HOW IN-FILM PRODUCT PLACEMENT STIMULATES FAST FOOD CONSUMPTION

IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

Ignacio Redondo and Jorge Bernal

SUMMARY

Fast food chains in the USA heavily use in-film product
placement to globally stimulate favorable attitudinal/behavioral
responses in viewers, who in turn receive the embedded pro-
motional content with a low critical-thinking disposition and
thus offer low resistance to persuasion. The persuasiveness of
fast food product placement has been repeatedly established,
but how the host film’s characteristics contribute to such per-
suasiveness remains largely understudied. The film’s character-
istics may lead viewers to experience narrative transportation,
identification with characters, perceived realism, enjoyment,
familiarity with events, and approval of views, all of which
may increase viewers’ susceptibility to persuasion. To examine
how these experiences contributed to explaining product place-
ment persuasiveness, we conducted an experiment involving
the screening of The Good Lie in a popular cinema in Chile.

Participants (N= 812) were randomly assigned to an interven-
tion group, which watched the original movie with a McDon-
ald’s placement, or to a control group, which watched a place-
ment-free version of the same movie. Immediately after the film
viewing, participants reported their experiences in a survey
and chose between a McDonald’s and Subway combo meal. A
logistic regression model was built using a stepwise selection
procedure in order to identify the combination of variables
with the highest predictive power. The increase in McDonald’s
choice was best explained by the interaction among brand
placement exposure, character identification, and narrative
transportation. These findings may help guide educational in-
terventions for developing country consumers to improve their
cognitive abilities so they can better understand and resist fast
food product placement persuasiveness.

Introduction

Since the 1990’s, USA fast
food chains, such as
McDonald’s, KFC, Burger King,
and Pizza Hut have expanded
rapidly in developing countries
(Christian and Gereffi, 2018),
where the increasing consump-
tion of high-calorie, low-nutrient
fast food has been related to the
gradual abandonment of local
traditional dietary patterns,
many of which contain more
balanced nutrients; that is, less
fat, sugar, and salt as well as
more proteins, vitamins, miner-
als, and dietary fiber (Keshari
and Mishra, 2016). The unbal-
anced composition of fast food
may help explain why its exces-
sive consumption is associated
with increased risk of develop-
ing obesity, type 2 diabetes

mellitus, and coronary heart
disease, all of which have pre-
vailed across both developed
(De Vogli et al., 2014) and de-
veloping (Odegaard et al., 2012)
countries.

USA fast food chains have
fueled their rapid expansion in
developing countries through
well-articulated marketing strat-
egies. These chains successfully
combine a) a global standard-
ization of their product charac-
teristics and brand images,
which enhances their appeal to
local communities, with b) a
local adaptation in the distribu-
tion and pricing management,
which enhances the availability
and affordability of their com-
modities (Crawford et al., 2015).
In the realm of promotion, these
chains successfully enhance the
prestige and desirability of their

brands through conventional
advertising and product place-
ment (Christian and Gereffi,
2010). This study focuses on the
much less researched product
placement, a promotional tech-
nique that consists of embed-
ding brands within movies, tele-
vision shows, video games, mu-
sic videos, and other entertain-
ment content (Redondo and
Bernal, 2015).

For fast food marketers, prod-
uct placement has four import-
ant advantages compared to
conventional advertising
(Redondo, 2006; Redondo and
Bernal, 2016): 1) entertainment
content may make audiences
experience intense emotions
that reduce their resistance to
being persuaded by embedded
commercial material; 2) the
public may process such

material in a non-critical man-
ner, as if it were non-commer-
cial content; 3) audiences can-
not avoid exposure to commer-
cial material within entertain-
ment content in the way they
can avoid ad breaks in such
content; and 4) commercial
material produces a greater
behavioral response in the pub-
lic when it is embedded in en-
tertainment content than when
it is shown as a conventional
ad, all things being equal.

For the benefit of consum-
ers, further research is needed
to better understand the mech-
anisms by which fast food
product placement may influ-
ence eating behaviors while
audiences are consuming enter-
tainment content with low crit-
ical-thinking disposition (Kelly
et al., 2015). A Dbetter
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COMO LOS EMPLAZAMIENTOS CINEMATOGRAFICOS ESTIMULAN EL CONSUMO DE COMIDA RAPIDA

EN PAISES EN DESARROLLO
Ignacio Redondo y Jorge Bernal

RESUMEN

Las cadenas estadounidenses de comida rapida son mostra-
das en peliculas para promover globalmente respuestas favora-
bles de un publico que esta expuesto con escaso sentido critico
y poca prevencion ante la persuasion. La capacidad persuasiva
de estos emplazamientos cinematograficos ha sido repetidamen-
te contrastada pero apenas se conoce como esa capacidad esta
condicionada por las caracteristicas de la pelicula correspon-
diente. Estas caracteristicas pueden facilitar que los espectado-
res se identifiquen con los personajes, viajen al mundo narrado,
perciban realismo, se diviertan, conozcan los hechos represen-
tados y aprueben las opiniones manifestadas, todo lo cual pue-
de aumentar la susceptibilidad a la persuasion. Para medir la
contribucion de estos factores, hicimos un experimento basado
en la proyeccion de The Good Lie en un cine popular de Chile.

Los participantes (N= 812) fueron asignados aleatoriamente a
un grupo de experimentacion, que vio la pelicula original con
un emplazamiento de McDonald’s, y un grupo control, que vio
una version de la misma pelicula sin emplazamiento. Después
la pelicula, los participantes manifestaron sus experiencias
en una encuesta y eligieron entre un menu de McDonald’s o
Subway. Mediante un modelo de regresion logistica se identifico
la combinacion de factores con mayor poder predictivo. El in-
cremento en la eleccion de McDonald’s fue mejor explicado por
la interaccion entre la exposicion al emplazamiento, la identi-
ficacion con los personajes y el viaje al mundo narrado. Estos
resultados podrian orientar acciones educativas dirigidas a que
los consumidores de paises en desarrollo puedan comprender y
resistir mejor los emplazamientos de comida rapida.

COMO O MERCHANDISING CINEMATOGRAFICO ESTIMULA O CONSUMO DE COMIDA RAPIDA EM PAISES

EM DESENVOLVIMENTO
Ignacio Redondo e Jorge Bernal

RESUMO

As cadeias americanas de fast-food sao mostradas em filmes
para promover globalmente respostas favordveis de um publico
que esta exposto com escasso sentido critico e pouca prevengdo
diante da persuasdo. A capacidade persuasiva do merchandi-
sing cinematogrdfico tem sido repetidamente contrastada, mas
apenas se conhece como essa capacidade esta condicionada
pelas caracteristicas do filme correspondente. Estas caracte-
risticas podem facilitar aos espectadores identificar-se com
os personagens, viajar ao mundo narrado, perceber realismo,
divertir-se, conhecer fatos representados e aprovar as opini-
oes manifestadas, todo o qual pode aumentar a suscetibilidade
a persuasdo. Para medir a contribui¢do destes fatores, reali-
zamos um experimento baseado na proje¢do de The Good Lie
em um cinema popular do Chile. Os participantes (N= 812) fo-

ram designados aleatoriamente a um grupo de experimentag¢do,
que viu o filme original com o merchandising de McDonald’s,
e um grupo controle, que viu uma outra versdo do mesmo fil-
me sem a veiculagdo do produto. Apos o filme, os participantes
manifestaram suas experiéncias em uma enquete e escolheram
lanches em menus de McDonald’s ou Subway. Mediante um
modelo de regressdo logistica se identificou a combinagdo de
fatores com maior poder preditivo. O incremento na seleg¢do de
McDonald’s foi melhor explicado pela interag¢do entre a exposi-
¢do ao merchandising, a identificagdo com os personagens e a
viagem ao mundo narrado. Estes resultados poderiam orientar
agoes educativas orientadas para que os consumidores de pai-
ses em desenvolvimento possam compreender e resistir melhor
o merchandising de comida rapida.

understanding of such mecha-
nisms would help teach de-
fense skills against product
placement so that consumers
a) gain awareness of how they
can be gently persuaded, b)
understand which psychologi-
cal processes make them more
susceptible to persuasion, and
¢) improve their cognitive
abilities to resist attempts to
persuade (Harris et al.,
2009b). It is particularly im-
portant to study such mecha-
nisms among developing coun-
try consumers because indi-
viduals with lower socio-
economic status are more

vulnerable to misinterpretation
of food portrayals in enter-
tainment content (Vermeersch
and Swenerton, 1980; Avery et
al., 1997) and because suscep-
tibility to persuasion is greater
among those developing coun-
try consumers who have a
greater admiration for devel-
oped world lifestyles (Batra et
al., 2000). It is also appropri-
ate to cover all age groups
because susceptibility to per-
suasion has been found among
both minors and adults (Harris
et al., 2009a).

Focusing on film content, the
prevalence of fast food product
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placements is relatively high. In
a sample of 200 popular films
(the top 20 USA box office
movie hits for each year from
1996 to 2005), 203 fast food
brand placements were identi-
fied, among which 43 corre-
sponded to McDonald’s, 23 to
Burger King, 19 to Dunkin
Donuts, and 19 to Starbucks
(Sutherland et al., 2010). With
respect to the mode of repre-
sentation, fast food consump-
tion is often portrayed unrealis-
tically as an aspirational activi-
ty that intelligent/popular/attrac-
tive characters perform in pre-
dominantly pleasant situations

(Story and Faulkner, 1990) and
as an eating pattern with no
potential negative consequences
for consumers’ health
(Greenberg et al., 2009). Not
surprisingly, the more consum-
ers are exposed to these fast
food portrayals, the more likely
they will bias their views of the
potential health consequences of
fast food consumption (Russell
and Buhrau, 2015).

Previous studies have consis-
tently found that in-film food
brand placement has an imme-
diate effect on viewers’ brand
choices, and also found that the
size of such an effect increases
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depending on certain character-
istics of the promotional stimu-
lus: A greater proportion of
viewers is persuaded when the
brand is shown more frequently/
extensively in the film (Matthes
and Naderer, 2015; Brown et
al., 2017), when the film’s char-
acters interact with the brand
(Naderer et al., 2018), when the
negative effects of the brand’s
consumption are not shown
(Redondo, 2012), and when the
brand’s placement is accompa-
nied by conventional advertising
of the brand during commercial
breaks (Uribe and Fuentes-
Garcia, 2015). By contrast,
there is a substantial research
gap regarding the role played
by the characteristics of the
film in which the promotional
stimulus is embedded. As ex-
plained subsequently, experi-
enced reactions to film charac-
teristics may affect those viewer
psychological mechanisms
through which the embedded
promotional content persuades.

Investigating the role of film
characteristics

The consistent persuasive-
ness of in-film product place-
ment can be understood by
considering that film content
tends to automatically produce
story-consistent attitudinal/be-
havioral changes in viewers
through a mechanism based on
social cognitive theory, which
states that humans vicariously
learn attitudinal/behavioral re-
sponses by mere observation of
the attitudes/behaviors modeled
in entertainment and news me-
dia (Bandura, 1986).
Specifically, this theory helps
explain why branded food/drink
portrayals in film stories auto-
matically shape viewers’ eating/
drinking responses to the pro-
moted brands (Greenberg et al.,
2009; Redondo et al., 2018).

The automatic persuasive-
ness of product placement may
be enhanced when the charac-
teristics of the surrounding
film content make viewers ex-
perience narrative transporta-
tion, identification with charac-
ters, perceived realism, and
feeling of enjoyment.

A film’s narrative may lead
viewers to experience a mental
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transportation into the world
evoked by the story, an experi-
ence generally known as narra-
tive transportation (Green and
Brock, 2000). This psychologi-
cal process may reduce view-
ers’ motivation and ability to
think critically about the sto-
ry’s content, thus making them
more susceptible to persuasion
(Dal Cin et al., 2004).

Film characters may move
the public to experience psy-
chological identification with
them, which typically mani-
fests as feeling intimacy with
them, engaging in their
thoughts and emotions, view-
ing them as role models, and
imitating their attitudes/behav-
iors (Cohen, 2001; Russell and
Stern, 2006). The more viewers
identify with characters, the
less critically they analyze the
reasons and consequences of
such characters’ attitudes/be-
haviors (Slater, 2002).

Perception of a film realism
(i.e., that its actions, events,
settings, and characters are
consistent with each other; Dal
Cin et al., 2004) may help
viewers maintain their emo-
tional involvement in the story
(Busselle and Bilandzic, 2008)
and enable them to vicariously
learn and subsequently adopt
story-consistent attitudes/be-
haviors (Bandura, 2001).

Film enjoyment may result
in a positive emotional state in
which viewers are less likely
willing to critically evaluate
the story’s content and to ac-
tively counter-argue the embed-
ded commercial content, which
should enhance its persuasive
effects (Slater, 2002; Hall and
Zwarun, 2012).

Our study measured the ex-
tent to which each of these
experiences helped enhance
product placement persuasive-
ness. Exploratively, we also
measured the potential contri-
bution of two additional under
studied film characteristics
(familiarity with the fictional-
ized events and approval of the
movie’s views), which could
understandably reinforce view-
ers’ involvement in the story
and predisposition toward sto-
ry-consistent outcomes.

Another step was to measure
the potential contribution of

these experiences when consid-
ered in interaction rather than
individually. The rationale be-
hind this step is that all these
experiences are often intercon-
nected. For example, viewers
are more likely to engage in
narrative transportation into the
film’s world when they experi-
ence a degree of identification
with the film’s characters
(Sestir and Green, 2010; van
Laer et al., 2014), a certain per-
ception of realism in the film’s
story (Green, 2004; Hall and
Bracken, 2011), and a general
feeling of enjoying the film’s
viewing (Hall and Bracken,
2011; Hall and Zwarun, 2012).
The final research objective
was to identify the experience
or combination of experiences
that made product placement
more persuasive. To this end,
we built a model in which the
change in brand choice depends
on the product placement, which
could be incorporated into the
model in different forms (i.e., in
interaction with one or more
experiences). The form chosen
for incorporation was that which
comparatively had the highest
predictive power; that is, the
option with the greatest capacity
to explain the influence of prod-
uct placement on brand choice.

Methods
Experiment design

To ensure internal validity,
we designed a randomized con-
trolled experiment in which the
impact of a brand’s placement
was isolated by measuring the
difference in the brand’s choice
between a stimulated and a
non-stimulated group. To
strengthen external validity, we
conducted the experiment in a
natural setting that faithfully
recreated the real conditions in
which moviegoers are stimu-
lated by brand placements.

Participants were recruited
to attend a screening of The
Good Lie (Howard et al., 2014)
in a popular theatre in Arica,
Chile. Recruited subjects were
randomly assigned to watch the
original movie, with its
McDonald’s placement, or a
version of the same movie in
which  the  McDonald’s

placement had been removed.
Reactions to the movie were
collected in a survey conducted
immediately after the film
viewing and choices of either a
McDonald’s or a Subway com-
bo meal were measured. This
experiment posed no foresee-
able risk to the participants
and collected only anonymous
non-sensitive information.

Field work organization

To recruit participants, we
announced invitations to an
event at the Hoyts Theater, in
the city of Arica during which
The Good Lie (a movie never
released in Chile) would be
screened and a study would be
conducted by researchers at the
sponsoring university. The an-
nouncements were published
during the ten days prior to the
event and consisted of a) twelve
ads per day on two popular
local radio stations, b) flyers
left by the theatre’s box office
and restocked when necessary,
¢) copies of the movie’s poster
placed on public bulletin
boards in four busy areas of
the city, d) twelve hundred fly-
ers distributed among those
who passed by the movie’s
posters, and e) invitations
emailed to students, professors,
and employees of the
University of Tarapaca. All
these various media indicated
how to book the event’s tickets
and provided varying degrees
of information about the movie
(cast, synopsis, etc.) depending
on the space available.

Tickets were booked by
phoning/emailing the number/
address provided in the promo-
tional materials and were picked
up at the box office. In order to
randomly assign the subjects to
either the intervention or control
group, the person in charge of
managing the reservations alter-
nately assigned the callers/send-
ers either to the first or second
screening based on the order in
which the call/email was re-
ceived. The first screening had
been assigned to the interven-
tion group (original movie), and
the other to the control group
(brand-free movie).

The screenings were held
during the morning of Sunday,
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22/11/2015. As soon as each
screening ended, the lights were
turned on, and a staff member
appeared in front of the audi-
ence and introduced himself as
a University of Tarapaca re-
searcher conducting a survey.
He asked the audience members
to voluntarily participate in the
survey and freely answer as
many questions as desired in
the questionnaire administered
at that time. He also said that,
as a show of gratitude, each
participant could choose from
among several gifts to distrib-
ute at the exit.

At the end of the question-
naire, the respondents were
asked to select three gifts, each
one chosen from between two
alternatives accompanied by
pictures: They could choose ei-
ther a Pepsi or Coca-Cola can,
a Pringles or Lay’s potato snack
package, and a gift certificate
for either a McDonald’s or
Subway combo meal, all of
which were alternatives compa-
rable within each category and
available in the local market. At
the room’s exit, an assistant col-
lected the questionnaires, and
then in the hallway outside, oth-
er assistants distributed the gifts
selected by each participant.

Stimulus features

The Good Lie is a critically
acclaimed drama that, though
fiction, is based on the true
plight of the so-called ‘Lost Boys
of Sudan’. In the movie, a group
of children are left orphaned and
homeless by the Second
Sudanese Civil War (1983-2005)
and have to make a long, peril-
ous journey on foot to reach a
refugee camp in Kenya. Thirteen
years later, the now young adults
are given the chance to resettle
in the USA. At arrival in Kansas
City, they meet Carrie (Reese
Witherspoon), an employment
agency counselor assigned to
help them get jobs. Although
initially reluctant, Carrie be-
comes deeply involved in helping
the Sudanese refugees overcome
all types of difficulties they face
in adapting themselves to mod-
ern life in a USA city.

McDonald’s appears in a
37-second long segment. While
the refugees Mamere,

Jeremiah, and Paul are being
driven by car, Carrie has to
stop because Jeremiah is about
to vomit. While Jeremiah re-
covers on the side of the road,
Mamere explains that his
brother “has a weak stomach”
and Paul asks about a billboard
displaying the McDonalds
golden arches.  “That’s
McDonald’s. It’s a place to
eat,” answers Carrie. The next
scene shows the refuges having
McDonald’s drive-thru menus
in the car to the surprise of
those who have never seen the
items included in a combo
meal. Jeremiah enjoys the meal
and feels better.

A control group version of the
movie was created by removing

the McDonald’s-related segment
(i.e., ‘the McDonald’s place-
ment’). The potential impact of
this removal on viewers’ evalua-
tions was tested (see Results).

Variable description

The McDonald’s choice (de-
pendent variable) was coded 1
if the subject selected the
McDonald’s combo meal and 0
if the choice was for the
Subway combo meal.

The placement of McDonald’s
was coded 1 for the intervention
group and O for the control
group. Attitude  toward
McDonald’s was measured by
the item, ‘McDonald’s is an ex-
cellent fast food chain’, with

TABLE I

response options ranged on a
7-point Likert scale (from —3=
‘completely disagree’, to 3=
‘completely agree’). The other six
independent variables were mea-
sured through multiple items
which we either adapted from
previous studies (narrative trans-
portation, Green and Brock,
2000; identification with charac-
ters, Cohen, 2001; perception of
realism, Green, 2004; and feeling
of enjoyment, Hall and Zwarun,
2012) or defined for the specific
film (familiarity with the fiction-
alized events and approval of the
movie’s views). Each multi-item
variable was calculated by aver-
aging the responses to five items
(Table I), which had been scored
on the same Likert scale.

MULTI-ITEM VARIABLES AND THEIR INTERNAL CONSISTENCY RELIABILITY

Narrative transportation (Cronbach’s o= 0.86)

- I was mentally involved in the story while watching the movie
- While watching, the activity going on in the room around me was not on my mind
- While watching, I became mentally transported into the world shown in the movie
- While watching, I found myself feeling what the characters might feel

- While watching, I could easily envision the development of the story

Identification with characters (o= 0.87)

- While watching the movie, I felt I identified with Mamere, Jeremiah, and Paul

- I could feel the portrayed emotions of Mamere, Jeremiah, and Paul

- I could understand the reasons why Mamere, Jeremiah, and Paul did what they did
- I could understand what Mamere, Jeremiah, and Paul were going through at key moments
- I wanted Mamere, Jeremiah, and Paul to succeed in achieving their goals

Perception of realism (a= 0.92)

- The way people live their everyday lives is portrayed very accurately in this movie
- This film deals with the kind of difficult choices people in real life have to make
- The setting for the movie seems very realistic

- The actions and reactions of the characters are plausible
- The characters are like people that everyone could come across in the street

Feeling of enjoyment (0= 0.94)

- It was an interesting experience for me to watch this movie

- Overall, I enjoyed this movie

- I was really moved by this movie
- This movie will stick with me for a long time
- I would recommend this movie to my friends and relatives

Familiarity with the fictionalized events (o= 0.94)

- Before watching this film, I already knew that some civil wars in Africa led to the extermination or

exodus of entire peoples

- I already knew that some humanitarian organizations set up camps for refugees from the wars in

Africa

- I already knew that the governments of some developed countries have willingly given asylum to war

refugees

- I already knew that some private institutions have helped in the relocation of refugees to developed

countries

- I already knew that some of the refugees given asylum in developed countries have become fully

integrated into these countries

Approval of the movie’s views (a= 0.91)

- In case of war, neighboring countries should organize refugee camps

- Developed countries should give residence, education, and work to those affected by war

- Expired food should be given to the needy instead of being thrown away

- Even in the most difficult situations, we must share the available food with others

- As it appears at the end of the film, “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go

together”

INERCIENLIA JANUARY 2020 « VOL. 45 N° 1
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Perceived integrity of the
movie was assessed by the
item, ‘This movie’s plot has
gaping holes’, rated on the same
Likert scale.

Statistical analyses

As preliminary analyses,
various statistical tests were
performed. Chi-square tests of
homogeneity were conducted to
assess potential differences in
participant demographics be-
tween the intervention and
control groups. A two-indepen-
dent-samples t test was used to
evaluate whether or not the
removal of the McDonald’s
placement produced differences
in the groups’ perceptions of
the movie’s integrity.
Cronbach’s alphas were calcu-
lated to assess the internal reli-
ability of multi-item variables.

For this study’s final pur-
pose, we built a binary logistic
regression model in such a way
that the McDonald’s placement
(by itself or in interaction with
one or more film characteris-
tics) best explained the
McDonald’s choice, which was
performed by a forward step-
wise procedure based on the
likelihood ratio. We used wide-
ly accepted criteria (Hair et al.,
2010) to interpret variable co-
efficients and overall model fit
statistics.

All statistical analyses were
performed using SPSS for
Windows (version 22, IBM
SPSS, Armonk, NY, USA,
2013). Significance level was
set at p<0.05.

Results

With respect to participants,
864 tickets for the movie event
were booked, but 43 ticket
holders eventually did not at-
tend. None of the attendees
openly refused to complete the
questionnaire when it was ad-
ministered, but three question-
naires were left blank and six
were incomplete. The final
sample thus consisted of 812
valid questionnaires, whose
distribution by experimental
groups and demographic vari-
ables is shown in Table II.
Chi-square tests of homogene-
ity indicated that random
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TABLE II
SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION BY DEMOGRAPHICS AND
EXPERIMENTAL GROUPS

Demographics Intervention group Control group Total
Sex

Male 205 216 421

Female 209 182 391
Age (years)

18 or less 47 56 103

19-30 186 176 362

31-40 100 102 202

41 or more 81 64 145
Education

Primary or less 44 50 94

Secondary 159 148 307

Tertiary 211 200 411

Total 414 398 812

assignment resulted in bal-
ancedzconditions in terms og
sex (X1= 1.8, p= 0.18), age (X3
= 2.8, p= 0.43), and education
(3= 0.8, p= 0.69).

The removal of the
McDonald’s placement did not
affect viewers’ perceptions of
the movie’s integrity because
the intervention and control
groups did not differ in their
evaluation of the plot’s gaping
holes (M= -2.66; Mg= -2.57;
t= 1.72, p= 0.09).

With regards to reliability of
the multi-item variables, the
Cronbach’s alpha>0.80, as
shown in Table I, indicated
adequate internal consistency
for the six variables.

Regarding the regression lo-
gistic model building (Table
IIT), the baseline model showed
that the McDonald’s choice was
conditioned by the attitude to-
ward this brand, as expected.
Several potential ways to incor-
porate the McDonald’s place-
ment (either alone or interact-
ing with one or more film vari-
ables) were compared through
their score statistic values,
which measured their additional
contribution to the explanation
of the McDonald’s choice. By
itself, the McDonald’s place-
ment had a significant score,
denoting an automatic persua-
sive power, but some other op-
tions showed higher values.
Combined with only one vari-
able, the placement showed
higher scores in interaction
with either character

identification or narrative trans-
portation, while it had lower,
albeit significant, scores in in-
teraction with feeling of enjoy-
ment, perception of realism,
approval of the movie’s views,
and familiarity with the fiction-
alized events. These results in-
dicate that the placement’s per-
suasiveness was reinforced
when the interactive effect of
either identification with char-
acters or narrative transporta-
tion was considered. Combined
with two variables, the place-
ment showed the overall high-
est score in interaction with
both character identification
and narrative transportation,
while the other variable combi-
nations were less discriminant
than  placement alone.
Combined with three or more
variables, the placement always
showed lower scores which, for
brevity, were not included in
Table III. Lastly, the option
with the highest predictive con-
tribution was incorporated into
our final model. The compari-
son between the overall fits of
the baseline and final models
confirmed that this incorpora-
tion produced a significant re-
duction in the log likelihood
value, a relative improvement
in R? measures, and a substan-
tial increase in classification
accuracy ratio.

Discussion

The mere viewing of
McDonald’s-related content

embedded in a movie produced
a McDonald’s choice increase,
even though such content
didn’t describe any objective
quality of the company’s prod-
ucts but simply showed that
the products satisfied some
movie characters from an un-
der developed country.
Previous research (Redondo
and Bernal, 2016) suggests
that, if the same content had
been shown as a conventional
ad, it would have been less
persuasive because viewers
would have evaluated it more
critically and offered greater
resistance to persuasion. But
nevertheless, with lower criti-
cal-thinking dispositions, con-
sistent with social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986), view-
ers learnt from the McDonald’s
placement that it was fortunate
to live in a country sufficiently
developed to have McDonald’s
restaurants, which made them
more inclined to choose this
brand. Furthermore, the
McDonald’s placement was
most persuasive when viewers
simultaneously a) identified
with the characters, with whom
they could share the experience
of discovering, tasting, and
enjoying McDonald’s food; and
b) felt transported into the sto-
ry’s world, where they could
understand that being intro-
duced to McDonald’s was just
a step in the adaptation to
modern life in the USA.
However, the McDonald’s
placement effectiveness wasn’t
enhanced by higher levels of
enjoyment, perceived realism,
agreement with views, and fa-
miliarity with events.

These findings suggest the
importance of integrating three
different theoretical approaches
commonly used to explain
product placement persuasive-
ness, which has been proposed
to essentially depend on either
social learning automatically
acquired from the entertain-
ment content (Greenberg et al.,
2009; Redondo et al., 2018),
imitation of the characters with
whom a close attachment is
formed (Russell et al., 2004;
Russell and Stern, 2006), or
adoption of attitudes/behaviors
existing in the story’s world to
which viewers feel transported
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TABLE III
LOGISTIC REGRESSION MODEL BUILDING FOR MCDONALD’S CHOICE

Baseline model B Wald P Exp(B)
Attitude toward McDonald’s 0.52 117.38 <0.001 1.68
Constant 0.76 79.33 <0.001 2.13
-2 Log Likelihood (-2LL)= 929.78
Cox and Snell R*= 0.16
Nagelkerke R*= 0.22
Classification accuracy (hit ratio)= 66.7%
Candidates to enter the model Score p
Placement 46.8 <0.001
Placement x Characters 50.3 <0.001
Placement x Transportation 471 <0.001
Placement x Enjoyment 429 <0.001
Placement x Realism 40.0 <0.001
Placement x Approval 39.0 <0.001
Placement x Familiarity 27.6 <0.001
Placement x Characters x Transportation 50.6 <0.001
Placement x Characters x Enjoyment 45.4 <0.001
Placement x Transportation x Enjoyment 43.4 <0.001
Placement x Characters x Realism 42.6 <0.001
Placement x Characters x Approval 42.1 <0.001
Placement x Transportation x Realism 40.0 <0.001
Placement x Transportation x Approval 39.3 <0.001
Placement x Enjoyment x Realism 36.2 <0.001
Placement x Enjoyment x Approval 353 <0.001
Placement x Realism x Approval 333 <0.001
Placement x Characters x Familiarity 30.6 <0.001
Placement x Transportation x Familiarity 27.7 <0.001
Placement x Enjoyment x Familiarity 25.1 <0.001
Placement x Realism x Familiarity 233 <0.001
Placement x Approval x Familiarity 20.3 <0.001
Final model B Wald p Exp(B)
Attitude toward McDonald’s 0.58 126.37 <0.001 1.78
Placement x Characters x Transportation 0.18 48.22 <0.001 1.19
Constant 0.24 4.67 0.031 1.27

-2 Log Likelihood (-2LL)= 877.37

Cox and Snell R?>= 0.21
Nagelkerke R?= 0.29

Classification accuracy (hit ratio)= 81.4%

Placement: McDonald’s placement, Characters: identification with characters, Transportation: narrative transportation, Enjoyment: feeling of enjoy-
ment, Realism: perception of realism, Approval: approval of the movie’s views, Familiarity: familiarity with the fictionalized events.

(Banerjee and Greene, 2012;
van Laer ef al., 2014). Based
on the evidence that brand
choice increase was best pre-
dicted by the interaction
among brand placement, char-
acter interaction, and narrative
transportation, we suggest that
the three approaches may be
complementary rather than
competitive and that further
studies should focus on articu-
lating a more comprehensive
theoretical framework.

Limitations

This study, albeit having
high levels of internal and ex-
ternal validity, has an import-
ant limitation: The results were
produced by a specific type of

product placement, but differ-
ent results could have obtained
if the experiment had involved
other types of product place-
ments. We suggest three types
of placement that could poten-
tially lead to different results
should be considered. Firstly, if
the brand appearance is not
prominent enough in terms of
visibility, duration, and rele-
vance to the movie’s plot,
viewers could have such a lim-
ited perception of the brand
that they don’t learn anything
about it and thus don’t evince
any response toward it.
Secondly, if the placed brand
does not play any role connect-
ed to the thoughts/conversa-
tions/actions of identifiable
characters, the brand-related
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content persuasiveness could
not be reinforced by viewers’
identification with characters.
Thirdly, if the brand appears in
an artificial/anachronistic way
within the story, viewers could
perceive an inappropriate com-
mercial intrusion, reduce their
level of immersion in the story,
and ultimately offer more resis-
tance to adopting story-consis-
tent attitudes/behaviors.

Practical Implications

From this study’s findings,
advertisers may learn what
kind of film content they
should choose for their promi-
nent, natural, and character-re-
lated placements in order to
maximize behavioral responses

in viewers. The best films
would be those that have both
readily identifiable characters
and very captivating stories,
regardless of their levels of
enjoyability, realism, agreement
with views, and familiarity
with events. It certainly
wouldn’t be societally benefi-
cial that fast food chains use
these findings to further glo-
balize the immoderate con-
sumption of their nutritionally
unbalanced products. As a de-
sirable counter balance, these
findings could also be used to
more frequently promote
healthy eating habits through
film content, as various healthy
behaviors have been effectively
spread through ‘entertainment
education’ (Bandura, 2004).
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Indeed, there is an ethical obli-
gation to prevent potential
harms from the most dis-
guised/obtrusive advertising
techniques (Eagle and Dahl,
2018; Belanche, 2019).

The observation that suscep-
tibility to persuasion is not
exclusive to minors suggests
that a) possible legal restric-
tions on product placement in
youth-oriented films are insuf-
ficient, and b) educational ini-
tiatives are needed to train the
entire audience to better under-
stand and resist product place-
ment persuasiveness. In this
sense, educational interventions
might specifically target im-
proving cognitive abilities that
deactivate the mechanisms un-
derlying product placement
persuasiveness. To inhibit auto-
matic learning from brand-re-
lated contents, people should
be made more aware that such
contents often have a commer-
cial purpose, so it wouldn’t be
reasonable to give these the
same credibility that objective
and disinterested sources of
information deserve. To neu-
tralize imitation of identifiable
characters, people should be
helped to better understand
that fictional characters’
thoughts/conversations/actions
are determined by the sto-
ryline, whereas in real life the
starring actors think/speak/act
in ways that are probably quite
different. To prevent adoption
of attitudes/behaviors from the
story’s world, people should be
made conscious that becoming
emotionally immersed in a
film story tends to reduce their
capacity for critical reflection,
which facilitates the adoption
of story-consistent responses
that they would likely reject in
critical-thinking modes.
Further studies are needed to
investigate how these cognitive
abilities can be trained success-
fully at different education lev-
els in developing countries.

Conclusions

This study helps to better
understand the mechanisms by
which fast food product place-
ments stimulate consumption
of the promoted brands among
developing country audiences.

34

Promotional fast food messages
embedded in film content sub-
tly manage to enhance the
brands’ prestige and desirabili-
ty but misleadingly fail to
show any potential negative
health consequences. Overall
film content may lead viewers
to vicariously learn and subse-
quently adopt story-consistent
attitudes/behaviors. Specific
in-film promotional messages
are received with low criti-
cal-thinking disposition, which
make audiences offer low resis-
tance to persuasion. This study
first reports the role played by
the film’s characteristics in
enhancing product placement
persuasiveness, which is maxi-
mized when such characteris-
tics lead viewers to experience
both character identification
and narrative transportation. It
is expected that fast food com-
panies choose movies with
both readily identifiable char-
acters and very captivating
stories in order to maximize
the effect of their brand place-
ments. Unfortunately, promot-
ers of local traditional foods
are much less able to embed
educational messages in film
content in order to spread their
nutritional benefits. Given all
the above, it is necessary to
undertake educational initia-
tives for developing country
consumers to learn how prod-
uct placement takes advantage
of audience receptiveness to
improve attitudes toward fast
food and encourage its con-
sumption. Only sufficiently
informed consumers are in a
position to consciously and
deliberately exercise their sov-
ereignty to eat fast food after
viewing fast food product
placements.
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