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1. introduction

Advertising has existed for 
many decades but the intellectual 
theory of advertising such as how 
it works and why it works are still 
debatable issues in academia and 
industry (Barry & Howard, 1990). 
One suggested explanation is the 
hierarchy of effects, a body of 
literature that posits that audiences 
go through a variety of stages 
(cognitive, affective, and conative) 
in responding to advertising 
and other persuasive marketing 
messages (Gallup, 1974; Lavidge 
& Steiner, 1961; Vakratsas & 
Ambler, 1999). The most often 
cited hierarchy model was posited 
by Lavidge & Steiner (1961), who 
believed that advertising was an 
investment in a long term process 
that moved consumers over time 

through a series of stages beginning 
with product unawareness and 
ending with an actual purchase.

However, Vakratsas and Ambler 
(1999) have recently reviewed more 
than 250 journal articles and books 
in an effort to better understand 
how advertising works and affects 
the consumer. They state that ‘a 
review of the empirical literature 
found little evidence to support 
the existence of an advertising 
hierarchy’ (p. 26). Their evidence 
initiated much debate most recently 
by Weilbacher (2001) and Barry 
(2002) in their articles published in 
Journal of Advertising Research, 
where they discuss the hierarchy 
model of advertising effects.

In this paper, a comparison 
and assessment is made of the 
contribution of articles to marketing 
theory and practice, based on 

reviewing the published literature. 
The paper also examines the 
implications of this for integrated 
marketing communications.
2. The hierarchy of effects 
models

The conceptual model they 
implicitly apply to advertising is a 
simple causal hierarchy of effects 
(Vakratsas & Ambler, 1999), little 
changed in its essentials from the 
AIDA model, which has been 
around since 1898 (Strong, cited in 
Hall, 2002).

Hierarchy of advertising effects 
models have been around in the 
literature of marketing for more 
than a century (Yoo, Kim & Stout, 
2004). The traditional hierarchy 
framework asserts that consumers 
respond to advertising messages in 
a very ordered way. According to 
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Belch & Belch (2009), ‘a number 
of the hierarchy of effects models 
have been developed to depict 
the stages a consumer may pass 
through in moving from a stage 
of not being aware of a company, 
product, or brand to actual purchase 
behavior’ (p. 147). In two of the 
best-known response hierarchy 
models (see Figure 1), while these 
response models may appear 
similar, they were developed for 
different reasons.

The AIDA model was 
developed to represent the stages 

a salesperson must take a customer 
through in the personal selling 
process (Strong, cited in Belch & 
Belch, 2009). This model depicts 
the buyer as passing successively 
through attention, interest, desire, 
and action. The hierarchy of effects 
model was developed by Lavidge 
and Steiner (1961) showing the 
process by which advertising 
works. It assumes that ‘a consumer 
passes through a series of steps 
in sequential order from initial 
awareness of a product or service 
to actual purchase’ (cited in Belch 
& Belch, 2009, p. 157). Consumers 
change their minds about a product, 
then they change their attitude, and 

then they act. In other words, the 
process begins with cognition, 
which translates to affect, which 
then translates to behaviour.
3. arguments about the model

In Weilbacher’s article ‘Point 
of View: Does Advertising Cause 
a Hierarchy of Effect’ (2001), the 
author argues that ‘hierarchy of 
advertising effects models do not 
provide an accurate description 
of how advertising works and the 

effects of advertising’ (p. 19), and 

therefore it is unlikely to be used as 
a framework for measuring the true 
effects of advertising. In contrast, 
Barry (2002) in the article titled 
‘In Defense of the Hierarchy of 
Effects: A Rejoinder to Weilbacher’ 
supports the concept of a hierarchy 
as a major guideline for advertising 
practice and research. The author 
adds that the marketing literature 
continues to embrace the hierarchy 
of advertising effects formulation 
as a basis for measuring the effects 
of advertising.

To begin with, there has been 
significant discrepancy regarding 
the explanation of advertising’s 
role among advertising researchers. 
According to Weilbacher, success 

or failure of advertising has always 
depended primarily on the ultimate 
sales when citing that ‘advertising-- 
if it is successful-- ultimately results 
in the sale of the product or service 
advertised to at least some of the 
consumers that have been exposed 
to the advertising. If such sales do 
not happen, the advertising is judged 
not to have been effective’ (p. 19). 
Meanwhile, others have regarded 
advertising as the communication 
process that attracts customer’s 
attention or features the product 
that will satisfy their needs. For 
example, it is proposed by Gallup 
(1974) that ‘advertising performs 
a vital communications function. 
It brings to buyer’s attention a 
product or service that will meet 
their needs. It tells buyers about the 
particular features of the product 
as opposed to other products’ (p. 
7). Therefore, these dissimilar 
goals of advertising have reflected 
differences in approaching the 
way in which the effectiveness of 
advertising measured.

In terms of the hierarchy of 
advertising effects model, its 
basic premise is that advertising 
effects occur over a period of 
time (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961) 
and ‘advertising communication 
may not lead to immediate 
behavioral response or purchase; 
rather, a series of effects must 
occur, with each step fulfilled 
before the consumer can move 
to the next stage in the hierarchy’ 
(Belch & Belch, 2009, p. 
157). Despite the fact that the 
hierarchy of advertising effects 
model of how advertising works 
has been around in the literature 
of marketing for a long time, 
Weilbacher (2001) claims it 
as an intuitive, non-validated 

Figure 1: Response Hierarchy Models 

Source: Belch & Belch, 2009, p. 156
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explanation of how advertising 
works. 

Weilbacher (2001) argues 
that there is an inconsistency 
in the hierarchy models of 
advertising effects in terms of 
multiple advertisements’ effects 
and competitive hierarchical 
interactions.  Primarily, the 
hierarchy of effects is fragile, 
rewarding the relation of any 
consumer to any particular brand:

“The model implies an 
immutable connection between 
a brand’s advertising and the 
prospective customer. But 
consumers, after all, live in a world 
of multiple brands within particular 
product/service categories and 
multiple advertisements for each 
of the individual brands within 
the category (Weilbacher, 2001, p. 
21).” 

In addition to competitive 
hierarchical interactions, the 
hierarchy of advertising effects 
for any one brand must be in 
constant competition with all the 
other brands’ in the category since 
each brand attempts to move the 
individual consumer along the 
brand’s own hierarchy.

As mentioned by Weilbacher 
(2001) in his article, the crucial 
conceptual weaknesses of the 
hierarchy model of advertising 
effects result in its intuition 
and non-validation. First, the 
hierarchy is relevant only to 
advertising. In some marketing 
situations, advertising alone 
may occasionally cause sales for 
some brands, but in the majority 
of marketing situations, sales 
are caused by a combination 
of marketing factors such as 
superior product, availability 
of distribution and competitive 

price, as well as an effective 
total program of marketing 
communications including, 
but not limited to, advertising. 
Second, the hierarchy models 
of advertising effects are based 
on a suspected model of human 
thought processes. Advertising 
is regarded as a distinct stimulus 
that ultimately leads through a 
rigid series of stages or steps to the 
eventual response of a consumer 
brand selection or purchase. 
However, ‘it completely ignores 
the broad store of information 
and experience that is always 
available to a consumer prior to 
and after advertising exposure 
as he/she thinks about or 
actively makes brand purchases’ 
(Weilbacher, 2001, p. 22). Finally, 
the hierarchy models suggest 
that all advertisements affect 
consumers in the same ways, 
since the nature of hierarchy 
models of advertising effects is 
that every advertisement works 
in exactly the same way as every 
other advertisement.

Weilbacher (2001) concludes 
that crucial understanding 
of the effects of marketing 
communications, including 
advertising, may be illusive, 
because the understanding of the 
brain and how, exactly, it interacts 
with its environment based on 
the cognitive science is now not 
clear. He also suggests a new 
thinking toward an extension of 
the hierarchy of effects model to 
all the communications activities 
called “integrated marketing 
communications” should be 
approached.

At the same time, in his article, 
Barry (2002) believes that the 
hierarchy model remains important 

and valuable, although some of 
Weilbacher’s concerns are valid 
and should continue to be debated.

In terms of a single hierarchy 
model with one chronological 
sequence, Barry (2002) points 
out that ‘Weilbacher is right to 
challenge this sequencing’ (p. 
44) but until now there have not 
been any alternative hierarchies. 
According to Barry (2002), this 
model has been rational and 
regarded as a guideline. Because 
the lack of explicit validation of the 
model is not a major problem, the 
key point ‘lies in the complexities 
of the measurement process to 
understand how people process 
information, form attitudes, and 
behave as a direct result of that 
information processed and those 
attitudes formed’ (p. 45). Thus, 
the model is still perceptive and 
rational as a result of its logic.

Unlike Weilbacher’s argument 
that the hierarchy model is relevant 
only for advertising and not for 
other marketing communications 
components, Barry (2002) argues 
that one can apply the concept of 
cognition, affect, and conation to 
many marketing communication. 
‘The goal of all marketing 
communications is persuasion,… 
[so] all marketers send information 
to customers and prospects in the 
hopes of persuading them to do 
something’ (p. 44). In most cases, 
people have to process, value 
that information in positively 
or negatively manner, and then 
behave or not behave in some 
way. Hence, the hierarchy model 
is an appropriate framework for 
any of these forms of marketing 
communication.

And finally, Barry (2002) 
observes that there is no evidence 
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that all advertisements have the 
same effect on all consumers 
reached, which differs from 
Weilbacher’s argument. Actually, 
‘the concept of segmentation 
tells [marketers] that audiences 
are indeed different, even within 
relatively homogeneous segments’ 
(p. 45). Every advertising message 
that reaches an individual consumer 
affects that consumer differently, 
based in part on that consumer’s 
tendencies toward the product 
category and/or brand. All of these 
individuals reached have different 
preferences to process information, 
‘form or change attitudes, and 
behave or not behave as a result’ 
(p. 45).

In all, points of view of the 
two authors suggest that there 
are many implications, as well as 
calls for action on further research 
to examine the hierarchy model 
and develop different hierarchical 
models for various consumer 
decision making situations.
4. implications for integrated 
marketing communications

Even though there are still 
arguments among advertising 
academics and practitioners about 
the theory of how advertising works, 
the hierarchy of effects models are 
clearly practical. There is no doubt 
that they bring some implications 
for marketers such as helping to 
predict behaviour regardless of 
how imperfect those predictions 
are, providing ‘practitioners 
information on where advertising 
strategies should focus (cognition, 
affect, or conation) based on 
audience or segment experiences’, 
and eventually providing ‘planners 
with a good planning, training, and 
conceptual tool’ (Barry & Howard, 
cited in Barry, 2002, p. 46).

In fact, the hierarchy models are 
an appropriate framework for any 
of these forms of communication 
(Barry, 2002; Belch & Belch, 2009). 
They are useful to promotional 
planners from several perspectives. 
They describe ‘the series of steps 
potential purchasers must be 
taken through to move them 
from unawareness of a product or 
service to readiness to purchase 
it’ (Belch & Belch 2009, p. 157). 
Then, ‘potential buyers may be at 
different stages in the hierarchy, so 
the advertisers will face different 
sets of communication problems’ 
(p. 150).

Furthermore, the hierarchy 
models can also be useful 
as intermediate measures of 
communication effectiveness 
(Belch & Belch, 2009). The 
marketer needs to know where 
audience members are on the 
response hierarchy. For example, 
it may suppose that: “… one target 
segment has low awareness of 
the advertiser’s brand, whereas 
another is aware of the brand and 
its various attributes but has a low 
level of liking or brand preference. 
For the first segment of the market, 
the communication task involves 
increasing the awareness level 
for the brand. The number of 
advertisements may be increased, 
or a product sampling program may 
be used. For the second segment, 
where awareness is already high 
but liking and preference are low, 
the advertiser must determine the 
reason for the negative feelings 
and then attempt to address this 
problem in future advertising 
(Belch & Belch, 2009, p. 158).”

Nevertheless, some recent 
reviews of the empirical literature 
indicate the fragile existence 

of the hierarchy model and 
suggest that alternatives should 
be approached. For example, in 
their comprehensive review of 
relevant articles, Vakratsas & 
Ambler (1999) find little evidence 
to support the existence of an 
advertising hierarchy and they note 
that in trying to understand the 
response process and the manner 
in which advertising works, there 
are three critical intermediate 
effects between advertising and 
purchase (see Figure 2). These 
include cognition- the “thinking” 
dimension of a person’s response, 
affect- the “feeling” dimension, and 
experience- which is a feedback 
dimension based on the outcomes 
of product purchasing and usage. 
Individual responses to advertising 
‘are mediated or filtered by factors 
such as motivation and ability 
to process information, which 
can radically alter or change the 
individual’s response to advertising’ 
(p. 43). They suggest that the effects 
of advertising should be evaluated 
using three dimensions, with some 
intermediate variables being more 
important than others, depending 
on factors such as the product 
category, stage of the product life-
cycle, target audience, competition, 
and impact of other marketing mix 
components (Vakratsas & Ambler, 
cited in Belch & Belch, 2009).

Similarly, Hall (2002) argues 
that ‘advertisers need to move 
away from explicit and implicit 
reliance on hierarchical models 
of advertising effects and develop 
models that place affect and 
experience at the center of the 
advertising process’ (p. 23). The 
implication of these criticisms is 
that marketers should focus on 
cognition, affect, and experience 
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as critical variables that advertising 
may affect. However, they should 
not assume a particular sequence 
of responses; but rather engage 
in research and analysis to better 
understand how advertising and 
other forms of promotion may 
affect these intermediate variables 
in various product/market 
situations.

In terms of the integrated 
marketing communication 
program, it is the responsibility 
of planners to learn as much as 
possible about their target audience 
and how it may respond to 
advertising, along with other forms 
of marketing communication. 
As Weilbacher (2001) noted, 
marketing communications 
programs include more than 
just advertising. Consumers are 
continually immersed in brand-
sponsored communications that 
include public relations, a broad 
range of sales promotion activities, 
websites, direct marketing, event 
sponsorships, movie and television 
show product placements, and other 
forms of marketing communication. 
Hierarchy models must move 
beyond just explaining the effects 

of advertising and consider how, 
and with what effects, consumers 
synthesize information from all 
the various integrated marketing 
communications activities for a 
brand.
5. conclusion

From the well-known AIDA 
model to the recent alternative 
models, the hierarchy models 
of effects have been conceived 
as a managerial framework in 
advertising literature. They have 
a similar ordering of three stages: 
cognitive development precedes 
affective reactions, which precede 
behavior (Yoo, Kim & Stout, 
2004). It might be assumed that 
consumers become aware of and 
knowledgeable about a brand, 
develop feelings toward it, form 
a desire or preference, and then 
make a purchase. This logical 
progression is often accurate, the 
response sequence (cognitive, 
affective, behavioral), however, 
does not always operate this way 
(Belch & Belch, 2009). The several 
alternatives to the original Lavidge 
and Steiner’s model suggest that 
advertising researchers have 

developed different hierarchical 
models for various consumer 
decision making situations. 
Moreover, to better understand the 
power of advertising, how it works 
alone, and how it complements 
other marketing communications 
tactics are challenges for further 
research.l
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