.04 – 0.26). In this case, ‘zero’ does 

not fall within the 95% confidence interval, meaning that perceptual fluency completely mediates the 

relationship between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention. Thus, the ‘a*b’-path is 

statistically significant. This shows, just like the analysis via the Baron and Kenny method, that there is 

full mediation. A clear overview of the mediation effect for the location of the brand name is given in 

figure 4. The indirect, direct and total effect are displayed, just like the a, b and c’ path.  
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Conclusion 

The effect of the location of the brand name on the purchase intention is significant (p= 0.023), likewise 

is the effect of the location of the brand name on the mediator perceptual fluency (p= 0.009). The effect 

of perceptual fluency on the purchase intention is also significant (p= <0.001). When the mediator 

perceptual fluency was entered in the regression analysis, the location of the brand name became 

insignificant. Only the mediator perceptual fluency stayed significant, meaning that the location of the 

brand name has no additive value on predicting the dependent variable purchase intention. In this case, 

one speaks of complete mediation. This effect is confirmed by the bootstrapping method, where the total 

effect and the indirect effect are significant. The direct effect is not significant (p= 0.160), which is 

logical since there is complete mediation. Concluding, perceptual fluency completely mediates the effect 

between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention, such that positioning the brand name 

in the upper right corner increases perceptual fluency resulting in a higher purchase intention for 

consumers. The mediator, perceptual fluency, accounted for approximately 41.9% of the total effect on 

the purchase intention (PM= 0.1443 / 0.3442). 

 

4.3 Moderator analyses 

To perform the moderator analyses, the moderator variable experience with shopping fashion online 

(EX) had to be centred and turned into a new variable. Extra variables are made with the product 

depiction (PD), the location of the brand name (LB) and the size of the ad (SZ), multiplied by the centred 

moderator variable experience. The latter variables will show if there is a moderating effect. Since there 

are no interactions between the components of visual complexity, the moderator analysis is done 

separately for each component. The assumptions for the moderator analysis are met, which are similar 

to the assumptions of the general linear model discussed in paragraph 4.1: Linear regression. The 

complete moderation analyses for the three components of visual complexity can be seen in Appendix 

IX: Moderator analyses.  

4.3.1 Product depiction 

Model (Outcome: PI) β SE t p 

PD  0.94 0.14 6.59 <0.001 

EX Centred 0.28 0.06 5.06 <0.001 

PD * EX Centred 0.32 0.11 2.89 0.004 

Table 8: Moderation analysis product depiction 

As expected, given the previous results, table 8 shows that the product depiction is a significant predictor 

of the purchase intention (β=0.94, p= <0.001). The beta is positive, indicating that the product depiction 

with the jacket on the model generates a higher purchase intention compared to when just the jacket is 

shown. Moreover, there is a positive significant regression with the moderator experience (β= 0.28,     

p= <0.001), meaning that the more experience a subject has, the higher the purchase intention.  
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Finally, there is a positive regression interaction for the product depiction and experience, leading to the 

conclusion that experience with shopping fashion online moderates the relationship between the product 

depiction and the purchase intention. This result is significant with a positive beta (β= 0.32, p= 0.004), 

indicating that the purchase intention of a consumer evaluating an ad where the product is depicted on 

a model becomes more positive with a higher level of expertise. This moderating effect of experience is 

clearly visualized in figure 5 below, which shows that the difference in purchase intentions (PI) of the 

two product depictions (PD) becomes greater as the experience (EX)2 increases.  

 

 

Figure 5: Moderation effect product depiction 

Interestingly, this result is not in line with the hypothesis since a negative effect was assumed. The 

expectation was that experienced consumers would perceive a smaller difference between the disfluent 

and fluent advertisements due to experience with seeing many different advertisements. However, the 

opposite has been proven to be true. An explanation one might think of is that because these consumers 

have a lot of experience with seeing ads where the product is depicted on a model and ads where only 

the product is shown, they know what they like in terms of the product depiction and therefore actually 

experience a greater difference than inexperienced consumers who have seen fewer ads.  

 

                                                 
2 The variable experience (EX) has been centred based on the mean expertise (0), with non-experts at mean minus one 
standard deviation and experts at mean plus one standard deviation. 
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4.3.2 Location of the brand name 

Model (Outcome: PI) β SE t p 

LB  0.34 0.15 2.29 0.023 

EX Centred 0.28 0.06 4.91 <0.001 

LB * EX Centred 0.10 0.12 0.83 0.406 

Table 9: Moderation analysis location of the brand name 

Table 9 confirms, as in past analyses, that there is a positive significant regression with the location of 

the brand name (β= 0.34, p= 0.023). As mentioned before, this means that when the brand name is 

positioned in the upper right corner, the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to when the 

brand name is positioned in the upper left corner. Furthermore, like the past moderation analysis showed, 

there is a positive significant regression with experience (β= 0.28, p= <0.001), indicating that the more 

experience a subject has, the higher the purchase intention. Lastly, there is a positive yet insignificant 

regression interaction (β= 0.10, p= 0.406). Thus, experience with shopping fashion online does not 

moderate the relationship between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention.  

4.3.3 Size 

Model (Outcome: PI) β SE t p 

SZ  0.17 0.15 1.12 0.264 

EX Centred 0.28 0.06 4.88 <0.001 

SZ * EX Centred 0.08 0.12 0.69 0.488 

Table 10: Moderation analysis size 

Table 10 shows the moderation analysis for the size of the ad and the moderator experience. There is a 

positive regression with size, meaning that when the size of the ad is larger it generates a higher purchase 

intention compared to when the ad size is smaller. However, as shown in the univariate analysis, this 

result is not significant (β= 0.17, p= 0.264). As mentioned before, there is a positive significant 

regression with experience (β= 0.28, p= <0.001). A subject with more experience has a higher purchase 

intention than a subject with less experience. Finally, there is a positive regression with size and 

experience, but this effect is not significant (β= 0.08, p= 0.488). This reveals that experience with 

shopping fashion online does not moderate the effect of the size of the ad on the purchase intention.  

 

Conclusion 

The analyses revealed that the moderator experience with shopping fashion online only moderates the 

relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention. This indicates that the purchase 

intention when the product is depicted on a model becomes higher when the experience increases 

compared to not having a model present in the ad. Experience with shopping fashion online has no 

moderating effect on the relationship between the location of the brand name and the size of the ad with 

the purchase intention. 



 28 

 

4.4 Moderated mediation analyses 

In this paragraph the moderated mediation analyses for the product depiction and the location of the 

brand name will be performed. For the size of the ad there were no significant effects, indicating that 

there is no moderated mediation. The moderator variable experience with shopping fashion online has 

been centred, resulting in three categories which are non-experts, mean experts, and experts. The expert 

types are based on the mean expertise, with non-experts at mean minus one standard deviation and the 

experts at mean plus one standard deviation. In the tables the non-experts are marked with ‘low’, mean 

experts are marked with ‘mean’, and the experts are marked with ‘high’. 

4.4.1 Product depiction 

The moderated mediation analysis for the product depiction is summarized in table 11. The complete 

analysis can be found in Appendix X: Moderated mediation analysis product depiction.  

 
Outcome: PF β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

PD 0.50 0.85 5.90 <0.001 0.33 – 0.67 
EX (centred) 0.20 0.04 4.42 <0.001 0.11 – 0.28 
Interaction -0.10 0.07 -1.51 0.131 -0.23 – 0.03 

Outcome: PI β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

PD 0.68 0.14 4.85 <0.001 0.41 – 0.95 
PF 0.51 0.07 7.20 <0.001 0.37 – 0.65 
EX (centred) 0.02 0.07 0.28 0.777 -0.12 – 0.16 
Interaction 0.37 0.11 3.51 <0.001 0.16 – 0.58 

Direct effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (low): -1.285 0.20 0.20 1.01 0.312 -0.18 – 0.59 
EX (mean): 0  0.68 0.14 4.85 <0.001 0.40 – 0.95 
EX (high): 1.285 1.16 0.19 5.99 <0.001 0.78 – 1.54 

Indirect effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (low): -1.285 0.32 0.08 - - 0.17 – 0.49 
EX (mean): 0  0.26 0.06 - - 0.15 – 0.37 
EX (high): 1.285 0.19 0.06 - - 0.07 – 0.31 

Moderated mediation β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (centred) -0.05 0.04 - - -0.13 – 0.01 

Table 11: Moderated mediation analysis product depiction 

With the mediator perceptual fluency as the outcome variable, the product depiction (β= 0.50,                  

p= <0.001) and the experience with shopping fashion online (β= 0.20, p= <0.001) are significant. There 

is however no interaction between the variables (β= -0.10, p= 0.131). With the purchase intention as 

the outcome variable, the moderator variable experience becomes insignificant (β= 0.02, p= 0.777). The 

product depiction remains significant (β= 0.68, p= <0.001) and the mediator perceptual fluency is 

significant as well (β= 0.51, p= <0.001). What stands out is that there is an interaction between the 

product depiction and the experience with shopping fashion online (β= 0.37, p= <0.001), meaning that 

there is a moderation of the direct effect.  
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In addition, the direct effect is insignificant for the non-experts (β= 0.20, p= 0.312), yet significant for 

the mean experts (β= 0.68, p= <0.001) and the experts (β= 1.16, p= <0.001). What can be observed 

from these betas is that there is a positive effect as shown before in the moderation analysis of the 

product depiction. As the expertise of a consumer increases, the effect of the product depiction with the 

model on the purchase intention increases. As seen before, there is mediation, since the indirect effects 

are significant for the low experts, mean experts, and the high experts. This can be noticed in the three 

95% confidence intervals in which none contain ‘zero’. This shows that for non-experts the relationship 

between the product depiction and the purchase intention is fully mediated by perceptual fluency as for 

them the direct effect is not significant.  

 

For mean experts and experts there is partial mediation since the direct effect remains significant, 

indicating there is another process besides perceptual fluency that is activated by the presence of a model 

in the ad that in turn increases the purchase intention. One of these other processes could be the extent 

to which the needs of the consumer are fulfilled when it comes to a good reflection of the product. As 

mentioned before, an explanation one might think of is that consumers with a lot of experience seeing 

ads know more what they like in terms of the product depiction and therefore actually experience a 

greater difference between the product depictions compared to inexperienced consumers who have seen 

fewer ads. It could be that non-experts look at the advertisement as a whole and thus generally at the 

product on the model, while experienced consumers have higher expectations and therefore look at the 

same ad more closely. As a result, experienced consumers appreciate the clear depiction of the product 

on the model which allows them to determine whether the product meets their needs, such as the fit of 

the product.   

 

Moreover, the increase in perceptual fluency that causes a higher purchase intention decreases the more 

experience a consumer has. This can be seen in the betas of the indirect effect that decrease from the 

non-experts (β=0.32), to the mean experts (β=0.26), to the experts (β=0.19). This corresponds to the 

negative moderated mediation effect that was hypothesized. However, this effect is marginally not 

significant (β= -0.05, CI: -0.13 – 0.01), indicating one cannot speak of moderated mediation.  

4.4.2 Location of the brand name  

The moderated mediation analysis for the location of the brand name can be seen in table 12 below and 

on the following page. The complete analysis is shown in Appendix XI: Moderated mediation analysis 

location of the brand name.   

 
Outcome: PF β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

LB 0.23 0.09 2.63 0.009 0.06 – 0.40 
EX (centred) 0.20 0.05 4.16 <0.001 0.10 – 0.29 
Interaction -0.07 0.07 -1.08 0.279 -0.21 – 0.06 
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Outcome: PI β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

LB 0.21 0.14 1.47 0.141 -0.07 – 0.48 
PF 0.58 0.07 8.06 <0.001 0.44 – 0.72 
EX (centred) 0.12 0.08 1.59 0.112 -0.03 – 0.27 
Interaction 0.14 0.11 1.27 0.204 -0.08 – 0.35 

Direct effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (low): -1.285 0.03 0.20 0.15 0.883 -0.36 – 0.42 
EX (mean): 0  0.21 0.14 1.47 0.141 -0.07 – 0.48 
EX (high): 1.285 0.38 0.20 1.95 0.052 -0.00 – 0.77 

Indirect effect β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (low): -1.285 0.19 0.08 - - 0.04 – 0.36 
EX (mean): 0  0.13 0.05 - - 0.03 – 0.24 
EX (high): 1.285 0.08 0.07 - - -0.06 – 0.21 

Moderated mediation β SE t p 95% Confidence Interval 

EX (centred) -0.04 0.04 - - -0.13 – 0.04 

Table 12: Moderated mediation analysis location of the brand name 

As can be seen on the previous page, when the outcome variable is the mediator perceptual fluency, the 

location of the brand name (β= 0.23, p= 0.009) and the experience with shopping fashion online are 

significant (β= 0.20, p= <0.001). However, the interaction between these variables is not significant 

(β= -0.07, p= 0.279). When the outcome variable is the purchase intention, the location of the brand 

name becomes insignificant (β= 0.21, p= 0.141). This is caused by the fact that the mediator perceptual 

fluency (β= 0.58, p= <0.001) takes over the effect, because as mentioned earlier there is complete 

mediation. The moderator experience (β= 0.12, p= 0.112) and the interaction (β= 0.14, p= 0.204) are 

not significant. The direct effect is not significant at any level, which is logical due to the full mediation. 

However, for the experts the direct effect is almost significant (β= 0.38, p= 0.052, CI: -0.00 – 0.77).  

 

The indirect effect is significant at two levels, because ‘zero’ does not fall within the confidence intervals 

of the low experts and the mean experts. As expected, there is full mediation, but this complete 

mediation is only applicable for non-experts and mean experts. There is no mediation effect for experts 

between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention. Thus, for non-experts (and mean 

experts) the brand name in the upper right corner increases perceptual fluency resulting in a higher 

purchase intention compared to the brand name in the upper left corner. With the increase in expertise, 

the mediation effect of brand identification complexity through fluency is reduced. This can be seen in 

the betas of the indirect effect that decrease from the non-experts (β=0.19), to the mean experts 

(β=0.13), to the experts (β=0.08). This is directional evidence that corresponds to the negative 

moderated mediation effect that was hypothesized. However, this effect lacks significance (β= -0.04, 

CI: -0.13 – 0.04) and thus does not provide conclusive results about the moderated mediation effect.  
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4.4.3 Size 

As mentioned earlier, the effect of the size of the ad on the purchase intention turned out to be 

insignificant, which made it impossible that perceptual fluency mediated the relationship. In addition, it 

became clear that there is no interaction between the size of the ad and the moderator experience with 

shopping fashion online. For these reasons, it is not possible to have a moderated mediation and 

therefore the moderated mediation analysis was not performed for the size of the ad.  

 

Conclusion  

Previous analyses have shown that perceptual fluency partially mediates the relationship between the 

product depiction and the purchase intention, and that perceptual fluency completely mediates the 

relationship between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention. In the moderated 

mediation analysis for the product depiction, it became clear that for non-experts the high purchase 

intention when the product is depicted on a model is completely due to an increase in perceptual fluency.  

For experts there is another process besides perceptual fluency that influences the relationship between 

the product depiction and the purchase intention. The moderated mediation analysis for the location of 

the brand name showed that for non-experts the high purchase intention when the brand name is 

positioned is completely due to perceived perceptual fluency. For experts there is no mediation effect 

between the location of the brand name and the purchase intention. Moreover, the experience a consumer 

has with shopping fashion online influences how much perceptual fluency a consumer experiences, such 

that the increase in perceptual fluency that causes a higher purchase intention decreases the more 

experience a consumer has. However, the level of expertise does not influence how the product 

depiction, the location of the brand name and the size of the ad influence perceptual fluency. In other 

words, there are no significant moderated mediation effects, yet there was directional evidence in line 

with the hypothesized effects.   
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Chapter 5: General discussion 

5.1 The effect of the study 

Finding the optimal ad was of great importance due to a lack of clear understanding of what the best use 

of visual complexity is for ad performance, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the increasing number of 

adblockers. In this study three components of visual complexity were investigated that contribute to 

finding this ideal creative. The first component, the product depiction, was related to design complexity. 

The two other components were related to brand identification complexity, which were the location of 

the brand name and the size of the ad. The effect of these three components on the purchase intention 

was measured, with the expectation that high design complexity and low brand identification complexity 

would lead to a high purchase intention. Perceptual fluency was explored as a mediator and experience 

with shopping fashion online as a moderator.  

 

This research made clear that the depiction of the product in an ad has a significant influence on the 

purchase intention. As expected, when the product is shown on a model, the ad generates a higher 

purchase intention compared to when only the product is shown. Because the pictorial is more engaging, 

people like the advertisement more. Perceptual fluency mediates the effect between the product 

depiction and the purchase intention. The product displayed on a model causes non-experts to experience 

more perceptual fluency, resulting in a higher purchase intention. For experts this higher purchase 

intention when the product is depicted on a model is caused by another process besides perceptual 

fluency. Experience with shopping fashion online moderates the effect between the product depiction 

and the purchase intention, indicating that the purchase intention when the product is depicted on a 

model becomes higher when the expertise increases.  Experience with shopping fashion online does not 

moderate the mediation effect. Concluding, the product depiction is an important design complexity 

component of a display advertisement. The difference in purchase intentions between the ad where the 

product is shown on a model is relatively large compared to an ad in which only the product is shown. 

Thus, it is recommended to create ads in which a model shows the product. This will cause consumers 

to experience more perceptual fluency, resulting in a greater likelihood of a purchase. 

 

The location of the brand name in an ad is likewise a significant predictor of the purchase intention. 

When the brand name is positioned in the upper right corner, the ad generates a higher purchase intention 

compared to when the brand name is positioned in the upper left corner. This could be caused, as 

mentioned earlier in the theory, by the fact that the information in the right visual field directly engages 

with the left hemisphere that processes information primarily with language. In support of this theory, 

perceptual fluency completely mediates the relationship between the location of the brand name and the 

purchase intention for non-experts. When the brand name was positioned in the upper right corner, the 

experienced perceptual fluency was higher compared to when the brand name was positioned in the 
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Table 13: Summary of findings 

 

upper left corner which in turn increased consumers’ purchase intention.  Experience with shopping 

fashion online does not influence the relationship between the location of the brand name and the 

purchase intention and there is also no moderated mediation effect. Thus, it is recommended that the 

brand name is positioned in the upper right corner in display ads. This is easier for consumers to process, 

which will lead to a higher purchase intention.  

 

The results from this thesis show that the size of the ad is not a significant predictor of the purchase 

intention. However, the purchase intention was slightly higher for larger ads compared to smaller ads. 

There are no moderator, mediator, or moderated mediation effects.  

5.1.1 Hypotheses 

The effect of the study has been discussed. Below in table 13 an overview is given in which can be seen 

what hypotheses are (partially) accepted or rejected.  

  

H1: The depiction of the product in use in fashion display advertisements has a positive significant 

effect on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the product is shown on a model the ad 

generates a higher purchase intention compared to when only the product is shown. 

Accepted 

H2: The right location of the brand name in fashion display advertisements has a positive significant 

effect on consumers’ purchase intention, such that when the brand name is positioned in the upper 

right corner the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to when the brand name is 

positioned in the upper left corner. 

Accepted 

H3: The size of fashion display advertisements has a positive significant effect on consumers’ purchase 

intention, such that the larger the advertisement the higher the purchase intention. 

Rejected 

H4: Perceptual fluency mediates the effect between visual complexity and consumers’ purchase 

intention, such that high design complexity and low brand identification complexity increase perceptual 

fluency and perceived perceptual fluency increases consumers’ purchase intention. 

Partially 

accepted 

Product depiction Accepted  

Location of the brand name Accepted 

Size Rejected 

H5a: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the  effect between visual 

complexity and consumers’ purchase intention, such that high visual complexity is perceived as more 

complex by less experienced consumers, resulting in a lower purchase intention for less experienced 

consumers compared to experienced consumers. 

Partially 

accepted 

Product depiction Accepted 

Location of the brand name Rejected 

Size Rejected 

H5b: Consumers’ experience with shopping fashion online moderates the mediation effect described in 

H4, such that experienced consumers process visually complex ads easier than less experienced 

consumers, which results in a smaller difference in purchase intentions for experienced consumers 

between the disfluent and fluent fashion display advertisements. 

Rejected 
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Conclusion 

This study showed that the effects of visual complexity in fashion display advertisements on consumers’ 

purchase intention differ. This research shows that design complexity has positive effects, such that 

when the product is displayed on a model, the ad generates a higher purchase intention compared to 

when only the product is shown, which is partially due to an increase in perceptual fluency. Experience 

with shopping fashion online moderates the effect between the product depiction and the purchase 

intention. In addition, this research showed that brand identification complexity has negative effects on 

the purchase intention. The brand name should be positioned in the upper right corner to make an ad 

visually less complex and more fluent for consumers. Moreover, perceptual fluency completely 

mediates the effect for non-experts processing the product depiction and the location of the brand name. 

For experts, there is another process besides perceptual fluency that mediates the effect of the product 

depiction on the purchase intention. The aim of this thesis was to do research about finding the optimal 

ad, and this study contributes to finding this ideal creative with valuable recommendations about the 

product depiction and the location of the brand name.   

 

5.2 Managerial implications 

This thesis shows that the depiction of the product and the location of the brand name have a significant 

influence on the purchase intention, making it relevant for fashion advertisers and managers of 

businesses in fashion. When the product is depicted on a model and the brand name is positioned in the 

upper right corner, an ad generates a significantly higher purchase intention compared to when only the 

product is shown and the brand name is positioned in the upper left corner. A high purchase intention 

leads to increasing sales, which is the goal of general managers. Thus, while creating an advertisement, 

it is recommended that a model shows the product and not only the product is displayed. When a model 

showed the denim jacket, the purchase intention was considerably higher than when only the denim 

jacket was shown. This could create a big change for businesses, since in many online ads still only the 

product is shown. Showing the product initially on a model could positively change the first impression 

of consumers.  

 

Furthermore, a brief study of online ads showed that there did not seem to be a belief about in what 

corner the brand name is better located, since some brands position their brand name on the left and 

some on the right. This thesis shows that positioning the brand name in the upper right corner generates 

a higher purchase intention compared to placing the brand name in the upper left corner. The product 

depiction with the model and placing the brand name in the upper right corner are two useful features 

of ads that advertisers and businesses in fashion can apply to create more effective advertisements.  



 35 

 

5.3 Academic implications 

This research contributes to the uncertainty about the effects of visual complexity that persists to this 

day. The outcome of this research fits the expectations of the study of Pieters, Wedel and Batra about 

the measures and effects of visual complexity (Pieters, Wedel, & Batra, 2010). In their study statements 

were made about design complexity having positive effects on consumers’ behaviour, and brand 

identification complexity having negative effects. The design complexity component in this thesis, the 

depiction of the product, has a positive impact when the complexity is high (product on model). The 

brand identification complexity component, the location of the brand name, has as expected a positive 

impact when the complexity is low (brand name in the upper right corner). Thus, this study demonstrates 

that design complexity has a positive effect on the purchase intention, whereas brand identification 

complexity components have negative effects. 

 

In addition, this research contributes to a research priority of The Marketing Science Institute, which 

was finding the ideal creative in a digital world (MSI Research priorities, 2020). In other words, finding 

the optimal ad. This thesis shows that an ad generates a higher purchase intention when a model shows 

the product and the brand name is in the upper right corner, compared to ads where just the product is 

shown and the brand name is located in the upper left corner. These are two components of visual 

complexity that contribute to composing the optimal advertisement.  

 

Furthermore, this study tested mediator and moderator effects between two components of visual 

complexity and the purchase intention. For the product depiction, perceptual fluency was the reason that 

for non-experts the purchase intention was considerably higher when the product was depicted on a 

model. For experts there is another process besides perceptual fluency that resulted in the high purchase 

intention of an ad with the model present. Additionally, experience with shopping fashion online 

moderated the relationship between the product depiction and the purchase intention. This is new 

knowledge since the product depiction in terms of the presence or absence of a model is a nearly 

unexplored component of visual complexity and thus these mediating and moderating effects are also 

new. Perceptual fluency also completely mediated the effect between the location of the brand name 

and the purchase intention, resulting in a high purchase intention when the brand name was positioned 

in the upper right corner. Extant research had already addressed the location of the brand name, but that 

this process is influenced by perceptual fluency is new knowledge. These are all useful mediating and 

moderating effects that contribute to the current knowledge of visual complexity in advertisements. 
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5.4 Limitations 

While providing interesting insights, this study has a series of limitations that will now be discussed. 

First, when analysing the difference in purchase intention based on the size of the ad, it became clear 

that the larger ad generated a slightly higher purchase intention than the smaller ad. However, this effect 

was not significant. This could be due to 90.1% of the subjects filling in the survey on their mobile 

device, making the difference between the large and small ad minor compared to when the survey would 

have been filled in on a computer. Besides, normally an advertisement is seen on a website or on social 

media with context around the ad. It could be that the size of the ad would have been a significant 

predictor of the purchase intention if there was context around the ad, making the difference in of the 

ad sizes clearer.  

 

Moreover, a brief observation of some fashion display ads showed that the common practice is that the 

brand name is positioned in the upper right or upper left corner of the ad. Thus, this effect was explored 

in this thesis. However, there are brands that position their brand name in the lower right corner, lower 

left corner or in the middle. These locations were not investigated since most of the fashion ads observed 

had positioned their brand name in the upper right or left corner. In case the other locations of the brand 

name were investigated, there would be more conditions resulting in the need to collect a larger sample.  

 

In addition, for the variable product depiction a neutral and likeable product had to be chosen. The 

selected product for this survey experiment was a denim jacket. Subsequently, a brand had to be chosen 

to test the effect of the location of the brand name on the purchase intention. The selected brand was the 

popular seller of denim jackets Levi’s. Since this is a well-known brand, there could have been a bias 

effect of the attitude towards the brand. As a result, subjects who like or dislike the brand may have 

(un)consciously adjusted their purchase intention. However, this could have happened as well if a non-

popular/existing brand had been chosen, because then people may not like the brand because they do 

not know it, resulting in a lower purchase intention. 

 

Lastly, a lack of clear moderation results prevents from having conclusive evidence about the effect of 

experience with shopping fashion online on the relationship between the visual complexity components 

and the purchase intention. It was expected that high visual complexity was perceived as less complex 

by experienced consumers, leading to a smaller effect of reduced complexity for experts compared to 

non-experts. However, the effect was surprisingly positive instead of negative, indicating that 

experienced consumers perceived a greater difference between more and less complex advertisements 

while this effect was expected for non-experts.  
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5.5 Future research 

As discussed in the limitations, there was no context around the ad which would be the case in realistic 

scenarios where advertisements are displayed. Future research could therefore investigate the effect of 

context around the ad. This could make the difference between the smaller and larger ad clearer, since 

the results showed that the larger ad generated a slightly higher purchase intention than the smaller ad. 

Adding context to the ad could result in the size of the ad being a significant predictor of the purchase 

intention. Context around the ad could be about where the ad is positioned best in relation to text or 

other advertisements.  

 

Secondly, it became clear in this study that the product depiction with the model works significantly 

better than when only the product is displayed. Perceptual fluency partially mediated the effect for 

experts between the product depiction and the purchase intention. Thus, there are other processes that 

influence this relationship which future research could investigate. A suggestion for this other process 

could be the extent to which the needs of the consumer are fulfilled. As mentioned before, it could be 

that experienced consumers appreciated the clear depiction of the product on the model which allowed 

them to determine whether the product meets their needs, such as the fit of the product. Other factors 

regarding the fulfilment of consumers’ needs might be related to the way the model presents the product 

(forwards or sideways) and identification (size, skin colour and/or hair colour of the model).  

 

Thirdly, as mentioned before, there are many possible locations where the brand name can be positioned. 

There are businesses that position their brand name in the lower right corner, lower left corner or in the 

middle instead of the upper left or right corner. Therefore, a future direction is to look at all the possible 

locations of the brand name and examine if positioning the brand name in the upper right corner still 

generates the highest purchase intention.  

 

Lastly, there are numerous components of visual complexity that could be investigated that contribute 

to finding the optimal advertisement. Examples of these visual complexity components are the use of 

text and colour in advertisements. Regarding the use of text in advertisements, one could look at the 

font, size, and location of the text. During a brief observation of fashion advertisements online, it became 

clear that the background of an advertisement is usually neutral grey or white. In this study, neutral grey 

was chosen, but perhaps a colour in the background could also have a certain effect on the purchase 

intention. One could look at the difference in purchase intentions comparing advertisements with neutral 

background colours, striking background colours or even multiple colours in the background of an ad. 

Taking this further, one could also look at the difference in purchase intentions of an advertisement 

where a model shows the product on a neutral background compared to a background where the model 

is in a natural setting. 
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Appendix I: Moderated mediation model (8) 

 
 
 

 
 

Conceptual diagram Model 8 (Hayes, 2013) 

 

Statistical diagram Model 8 (Hayes, 2013) 
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Appendix II: Survey 

 

 

 

 
    (one of sixteen ads is randomly shown based on gender) 

 

 
 
 



 44 

 

 

 
 
  



 45 

 

Appendix III: Survey advertisements  

AD Females: PD: 1 – LB: 0 – SZ: 0 AD Females: PD: 1 – LB: 1 – SZ: 0 

  
 

AD Females: PD: 1 – LB: 0 – SZ: 1 AD Females: PD: 1 – LB: 1 – SZ: 1 
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AD Females: PD: 0 – LB: 0 – SZ: 0 AD Females: PD: 0 – LB: 1 – SZ: 0 

 
 

 

AD Females: PD: 0 – LB: 0 – SZ: 1 AD Females: PD: 0 – LB: 1 – SZ: 1 
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AD Male: PD: 1 – LB: 0 – SZ: 0 AD Male: PD: 1 – LB: 1 – SZ: 0 

 
 

 

AD Male: PD: 1 – LB: 0 – SZ: 1 AD Male: PD: 1 – LB: 1 – SZ: 1 
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AD Male: PD: 0 – LB: 0 – SZ: 0 AD Male: PD: 0 – LB: 1 – SZ: 0 

  
 

AD Male: PD: 0 – LB: 0 – SZ: 1 AD Male: PD: 0 – LB: 1 – SZ: 1 
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Appendix IV: Demographics 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Frequencies gender  

Frequencies occupation 

Frequencies age 
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Frequencies nationality 

Frequencies device 
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Appendix V: Assumptions linear regression 

 

 

Model summary 

ANOVA PD, LB, SZ 

VIF values 

Histogram 
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P-P Plot 

Scatterplot 
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Appendix VI: Univariate analyses 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Univariate analysis product depiction, location of the brand name and size 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Univariate analysis product depiction, location of the brand name, size and gender 
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Appendix VII: Mediation analyses product depiction 

 

Regression analysis of product depiction on purchase intention 

 

 

Regression analysis of product depiction on perceptual fluency 

 

 

Regression analysis of perceptual fluency on purchase intention 

 

 

Regression analysis of product depiction and perceptual fluency on purchase intention 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bootstrap estimates of direct, indirect, and total effect of product depiction on purchase intention 
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Appendix VIII: Mediation analyses location of the brand name  

Regression analysis of location of the brand name on purchase intention 

 

 

Regression analysis of location of the brand name on perceptual fluency 

 

 

Regression analysis of perceptual fluency on purchase intention  

 

 

Regression analysis of product depiction and perceptual fluency on purchase intention 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Bootstrap estimates of direct, indirect, and total effect of location brand name on purchase intention 
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Appendix IX: Moderator analyses  

 

 
 
Moderation analysis product depiction  

 

 

Moderation analysis location of the brand name 
 
 
 

 
Moderation analysis size  
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Appendix X: Moderated mediation analysis product depiction  

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 58 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 59 

 

Appendix XI: Moderated mediation analysis location of the brand name   
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