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Abstract  
 

This paper investigates the mediating role of mental imagery in ads using female sensuality approach. It aims to 
study the relationships between congruence, provocation, mental imagery and attitude toward advertisement. 
Before completing the main survey, 77 subjects were instructed to rate a series of 16 female models. Only the 
highest and the lowest in perceived intensity of sensual appeals were selected. Two print advertisements, sensual 
female model vs. non sensual female model, were designed using Photoshop software. The study was then 
conducted nearby 200 participants aged between 18 and 35 in Tunisia. Results indicate that high congruency 
between sensual model and product leads to minimize viewer’s irritation, raise mental images quantity and 
provoke the appearance of vivid positive mental imagery. The latter variable has a mediating role in the 
formation of attitude toward advertisement, it contribute to achieve a favourable attitude toward advertisement. 
 
Keywords: Female Sensuality, Provocation, Congruence, Mental Imagery, Attitude toward Advertisement.    
 
Introduction 
 

Researchers and practitioners are increasingly interested in the role of provocative images in advertising (Vézina 
and Paul 1997; De Pelsmacker and Van Den Bergh 1996, Gallopel and Petr 2000; Pope et al. 2004). Several 
studies show that provocation is powerful to overcome consumer saturation and it allows reaching out in a 
cluttered media environment (Vézina and Paul 1997). Pope et al. (2004) define provocative advertising as ‘a 
deliberate attempt to gain attention through shock’. It alludes to and encompasses several concepts already studied 
or currently being studied in the field of marketing. The use of sexual appeals is the basis of the provocative side 
of an advertisement. That does not simply mean nudity or sexual behavior, but has a much broader meaning. 
Reichert (2003) distinguish five types of sexual images in advertising; Nudity, Sexual Behavior, Physical 
Attractiveness, Sexual Referents and Sexual Embeds. Much of the discussion regarding the impact of suggestive 
sexual connotations in advertising has focused on moral and ethic issues (Hunt and Scott 1986; Richins 1991; 
Bloch and Richins 1992; Key, in Gould 1994; Thompson and Hirshman 1995), rather than the effectiveness of 
such techniques. The use of sexual stimuli in advertising has the increased likelihood to affect persuasion 
(Reichert et al. 2001). 
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This research focuses on the efficiency of stimuli with a sensual character (Soley and Kurzbard 1986; Soley and 
Reid 1988; LaTour et al. 1990; Dichter 1990; Pirron and Young 1996; Hoyers and MacInnis 1997; Wells et al. 
1998; Lambiaise et al. 1999; Reichert 2003). It underlines the impact of the congruence between the female model 
and the product. It demonstrates also the provocation’s effect on the creation of visual mental imagery, through 
female body’s sensuality. 
 

1. Sex Content In Advertising: The Use Of Female Sensuality  
 

Sex is becoming increasingly popular as an image and persuasive appeal in advertising (Driessen 2005). The 
preponderance of sexual appeals seems to be driven by their ability to garner consumer attention (Putrevu 2008). 
Despite the ethical dilemma emanating from such use (Joannis 1995), nowadays, it is not unusual to find 
provocatively posed and attired (or unattired) models (men/women) promoting products in general-interest 
consumer magazines (Henthorne and LaTour 1995). Sex appeal can be found in visual, audio, and verbal 
elements in advertising (Gould 1992). It has two kinds of levels: illustrations containing nudes (high level) and 
those with suggestive sexual connotations (low levels).  Some ads contain overt sexual images, with models 
engaged in erotic scene. Some others use the sensual approach, with a hint of sexual suggestion (Reichert 2003). 
It is less concrete than nudity, and includes a menagerie of stimuli. The sensuality is the ability to enjoy pleasures 
of the senses. It ‘is a way to live life with the senses fully aware of the pleasurable aspects of nature, the human 
body, joy and interactions with others’ (Bodeeb 2011). A sensual ad is a message having or possessing sexual 
stimuli that triggers or arouses sensual pleasures in a person's mind. The references to sex are implied or subtle 
(Reichert 2002). Contrary to the sexual approach, which is synonymous of high degree of nudity, the sensual one 
uses either the partial nudity or the suggestiveness. Commercials representing the sexually-suggestive female 
category include ads with female models dressed in a sexual manner or behaving seductively (Solomon et al. 
1992). 
 

Suggestiveness has been operationalized several ways in the literature (Weller et al. 1979; Richmond and 
Hartman 1982; Reichert and Ramirez 2000). It is ‘an appeal that links the product to imaginative wish fulfillment, 
implicitly promising fantasy gratification of sexual motives’ (Tinkham and Reid 1988, p.118). Richmond and 
Hartman (1982) labeled suggestive stimuli as “fantasy" and measured it on a 6-point scale item anchored by 
“romantic/ordinary”. Fantasy ads might contain sensual or romantic images. They may appeal to the consumer's 
desire for romance or fulfillment of sexual fantasies. A suggestive commercial uses sexual referents and sexual 
embeds. Sexual referents are message elements (verbal and/or visual) that serve to elicit or educe sexual thoughts 
(Reichert 2003). They include allusions and references to objects and events that have sexual meanings 
(Richmond and Hatman 1982; Bello et al. 1983). Often referred to as subliminal advertising, sexual embeds are 
defined as ‘referents or forms of sexual representation designed to be perceived subconsciously’ (Theus, in 
Reichert and Lambiase 2008, p.25). 
 

Reichert and Ramirez (2000) identify four characteristics of sexy ads: physical features of models, behavior 
features, contextual features and the proxemics. 
 

1.1 Physical Features 
 

It encompass three categories of responses; references to clothing, general attractiveness, and physique (Peterson 
and Kerin 1977; Reidenbach and McCleary 1983; Simpson et al. 1996). This category refers to model's body or 
clothing. Advertisers place more emphasis on the physical attributes of the models. They use fully-clothed models 
that are sexually inviting (Reichert, 2003) or partially clad or nude ones (LaTour 1990; LaTour and Henthorne 
1993). Nudity is typically referred to as ‘the depiction of bare bodies, including silhouettes, and models in 
translucent undergarments’ (Pope et al. 2004, p.69).  It is operationalized as the amount and style of clothing worn 
by models in ads, as models in various stages of undress going from suggestive to partially-revealing to nude 
(Steadman 1969; Peterson and Kerin 1977; Weller, Roberts and Neuhaus 1979; Belch et al. 1981; Judd and 
Alexander 1983; Jones et al. 1998; Simpson et al. 1996; Putrevu 2008). Full nudity in advertising is often 
represented by implied nudity or side shots.  
 

1.2 Behavior Features 
 

According to Reichert and Ramirez (2000) they include characteristics of ads that focus on model’s behavior 
(provocative and flirting gestures such as inviting smiles, movements), features such the models posture such as 
“provocative”, “sassiness”, “fun-loving”  as well as the voices heard in the ad (singing, moans and groans). 
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1.3 Contextual Features  
 

This category refers to the different aspects of the commercial other than models such as photographic effects, 
sounds other than human voices, lighting effects and setting (Reichert and Ramirez 2000). The related factors to 
the context undoubtedly participate to create sexual perceptions, but in a less significant and uniform way than the 
physical category of the sensual contents (Reichert and Ramirez 2000).  
 

1.4 Proxemics 
 

References to proxemics involve any mention of physical distance or relative interaction between the models. The 
sexual interactions could represent decent portrayals (holding hands) or more intimate forms of sexual behavior 
(kissing, embracing, implied suggestion of intercourse). 
 

2. Female Sensuality, A Source Of Provocation  
 

The provocation is defined as ‘a deliberate appeal, within the content of an advertisement, to stimuli that are 
expected to shock at least a portion of the audience, both because they are associated with values, norms or taboos 
that are habitually not challenged or transgressed in advertising, and because of their distinctiveness and 
ambiguity’ (Vézina and Paul 1997, p.179). Provocation is an intangible element of the ad measurable by degree. 
Although it constitutes a tool of provocation, the sensuality does not show out the same level of provocation as 
the other sexual creative artifices such as nudity or sexual verbal content (Ben Amor 2005). Provocative and 
sexual appeals are different. The sexual appeals are a subset of provocative appeals when used in a context that 
has little or nothing to do with the product advertised. Provocative appeals include sexual appeals and other 
execution strategies such as fear, humor, warmth, irritation and political or racial issues (Vézina and Paul 1994). 
Congruence is a factor in consumers' responses to provocative advertising (Pope et al. 2004). Vézina and Paul 
(1997) demonstrate that linked nudity–product congruence may not only have an effect on how much the 
advertisement is liked/disliked but also, how provocative the advertisement is (the less congruence the more 
provocative). In literature, a variety of terms have been used such as congruency, fit, link, “match up effect”, 
connection.  
 

The Congruence is defined as ‘the appropriateness of the ad execution for the product/ brand (e.g., relevance of 
the sexual appeal to the target brand, sexuality/product congruence) (Putrevu 2008). According to Heckler and 
Childers (1992), congruency has a two dimensional structure:  relevancy congruence reflects the ‘extent to which 
the information contained in the stimulus contributes to or prevents a clear identification of the main theme or 
message being communicated’ and Expectancy congruence refers to ‘the degree to which an item or piece of 
information fits into a predetermined pattern or structure evoked by this theme’ (Fleck-Dousteyssier and Korchia, 
2006, p.7). The interaction effects of product type and advertisement type (provocation level) explains the 
consumer’s emotional and behavioral responses to ads. Apparently, consumers are willing to accept, and even 
prefer the ad when the product and sexual stimuli appear logically connected, but not when the provocative 
stimulus is irrelevant to the product (Peterson and Kerin, in De Barnier et al. 2004). ‘Sexual messages that have 
no apparent connection to the product may seem distasteful even to liberals’ (Gunter, in Hetsroni, 2007, p.202).  
 

Several studies have also found that the product type involved in advertisements emphasizing gender difference or 
nudity has an effect on viewer response, and much of this seems related to congruity. A female model for 
advertisements related to body oil, for example, is more appropriate than other products (Peterson and Kerin 
1977). The fact that female sensuality is perceived as sex in advertising is directly affected by the perceived 
congruence between the female model and the product. This type of sexual contents causes a reaction of rejection 
or acceptance, according to the degree of provocation (Tissier-Desbordes and Manceau 2003). There is thus a 
direct relation between this congruence and provocation. Congruence is a factor in consumers' responses to 
provocative advertising (Pope et al. 2004; Reichert et al. 2001). Sex in advertising is accepted if it is congruent 
with the product. If the product is incongruent with nudity then it is perceived as provocation and the advert may 
be even less effective in creating a positive response (Peterson and Kerin in De Barnier et al. 2004).    
 

Product /sensual stimulus congruence allow a better understanding of the degree of felt provocation and its 
consequences on the emotional and behavioral answers of consumers. Where consumers perceive a clear link 
between the product advertised and the nude image, they are more likely to interpret the advertisement favorably. 
Besides if there is no congruence between the product and the use of sexual stimuli provocative advertising is 
perceived as a deliberate attempt to gain attention through shock (Pope et al. 2004; Tissier-Desbordes and 
Manceau 2003).  
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As a consequence, they will feel more provocation and their answers will be even more unfavorable (Peterson and 
Kerin in De Barnier et al. 2004). As the level of provocation increases, the intended communication effects either 
turn negative or dissipate (La Tour et al. 1990). The congruence has an effect on viewer response toward 
provocative ads (Pope et al. 2004). The sensual illustrations of the female models can be appreciated all the more 
as the congruence between the stimulus and the product increases (Peterson and Kerin 1977; Belch et al. 1987; 
Richmond and Hartman 1982; Pope et al. 2004). 
H1: Product-female model congruence has a negative effect on provocation. 
 

3. Female Sensuality, A Source Of Mental Imagery 
 

3.1 Mental Imagery  
 

The study of the effects of mental imagery has received widespread interest in consumer behavior and advertising 
literature (Rossiter and Percy 1980; Edell and Staelin 1983; Childers et al. 1985; Gavard-Perret (1987, 1991); 
Miller and Marks 1992; Burns et al. 1993; Englis et al., 1993; Oliver et al. 1993; Scott 1994 ; Helme-Guizon 
(1996) ; Babin and Burns 1997; Lallement 1999; Chamard 2000 ; Branthwaite 2002;  Gavard-Perret and Helme-
Guizon 2003; Schlosser 2003;  Gallen 2005). Mental imagery has been defined as, (1) a ‘mental event involving 
visualization of a concept or relationship’ (Lutz and Lutz 1978, p.611), (2) a ‘process whereby sensory 
information can be represented in working memory’ (Miller and Marks 1992, p.83). It is (3) ‘a mode of cognition 
involving the activation of perceptual knowledge stored in the long-term memory’ (Miller et al. 2000, p.1) 
Imagery has been conceptualized in terms of the presence of specific production features of advertisements 
believed to evoke imagery processing (MacInnis and Price 1987). The latter includes multi-sensory dimensions; it 
can be visual, auditive, olfactive, gustatory or tactile (Kim and Lennon 2008; Bourne et al. in Gavard-Perret and 
Helme-Guizon 2003; Intonns-Panderson; Winnick and Brody; Tracy et al. in Charmed 2000; Burns et al. 1993; 
Helme-Guizon 1998). Imagery is often viewed as a multidimensional (Miller et al. 2000). Helme-Guizon (1997) 
suggested that imagery may vary in terms of quantity (number of images evoked), vividness (intensity), clarity 
(distinctiveness of images), affective tone or valence (positive or negative), elaboration works (connections 
between images and other information in memory) and Self-relatedness (links experienced from the message).  
Although mental imagery is experienced across the whole range of perceptual modalities, for the present research 
purposes it will be sufficient to concentrate on the visual modality. According to the dual coding model, visual 
and verbal information are processed differently pictures are encoded as imaginal codes and words are 
represented as verbal codes (Pavio 1971; Unnava and Burnkrant 1991). Paivio (1971) defines mental visual 
imagery as a “memory code or associative mediator that provides spatially parallel information that mediates 
overt responses without necessarily being consciously experienced as a visual image”. It represents a useful way 
to shape consumers' impressions (Bums et al. 1993). It involves the use of visual, somatic and verbal information 
to transport an individual into behavioral situations (Goossens 1994). 
 

3.2 Antecedents Of Imagery Processing 
 

Visual information led to more changes in beliefs about the product and thus created more positive attitudes and 
purchase intentions than verbal information (Alesandrini and Sheikh 1983; Childers and Houston 1984; Lutz and 
Lutz 1977; Paivio 1971). The picture superiority effect is generally attributed to the mental imagery elicited by 
visual stimuli (Paivio 1969, Lutz and Lutz (1977, 1978); Gavard-Perret 1987; Rossiter and Percy; Gavard-Perret; 
in Alesandrini and Sheikh, 1983). When a person encounters a visual stimulus like a picture, an imaginal code is 
activated, whereas the verbal code will be activated when the person encounters a verbal stimulus like text (Kim 
and Lennon 2008). Several studies have reported that generating imagery by increasing the salience of print 
advertisement pictures relative to copy can enhance the recall of information presented in the advertisements 
(Miller et al. 2000). Pictorial elements, such as the use of attractive models, can influence a variety of advertising 
outcomes. However, most print ads are designed so that visual and verbal elements interact to produce the overall 
message (Nylen in Areni and Cox 1994). 
 

Consumer's experience and involvement in a product category may also interact with the imagery processing to 
affect purchase satisfaction. Higher involvement with a product is thought to lead to more elaboration and deeper 
processing of an ad (Maclnnis and Price 1987). To eliminate any effects from participants' previous experiences 
with the brand, a fictitious name and a product associated with a low degree of purchaser involvement were used 
in this study.  
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3.2.1 The Relation between Congruence and Mental Imagery 
 

The congruence affects the dimensions of mental imagery (Helme-Guizon 1998). A congruent stimulus arouses 
positive mental images especially when advertising possesses a positive signification (Kiselius and Sthernthal 
1984) and if it corresponds to a consumer’s expectations (McQuarie and Mick 1992). Contrarily, non congruent 
stimulus provokes the appearance of negative mental images (Heckler and Childers 1992).  
 

H2.1: Product-female model congruence has a positive effect on the valence dimension of the mental imagery. 
An iconic advertising stimulus perceived as congruent involves a more positive visual imagery and globally less 
elaborated, than a non congruent stimulus (Helme-Guizon 1998). A congruent stimulus includes psychological 
elements shared by the transmitter and the receiver. It generates thus stereotyped mental images. Contrary, the 
non congruent stimulus causes the formation of idiosyncrasic images. A visual advertising executive is adequate 
if it’s similar to the images in memory associated with the product, with the nature of visual or with its contents 
(Helme-Guizon 1998). So, in front of a non congruent stimulus, the individual provides a personal interpretation. 
It is the cognitive development that releases to reduce the gap between waiting and perception and to look for a 
possible sense to the non perceived congruence (Heckler and Childers 1992). Nevertheless, the consumer can 
sometimes choose to quit all cognitive effort by laziness. In this case, he refers himself on an advertising 
execution element to construct some mental pictures (Scott 1994). 
 

H2.2: Product-female model congruence has a negative effect on the elaboration dimension of the mental 
imagery. 
 

Contrary to the previous studies that confirm the impact of the congruence on the quantity of pictures produced, 
Helme-Guizon (1998) finds this impact no meaningful. It can be explained by the stimuli’s nature used by 
researchers. An attractive stimulus such as the female sensuality generates more mental images (Miniard et al. 
1991). 
 

H 2.3: Product-female model congruence has a positive effect on the quantity dimension of the mental imagery. 
A congruent iconic stimulus with the product advertised stimulates the formation of vivacious visual imagery. 
This vividness is bigger with the increase of the congruence discerned (Miller and Marks 1992). 
 

H2.4: Product-female model congruence has a positive impact on the vividness dimension of the mental imagery. 
 

3.2.2 The Relation between Provocation and Mental Imagery 
 

An iconic attractive stimulus, especially a provocative one, is able to activate several processes (Howard and 
Shandh in Pop et al. 2004) encouraging an imaginative aesthetical experience (McQuarrie and Mick 1992) leading 
thus to a mental images generation. In the case of a weak implication, this stimulating power is reinforced and the 
advertising persuasion is strongly affected by the peripheral way which is mainly the mental imagery (Miniard et 
al. 1991; Gavard-Perrand and Helme-Guizon 2003). The suggestive character of the sensual advertisement evokes 
sexual representations in the consumer's mind (Reid et al. 1984). It is through the provocation that they lead to an 
increasing probability of message’s recall. The storage in memory facilitates in the first place the association 
between the suggestive images and the product and in second place the possibility to conceive a mental imagery. 
The interest provoked by the sensual announcements is the basis of the mental imagery’s role of such as process 
by which the sensory information is represented in a working memory (Lutz and Lutz (1977, 1978); Childers and 
Houston 1984; Smith et al. 1984; Childers et al. 1985; MacInnis and Price 1987). Thus, more the degree of 
provocation increases, more the advertisement attracts the attention, has the probability to be memorized and to be 
a mental imagery source. 
 

H3: Provocation has a positive effect on mental imagery.  
 

4. Mental Imagery And Persuasion  
 

Mental imagery is of interest to advertising researchers because it has been shown to influence several cognitive 
and affective responses to advertising messages (Shepard in Rossiter and Percy 1980; Gavard-Perret and Helme-
Guizon 2003). Research shows that the different dimensions of the imagery have a positive influence on 
attitudinal responses (Bone and Ellen 1992; Anderson; Carrol in Oliver et al. 1993; Anderson; Gregory et al.; 
McGill and Anand in Babin and Burns 1998; Burns et al. 1993; Miller and Marks 1992). The nature of the 
relation between imagery-Eliciting Strategies and attitude toward the ad, however, was found to be mediated by 
the dimensions of mental imagery. 
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The vividness of the mental imagery has a significant and positive effect on the attitude toward the advertising 
(Bone and Ellen 1992; Babin and Burns 1998; Miller and Marks 1997; Burns et al. 1993). It plays a mediating 
role between provocation and the attitude to the advertising (Babin and Burns 1997; Babin and Burns 1998). 
 

H4.1: The vividness has a positive effect on the attitude toward the advertising. 
H4.2: The vividness mediates the relation between provocation and the attitude toward the ad.  
 

Elaboration dimension of mental imagery has a significant and positive impact on the attitude toward the 
advertising (Babin in Babin and Burn 1998; Babin and Burns 1997; Babin et Burns 1998). It is a mediating 
variable in the development of attitudes (Babin in Babin and Burns 1998). 
 

H4.3:  Elaboration has a positive effect on the attitude toward the advertising. 
H4.4:  Elaboration mediates the relation between provocation and the attitude toward the ad. 
The researchers find that quantity dimension of mental imagery possesses a positive effect on the attitude toward 
the advertising and that it plays a mediating role in the advertising persuasion (Bone and Ellen 1992; Miller and 
Marks 1992). 
 

H4.5: The quantity has a positive effect on the attitude toward the advertising. 
H4.6: The quantity mediates the relation between provocation and the attitude toward the ad. 
 

The valence dimension of mental imagery has a positive impact on the attitude to the communication (Kisielius 
and Sternthal in Oliver et al. 1993; Miller and Marks 1992; Helme-Guizon 1998). It is a mediating variable 
between the characteristics of the announcement and the attitude to the advertising (Helme-Guizon 1998). 
 

H4.7: The valence has a positive effect on the attitude toward the advertising.  
H4.8: The valence mediates the relation between provocation and the attitude toward the ad. 
 

5. Research Methodology     
 

5.1 Stimuli Design 
 

Print advertisement was used giving their capacity to generate visual mental imagery (Babin and Burns 1997). 
The product selected for this experiment by 131 students was mineral water. The product had to be for both 
women and men (Dudley 1999) and should be associated with a low degree of purchaser involvement so that 
respondents are attentive to the visual components of the commercial advertisement (Mitchell and Olson in 
Mitchell 1986). A fictitious name, “Mineralis”, was selected by 30 persons from a list of 10 brand names among 
which 5 fictitious. It was presented as a possible new brand of mineral water in order not to present confounds due 
to existing memory for actual one. The brand name which was selected is the one possessing the lowest notoriety 
and global evaluation (Lallement 2001).  
 

Before completing the main survey a pilot study was conducted to determine the level of sex appeals used in 
various print advertisements. 77 subjects were instructed to rate a series of 16 female models and only the highest 
and the lowest in perceived intensity of sensual appeals were selected. Two prints advertisements were designed 
with Photoshop software (Sensual female model / non sensual female model). Stimuli were exclusively iconic, 
without any verbal information. The ad illustrates only the product and the female model.  
 

5.2 Sampling and Data Collection Procedure 
 

The investigation was held in various regions of Tunisia. A convenience sampling was conducted in this research. 
The survey statistic sample is made of 200 participants between 18 and 35 years old. Data was collected through 
questionnaire survey. In order to determine the reliability of the research, a pilot study amongst 20 participants 
was undertaken to minimize the research error by testing the reliability of questionnaire.  
 

5.3 Data Analysis 
The reliability and the validity of the measures were verified in two steps: A descriptive analysis (SPSS) and a 
first order confirmatory analysis (Amos). The evaluation of the relationships variables was done by using 
regression models. The analysis of the mediator effect of the provocation was done by a regression method 
(Baron and Kenny 1986). 
 

5.4 Measure 
 

Congruence: Product- female model congruence is measured by the Lombardot scale (2007). This tool designed 
for the study of product-female nudity congruence is the most adapted for the study of female sensuality.  
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Its development respects the conceptual approach of the bi-dimensionality of the congruence (Heckler and 
Childers 1992) adopted in this research.  
 

Provocation: It was measured using the one-dimensional Likert scale developed by De Pelsmacker and Van Den 
Bergh (1996) composed of fourteen items. 
 

Imagery measure: The ad-evoked mental imagery was measured using the scale developed by Babin and Burn 
(1998) inspired by Ellen and Bone scale (1991). This scale is designed to measure imagery along three 
dimensions: vividness, quantity and elaboration. It was composed of fourteen 7-point Likert-type items ranging 
from strongly agree (7) to strongly disagree (1); 8 items measured vividness of evoked mental imagery, 3 items 
for quantity, and 3 items for elaboration of that imagery. For the purpose of the study we included the valence 
dimension (1item). According to the research of Helme-Guizon (1998), this one will integrate besides three 
dimensions proposed by Babin and Burns (1998, 1997), fourth one representing valence (pleasant or unpleasant 
character of the imagery). The visual modality of mental imagery is studied in this research. 
 

Attitude toward the Advertising: We adopted a measure of attitude toward the ad from Holbrook and Batra 
(1987) composed of four items. 
 

6. Results Analysis 
 

6.1 Scales' dimensionality and reliability 
 

The reliability of this research was measured using the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient which indicates the level of 
internal items consistency. The consistency of alphas was ranged from 0,722 to 0,875; thus, the scales used for 
this study were considered to be reliable (Murphy and Davidshofer; Nunnally; Davis; in Peterson 1994).  
 

Congruence: The factor analysis extracted only one factor. Only five items were kept: Photography was suitable 
for the product advertised, Product was well represented by photography, Photography was be well chosen 
compared with the product, Photography choice was pertinent compared with the product, It’s could be normal to 
use this photography for this product. Their loadings were all above 0.6. This variable is one-dimensional. The 
Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.875. 
 

Provocation: The factor analysis extracted two factors. Six items had a factorial weight above 0.6. Four items 
were associated to the first factor (scandalous, in very poor state, gives a bad example, and annoying) labelled as 
the irritation aspect of provocation. Two items were loaded on the second factor (include sexual connotation and 
daring), which was entitled sensuality aspect of provocation. The Cronbach’s alpha of the two dimensions 
confirmed the reliability of the scale (0.782 for the “irritating” dimension and 0.722 for the “sensual” dimension).  
 

Mental imagery: The factor analysis highlighted four dimensions. Quantity (factor1): I imagined a number of 
things and many images came to my mind. Elaboration (factor2): I imagined what it would be like to use the 
product advertised, and I imagined the feel of the product. Clarity (factor3): clear, detailed, weak, fuzzy and 
vague. Vividness / valence (Facteur4): vivid, sharp, well-defined and pleasant. Cronbach’s alphas were 0.790 for 
the Quantity dimension, 0.830 for the Elaboration dimension, 0,831 for the Clarity dimension and 0,832 for the 
Valence/Vividness dimension. The dispersion of items associated with vividness and valence dimensions was 
non-conform to the literature, what led to a change in the meaning and in fine of the naming of these two 
dimensions. Valence item was loaded with a part of vividness items. The vividness dimension was subdivided 
into vividness / valence and clarity. 
 

Attitude toward the advertisement: The factor analysis confirmed the existence of one dimension of the attitude 
toward the advertisement. The Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.848.  The four items of the original scale were kept: 
likable/unlikable, favorable/unfavorable, pleasant/unpleasant, good/bad. 
 

6.2 Confirmatory factor analysis 
 

Reliability was verified by Jöreskog's Rhô, its accepted value is 0,7 or above for a construct  (Fornell et Larcker 
1981; Didellon and Valette-Florence 1996). All of the rho values range from 0.768 to 0.960. The weights of all 
the items are higher than 0.5 and the Critical Ratio (CR) associated to each factorial contribution is above 1.96 as 
recommended by (Lavoisier 2000). Convergent validity was assessed by calculating the Rhô of convergent 
validity (ρvc) which accepted value is 0,50 or above for a construct (Fornell and Larcker 1981).  
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Discriminant Validity was tested by verifying that the average variance extracted (ρvc) by each construct was 
greater than the squared structural link between all other constructs (Fornell and Larker 1981; Evard et al. 1997). 
The discriminant validity was performed. 
 

7. Finding 
 

7.1 Impact of congruence on provocation  
 

The relation between congruence female model/ product and provocation is significant (Sig.F is lower than 0,05). 
The two regression models are globally significant. Congruence acts differently on the two provocation’s 
dimensions. It has a negative impact on irritation (Bêta = -0,219; T= -3,162; Sig.T= 0,002) and a positive one on 
sensuality (Bêta = 0,225; T= 3,352; Sig.T= 0,001). H1 is thus partially accepted. 
 

7.2 Impact of congruence on mental imagery 
 

The research ends in a factorial structure of the mental imaging does not allow verifying the hypotheses relative to 
both dimensions of vividness and valence of the mental imagery. Congruence has a positive effect on quantity 
(Bêta= 0,222; T= 3,206; Sig.T=0,002) and Vividness/valence imagery’s dimensions (Bêta= 0,428; T= 6,661; 
Sig.T=0,000).  However, it has no effect on clarity (Sig.T=0,925) and elaboration (Sig.T=0,106). H2.1, H2.2 and  
H2.4 are rejected and H2.3 is accepted.  
 

7.3 Impact of provocation on mental imagery 
 

Irritation aspect of provocation has a negative effect on elaboration (Bêta=-0,180; T=-2,583; SigT=0,011), 
vividness/valence (Bêta=-0,311; T=-4,627, SigT=0,000) and clarity (Bêta= -0,162; T=-2,379; SigT=0,018). 
However, it has no effect on quantity (Sig.T =0,831> 0,05). Besides, sensual aspect of provocation has a positive 
impact on quantity (Bêta= 0,234; T=3,383; SigT=0,001) and a negative impact on clarity (Bêta= -0,250; T=-
3,670; SigT=0,000), but no effect on elaboration (Sig.T =0,130> 0,05) and on vividness/valence (SigT=0,058) . 
H3 is partially approved. 
 

7.4 Impact of mental imagery on attitude toward the advertisement 
 

Except clarity (Sig.T=0,468> 0,05) who has not effect on attitude toward the advertisement. All imagery’s 
dimensions have a positive effect on Aad: quantity (T=5,045; SigT=0,000), elaboration (T=3,406; SigT=0,001) 
and vividness/valence (T=6,816; SigT=0,000). H4.1 and H4.7 are rejected. H4.3 and H4.5 are approved. 
 

7.5 Mediating role of imagery  
 

The new factorial structure of the mental imaging does not allow verifying the hypotheses of mediation of both 
dimensions of vividness and valence between the provocation and the attitude to the advertising. H4.2 and H4.8 
are rejected. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the first condition of the mediating effect is verified. In fact 
provocation has a significant effect on attitude toward advertisement: negative trough irritation aspect of 
provocation and positive trough sensual aspect of provocation. The results related to the first and third mediation 
conditions of imagery’s dimensions are shown in table1.  
 

7.5.1 Mediating role of mental imagery’s elaboration  
 

Sensual aspect of provocation has no effect on elaboration. The second condition of the mediating effect is 
verified only for irritation aspect of provocation (see § 7.3). So we have to verify the third mediation condition. 
Mental imagery has a mediating role in the formation of attitude toward advertisement through its elaboration 
dimension. This mediation is partial since the significance of the coefficient of irritation aspect. H4.4 is partially 
approved. 
 

7.5.2 Mediating role of mental imagery’s quantity 
 

Irritation aspect of provocation has no effect on quantity. The second condition of the mediating effect is verified 
only for sensual aspect of provocation (see § 7.3).  So we have to verify the third condition. Mental imagery has a 
mediating role in the formation of attitude toward advertisement through its quantity dimension. This mediation is 
partial since the significance of the coefficient of sensual aspect. H4.6 is partially approved. 
 

7.5.3 Mediating role of mental imagery’s clarity  
 

Provocation has a significant effect on clarity through its two dimensions. The second condition of the mediating 
effect is verified (see § 7.3).  
 



International Journal of Business and Social Science                                                    Vol. 4 No. 13; October 2013 

58 

 
So we have to verify the third condition. Mental imagery has not a mediating role in the formation of attitude 
toward advertisement through its clarity dimension. The third condition of mediation is not confirmed.  
 

7.5.4 Mediating role of mental imagery’s vividness/valence 
 

Sensual aspect of provocation has no effect on vividness/valence. The second condition of the mediating effect is 
verified only for irritation aspect of provocation (see § 7.3). So we have to verify the third condition. Mental 
imagery has a mediating role in the formation of attitude toward advertisement through its vividness/valence 
dimension. This mediation is total since the irrelevance of the coefficient of irritation aspect. 
 

8. Discussion 
 

This research contributes to a better understanding of the variables involved on mental imagery when using 
female sensuality. It can be considered as an extension perspective of the persuasion model through the 
integration of relationships between congruence, provocation and mental imagery. Findings show that in an 
exposure to the female sensuality, perception of high congruency between model and product leads to minimize 
viewer’s irritation (Pop et al. 2004; Peterson and Kerin 1977) consequently it decreases negative provocation 
extent.  
 

Results indicate that congruence does not affect mental images elaboration and clarity. The insignificant impact of 
the congruence on the elaboration does not converge with the results of Helme-Guizon (1998) who has shown that 
congruence has negative effect on the elaboration. Result also verifies that congruence between product and 
model, raise mental images quantity. It’s converging with the results of latest research that have shown that 
congruent attractive iconic stimulus generates more mental images (Miniard et al. 1991; Charmed 2000). Result 
indicates again that product-female model congruence, influence positively vividness/valence. This effect 
confirms the findings of previous researches who have shown that congruent stimulus provoke the appearance of 
positive valence of mental images  (Helme-Guizon 1998; Heckler and Childers 1992) and that the vividness of 
these images is raised all the more with the increase of the congruence between the iconic stimulus and the 
advertised product (Miller and Marks 1992).   
 

The theoretical contribution of this research involves the effect of provocation on mental imagery. The 
provocation through the female sensuality, detains a double action on the visual mental imagery. The first one is 
related to the irritating side. Female sensuality, when perceived as strongly irritating, stimulates the formation of 
mental representations of low valence, vividness, clarity and elaboration. The sexual and audacious character of 
female sensuality, in spite the fact that it weakened the clarity of the mental images, it increases their number. It is 
its second action.  This research established also that female sensuality model is a provocative stimulus which 
sensual iconic elements try to get the attention (Vézina and Paul 1997) and contributes to the mental images 
construction (Shepard; Bugelski in Charmed, 2000; Paivio in Gavard-Perret and Helme-Guizon 2003). Study 
confirmed that the level of attractiveness of the visual insertions of an announcement affects the stimulation of the 
mental images (Miniard et al. 1991): the provocation increases the attention. It so increases the number of mental 
images. However, it decreases their level of valence, vividness, clarity and elaboration. 
 

This investigation highlights the mediating mental imagery role in the persuasion process. Mental imagery has a 
mediating role in the formation of attitude toward advertisement through its three dimensions: elaboration, 
quantity and vividness/valence. This result is similar to Babin (in Babin and Burns 1998), Bone and Ellen (1992), 
Miller and Marks (1992), Babin and Burns (1997), Babin and Burns (1998) and Helme-Guizon (1998). The 
mediation effect of mental imagery, between provocation and attitude toward advertisement, is partial through her 
elaboration and quantity factors but total through her vividness/valence dimension. In contrast with the result 
founding by Mzoughi and Abdelhak (2011), which showed that the attitude toward the advertisement are not 
influenced by mental imagery. This research demonstrates that attitude toward the advertisement is positively 
influenced by the mental imagery, confirming hence the results of Bone and Ellen (1992), Babin and Burns (1997, 
1998), Miller and Marks (1992, 1997), Burns and al. (1993), Kisielieus and Sternthal (in Oliver et al. 1993) 
and Helme-Guizon (1998). 
 

The result also supported the conclusion that female sensual appeals should be used in relation to the product and 
is harmonious way (Peterson and Kerin 1977; Pop et al. 2004). This congruency reduces irritation, enhances 
number of vivid and positive mental imagery representations and builds a favorable attitude toward the 
advertisement.  
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9. Limitations and Future Research 
 

This work highlights some limitations which open on a set of future research. The major limitation of 
experimental research is that studies are typically conducted in contrived or artificial laboratory settings.  Results 
may not generalize or extrapolate to external settings. The experimental approach adopted is of type “laboratory”. 
The experimental context of the administration of the questionnaire is far from the reality of advertising exposure. 
It would be preferable to consider in future research, posters in which different products are presented in a 
different media such as a magazine, to give more credibility to stimuli and to be move closer to real frame 
exposure. Another limitation is related to the nature of the sample. It is composed by individuals aged 18 to 35 
years with mostly a high education level. This consistency ensures good internal validity of the research. 
However, the sampling method adopted limits the results extrapolation. To improve external validity, this study 
should consider a larger sample including different categories of age, socio-professional level and place of 
residence. Immediate answers collected infer a temporal problem. The immediate response of the interviewee may 
change over time (Helme-Guizon 1997). To avoid this problem, it is possible to establish a questionnaire in two 
times: one immediately after exposure and the other after a time interval. 
 

Research enriched the field of investigation on the effect of mental imagery. However some aspects of mental 
imagery had to be studied. The insufficiency of literature commonly highlighted concerns on the one hand, the 
other sensory modalities (Gutman 1988; MacInnis and Price 1987, Oliver et al. 1993). It is true that a stimulus 
causes the appearance of iconic mental images of the same nature (Childers and Houston in Gavard-Perret and 
Helme-Guizon 2003), but it can also arise auditory, olfactory or gustatory mental images (Fusella and Segal 1971; 
Bourne et al. 1979; Winnick and Brody 1984; Tracy et al. in Charmed 2000; Gutman 1988; Carasso and Ridout in 
Charmed 2000; Miller and Marks in Gavard-Perret and Helme-Guizon 2003; Wolpin and Weinsten 1983). It is 
highly interesting to study the effect of female sensuality on the four sensory modes of mental imagery. Lacking 
in the literature concerns on the other hand, mental imagery’s content. It is the study of mental images occurring 
in the mind through verbalization or drawing (Demory and Lancaster in Gavard-Perret and Helme-Guizon 2003). 
This protocol helps shows the number of mental images formed (Burns and al. 1993), to determine their Level of 
attachment to the brand or product, to estimate their degree  of abstraction or elaboration (Helme-Guizon 1998; 
Charmed 2000) and to analyze their content (Charmed 2000). It would have been possible to use the technique of 
analysis of content mental imagery. However, academic research avoids using of this empirical method (Gavard-
Perret and Helme-Guizon 2003), with the exception of a few studies (Charmed 2000; Lao 2009). According to the 
authors, it lacks reliability because it obeys the subjectivity of interpretation (Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Wright 
1980). This Rejection is little defensible, even the quantitative methods integrating scales obey introspection 
(Morris and Hompson; Ghiglione et al. in Gavard-Perret and Helme - Guizon 2003). 
 

This work can be enriched by new variables including such as the Style of Processing. In the study of the effect of 
mental imagery on persuasion, it would be interesting to test the moderating effect of processing style. It 
expresses a preference to adopt a mode of treatment to treat verbal or visual stimuli, regardless of ability imaging 
(Childers et al.1985, Gardner et al. 1985; Macheswaran and Chaiken 1991). If the favorite style of treatment of 
the respondent coincides with the nature of stimulus, this variable will have a positive effect on emotions 
(Holbrook et al. 1984), the attitude towards the brand (Rossiter and Percy 1978) and the memory (Richardson 
1978; Mzoughi and Abdelhak 2011). However, there is a lack of consensus on the moderating role of processing 
style in the formation of attitudes and purchase intent (Burns et al. 1993, Burns et al. in Gavard-Perret and Helme- 
Guizon 2003; Childers and Houston 1984; Helme-Guizon 1998). This discrepancy is caused by the lack of 
validity and reliability of scales (Childers et al. 1985; Richardson 1988; Gavard-Perret and Helme-Guizon 2003). 
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Table 1: Mediating role of imagery (1st & 3rd conditions of mediation) 
 

Independent data Dependent data R2 F Sig.F Bêta T Sig.T 
 Aad 0,133 16,238 0,000    

Irritation aspect of provocation     -0,207 -3,132 0,002 
Sensual aspect of provocation     0,314 4,761 0,000 

 Aad 0,071 7,580 0,001    
Irritation aspect     -0,176 -2,518 0,013 

Elaboration      0,172 2,469 0,014 
 Aad 0,154 17,925 0,000    

Sensual aspect     0,258 3,823 0,000 
Quantity     0,242 3,584 0,000 

 Aad 0,043 4,409 0,013    
Irritation aspect     -0,205 -2,903 0,004 

Clarity     0,010 0,146 0,884 
 Aad 0,115 12,755 0,000    

Sensual aspect     0,347 5,009 0,000 
Clarity      0,130 1,879 0,062 

 Aad 0,174 20,691 0,000    
Irritation aspect     -0,089 -1,300 0,195 

Vividness/Valence     0,381 5,585 0,000 
 


