Journal of Business Research 63 (2010) 140-146

=

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

JOURNAL OF
USINESS
Research

Journal of Business Research

Fear, guilt, and shame appeals in social marketing*

Linda Brennan **, Wayne Binney "

¢ Faculty of Business and Enterprise, Swinburne University of Technology, John Street, Hawthorn Vic, Australia

Y Faculty of Business & Law, Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 1 January 2009

Received in revised form 1 January 2009
Accepted 1 February 2009

This paper presents the results from a qualitative study of income support recipients with regard to how they
feel about advertising which overtly appeals to their sense of fear, guilt and shame. The motivation of the
study was to provide formative research for a social marketing campaign designed to increase compliance
with income reporting requirements. This study shows that negative appeals with this group of people are
more likely to invoke self-protection and inaction rather than an active response such as volunteering to

Ié?r/:; Ol;g;;e comply. Social marketers need to consider the use of fear, guilt and shame to gain voluntary compliance as
Fear the study suggests an overuse of these negative appeals. While more formative research is required, the
Guilt future research direction aim would be to develop an instrument to measure the impact of shame on pro-

Shame advertising message appeals
Social marketing

social decision-making; particularly in the context of close social networks rather than the wider society.

© 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Background

Social marketing is used by many nonprofit and government
organizations to encourage behaviors which, while socially important,
might not be germane to the personal motivations of the individual.
Encouraging people to voluntarily comply with standards, norms or
legal requirements, as individuals, is a necessary step in ensuring the
wellbeing of the many. Individuals can be relied on to behave in their
own best interests but not necessarily in the interests of others. This
study was undertaken to assess the potential value of three common
social marketing appeals — fear, guilt, and shame — in terms of their
capacity to induce compliant behaviors. The context of the study was
income support recipients who often need to comply with reporting
of extra income. The research took place prior to the development of
campaign material relating to compliance and was used to inform
campaign strategy. Tables 1 and 2 outline the profile of participants
and the types of income support they receive.

The purpose of this study was to ascertain which of the appeals
might have the greater propensity to motivate such people to behave
in a particular way; in this case, to adopt compliant behavior. Whilst
accepting that emotional situations are often imperfectly recalled, the
research was designed to elicit people's recollections of campaigns
that they believed were influential in motivating their personal
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behavior(s) over time. The purpose was to ascertain if some emotional
responses were more memorable or enduring than others and if
people could associate self-reported memories of emotional response
with subsequent ‘compliant’ outcomes (behavioral or otherwise). As a
consequence, a qualitative study was conducted; primarily because
the experimental designs usually associated with fear research (cf
Witte and Allen's (2000) meta-analysis of fear appeals in advertising)
do not allow for a retrospective consideration of people's responses.
Specific campaigns and their effectiveness or evaluation of the success
of any particular campaign falls outside the scope of this research.

2. Overview

The use of social marketing is growing although the concept has
been around for some time beginning with Kotler and Zaltman (1971).
Some doubt amongst practitioners as to the efficacy of using
commercial marketing principles in the promotion of public sector,
government and social issues still exists (Rothschild, 2005). Notwith-
standing these concerns, the trend in the use of social marketing
techniques is continuing apace especially for governments seeking to
more efficiently deploy taxpayers' resources. The need to encourage
the public to voluntarily comply with requirements such as seat
belts, drunk driving, bushfire prevention, and so on, is an important
component of public safety strategy development and the contain-
ment of subsequent costs such as health care. Studies of compliance
motivations show that compliance requires regulation, a sense of duty
and a concern for the thoughts of others (Tyler, 2000; May, 2004,
2005). Brennan and Snitow (2005) demonstrated that engendering
compliance with social marketing calls-to-action was a multifaceted
problem, comprising of an integrated system of legal and regulatory
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Table 1
Interview participants and location.*

DSP AUS NSA AGE PPS PPP
ACT 2
NSwW 2 6 9 3 2 2
Queensland 2 10 3 7 3 3
Victoria 10 8 18 9 1 7
Total 14 24 30 21 16 12
Rural 5 6 28 16 12 9
Metropolitan 9 18 2 5 4 3

DSP = disability support pension, AUS = Austudy (studying), NSA = newstart
allowance (unemployed) AGE = aged pension, PPS = sole parents pension, PPP =
partnered parenting pension. Not all income support recipients are wholly supported by
government allowances. Many work at least part time and in the case of some families
even full time workers can fall below the minimum wage and therefore be entitled to
government support.

processes, enforcement, and public education (usually in the form of
advertising).

2.1. Selling compliance to the unwilling requires some innovative
packaging

Compliant behavior is associated with conformity to institutional
rules, and so, when people choose not to comply they stand
answerable to consequences, which in an institutional or legal
framework, could result in penalties such as fines, community service
or legal action (cf. Harvey and McCrohan, 1988; May, 2005). Thus, the
word voluntary must be used with some caution in the context of
social marketing frameworks — is the action truly voluntary if you
must do it ‘or else?” Nevertheless, social marketers encourage
compliance by using message appeals (in this context not simply
message framing) to link the socially desired behavior to something
that is of value to the individual. These appeals must be packaged or
presented in a way that enables the individual to see the direct benefit
(value) of their action. This value could be something which avoids
negative consequences or which are positive incentives to behave in a
certain way (Staub, 1997; Atkin, 2001). An individual could also be
motivated by empathy rather than a personal motivation (Taute and
McQuitty, 2004; Sturmer et al., 2005). Message appeals can be either
positive or negative in nature, and they can additionally be divided
into informational (or rational) appeals versus emotional appeals.

2.2. Emotional appeals and social marketing

Much recent research has been conducted into the influence of
emotions in framing messages although not all of this is in the social
marketing domain (Dillard and Peck, 2000; Frazer et al., 2002;
Marchand and Filiatrault, 2002; James et al., 2003; Arthur and Quester,
2004; Berridge, 2004; Hastings et al., 2004; Maciejewski, 2004;
Rossiter and Thornton, 2004; Chebat and Slusarczyk, 2005; Cotte et al.,
2005). Some authors distinguish between affect and emotions
(Holbrook and Batra, 1987) and emotions and emotional feelings
(Lazarus, 1991). Batra and Holbrook (1990) developed a typology of
affective response categories with which to profile advertising. This
typology incorporated fear and guilt but did not include shame.

The link between emotional arousal, attitude formation and
behavioral compliance is still theoretically problematic with only
tentative links drawn between attitudes and intent, and some still
ambiguous findings relating to intent and eventual behavior (Chan-
don et al., 2004). Notwithstanding these difficulties, social marketing
campaigns often use emotional appeals in an attempt to encourage
compliant behavior from the public (cf. the many facets of road safety,
cancer screening and HIV/AIDS campaigns). Negative emotional
appeals are also regularly applied in consumer marketing to sell
products which appeal to consumers' needs to conform to social
norms (Bearden and Rose, 1990). Additionally, a significant amount of

research which has studied the effectiveness of negative in compar-
ison to positive emotional appeals can be found in the literature
(Wheatley and Oshikawa, 1970; Gardner and Wilheim, 1987; Homer
and Yoon, 1992; Block and Keller, 1995; Frazer et al., 2002). Dillard and
Peck (2000) showed that public service advertising effectiveness was
influenced by fluctuating attitudes, changes in affective responses,
and cognitive reactions for both positive and negative appeals.

2.3. The use of negative appeals in social marketing and advertising

Negative appeals are used to create an emotional imbalance which
can be rectified by engaging in the featured (desired) behavior, in this
case regarded as compliant behavior. The instigators hope that by
creating discomfort people will be motivated to act (or not) to
decrease the feeling of discomfort. Negative emotions are known to
cause psychic discomfort and are therefore a safe place to start when
attempting to create appeals.

Fear appeals have been used for many years in advertising with
varying degrees of success (Ray and Wilkie, 1970; Wheatley and
Oshikawa, 1970; Rotfeld, 1988; Burnett and Lunsford, 1994; Latour and
Rotfeld, 1997; Witte and Allen, 2000; Chandy et al., 2001; Laroche
et al,, 2001; Hastings et al., 2004; Mowen et al., 2004; Rossiter and
Thornton, 2004). However, Huhmann and Brotherton (1997) found
differences in outcomes between fear, guilt, and shame.

Much research focuses on fear or threat appeals in advertising
campaigns, and how coping responses may affect changes in attitude
and, subsequently, behavioral changes (Kohn et al., 1982; Maddux and
Rogers, 1983; Tanner et al.,, 1991; Henthorne et al., 1993; Schoenbach-
ler and Whittler, 1996; Dillard and Peck, 2000; Witte and Allen, 2000;
Arthur and Quester, 2004; Dillard and Anderson, 2004). The intensity
of the appeal is also a consideration (Moore and Harris, 1996). Fear
appeals can be subcategorized into physical and social fear appeals;
physical fear appeals relate to threats which may afflict the body, and
social fear appeals relate to threats connected with social acceptance
(Schoenbachler and Whittler, 1996; Laroche et al., 2001). Lazarus
(1991), while not assessing the impact of advertising per se, theorized
that people react to threats by assessing the harm or benefit before
developing an emotional response and subsequent physiological
action. He posited that fear (generated as an outcome of a threat)
was most likely to result in avoidance or escape. Others have found
that empathy, as an outcome of negative emotions such as fear,
increases the likelihood of helping others (Bagozzi and Moore, 1994;
Vitaglione and Barnett, 2003). Such coping behaviors can be emotion-
focused or problem-focused (Tamres et al., 2002); and are dependent
on self-efficacy, perceived severity of threat, and perceived probability
of occurrence (Tanner et al., 1991).

Huhmann and Brotherton (1997) found that guilt appeals are as
pervasive as fear appeals in the field of advertising. Others have found
that guilt appeals are very effective under certain (but different)
circumstances (Coulter et al., 1999; Cotte et al., 2005). Many studies
have explored guilt and its self-persuasive effects (Burnett and
Lunsford, 1994; Coulter and Pinto, 1995; Huhmann and Brotherton,

Table 2

Gender and age of respondents.*

Age range Male Female Total
15 to 24 9 7 16
25 to 34 20 13 33
35t044 7 16 23
45 to 54 6 10 16
55 to 64 5 8 13
65 to 74 6 5 11
Over 75 2 2 4
Total 55 61 116

* Note these figures represent data where provided by the participants (there are 120
responses but not all people willingly answered type of support or age category).
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1997; Bennett, 1998; Abe, 2004). However, the relationship between
guilt and fear may be studied at the expense of other negative
emotions such as shame. Abe's (2004) research does connect guilt and
shame although not in relation to advertising appeals. Abe's findings
also showed that shame was more likely to elicit negative behaviors
than guilt. In a further study of guilt, Bennett (1998) found that certain
communications that are intended to invoke guilt might produce
shameful responses among its target audience, and this ultimately
results in negative consequences. Bennett found that guilt appeals are
generally more likely to result in positive responses to advertisements
and empathy. Conversely, shame appeals are unlikely to result in
empathy and instead, they are more likely to result in negative
attitudes. In order for a guilt appeal to be effective, Bennett advocates
that potential shame-inducing properties need to be eliminated.
Bennett's study did not find a correlation between guilt-intensive
communications and psychological resistance, but other studies find
that the degree of guilt evoked by an advertisement campaign could
lead to anger and negative attitudes towards the corporate sponsor
(Coulter and Pinto, 1995; Cotte et al., 2005).

2.4. Negative appeals and compliance

Shame has been studied in relation to tax compliance. For example,
incorrect income reporting leads to significant financial loss for
taxpayers (Braithwaite, 2002). Harvey and McCrohan's (1988) report
on voluntary compliance of tax laws found that “appeals to conscience
compared to sanction threats were more likely to result in increased
reported income on tax returns” (p140). They argue that guilt appeals —
that is, appeals to an individual's conscience — may be more effective
than punitive threats and fear appeals. Additionally they argue that for
voluntary compliance to occur, an action must be deemed important in
wider society. In order for an advertisement to successfully commu-
nicate its message, the campaign should be promoted within a
community framework, so that “the desired behavior should result in
peer approval rather than scorn” (p147). Tyler's (2000) research
illustrates the difficulties involved with implementing laws without
willing and voluntary compliance and points out that threats and
punishments do not work effectively.

Braithwaite's (2002) review of several tax compliance studies led to
a conclusion that shame occurs as a result of feeling guilty. Consequently,
Braithwaite argues that a name and shame approach to tax compliance
can successfully generate voluntary compliance among taxpayers.
However, this would seem to be in contradiction to the findings of
others who argue that guilt and shame are experienced differently and
that these emotions can lead to different behaviors (Bennett, 1998;
Chandy et al., 2001; Abe, 2004). Not enough is known about how shame
influences behavior or how the emotion is felt.

How income support recipients react to the use of negative
emotions such as fear, guilt, and shame in socially focused commu-
nications is presented below.

3. Methodology

Data for this study were collected from 120 participants through a
series of semi-structured in-depth interviews regarding their atti-
tudes towards appeals in advertising and their self-reported emo-
tional responses to these appeals. The latest Australian Census
reported that 2.6-million Australians were receiving welfare support
from the government. This figure corresponds to over 21% of the
workforce-age population in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2001). When income support recipients first sign up with the
government body, they can nominate on their application forms that
they are willing to participate in research. In 2006, almost three
million Australians received welfare assistance, and 1.2-million of
these people agreed to be researched. From this pool of potential
research participants, 270 people were initially contacted about the

study by telephone, and 120 people agreed to be interviewed. The
profile of those who agreed to participate is representative of the
population of income support recipients (Australian Government,
2006).

The researchers were sensitive to the possibility that in asking
participants to describe emotional reactions to advertising, they might
inadvertently cue participants into providing socially acceptable or
desirable responses (Strauss and Corbin, 1992). Thus, a proportion of
the interview time was spent triangulating their answers (Denzin,
1970). The semi-structured interviews varied in length from half an
hour to one and a half hours, depending on the communication needs
of the participant and their willingness and ability to recall emotions.
Questions were asked of participants regarding advertising (which
could be any type of message format), that had evoked negative
feelings. People were asked to describe the message and their
response.

A research team of seven people conducted the interviews and
analysis, including the two principal authors, one community worker
and four postgraduate research students.

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a hermeneutic
method (Smith and Fletcher, 2004). This method of analysis requires
that the analyst(s) reads the whole data set and develops a holistic
picture of the data. The analyst then seeks to identify detailed themes
and categories that emerge from the data. Subsequently, a search for
any overarching themes or patterns, based on an understanding of the
details of the text, is undertaken. At this stage of analysis, the analyst's
views of the whole may change (Spiggle, 1994; Laverty, 2003). Finally,
as the analysis identified areas of interest that were not evident in the
beginning (as is often the case with qualitative research), a further
literature review was undertaken to elucidate the themes identified
(Wiklund et al., 2002). At each stage of analysis, multiple researchers
were involved.

4. Findings and discussion

Participants were asked how they felt about negative appeals in
advertising, whether or not they recognized such appeals and if they
felt they had responded behaviorally to any appeals which had been
made. Participants were not prompted to discuss particular campaigns
and independently nominated what they wanted to discuss. Most
responses described were to public service or social advertising such
as environmental awareness and charities.

4.1. How people felt about the use of fear in advertising

Of the negative emotions discussed, the participants were more
likely to accurately recall advertisements that used fear as a major
appeal, especially a fear of personal consequences, fear for others and
fear of loss. As the participants described their reaction, fear appeals in
social marketing campaigns encouraged people to comply with rules
and acceptable behavior by scaring them about the potential legal,
health and social risks associated with illegal, unhealthy or antisocial
behavior. However, fear was a strong word that the participants were
hesitant about using. They frequently used words such as ‘worry’,
‘concern’ or ‘anxiety’, but certain advertising aroused a fearful
response in the participants. Fear was seen as an unhealthy reaction
to advertising and something to be avoided. Of those that admitted to
being fearful, the general response was to be afraid of dying or having
a loved one die, and they were fearful of losing someone they loved
through unsuccessful relationships. They were also afraid of not
succeeding in life, although their definitions of success were some-
times different.

I am afraid of, in not too many years time, being unemployable,
being destitute and being on the scrap heap of life, being regarded
by my friends as a failure, becoming an outcast in society, having
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less self-esteem, being rejected by my family and becoming
basically worthless. (Male, unemployed 45-54)

Surprisingly, participants were more comfortable describing their
responses in terms of shock or horror, as if these were more socially
acceptable responses; potentially because these were seen to be
reflexes rather than choices about an emotional response. The
participants reported that for horror and shock to be influential the
scenario had to be realistic. That is, depictions of situations involving
horror or shock were rejected if the scenario was not seen to be a
realistic representation. Thus, the Grim Reaper campaigns, while
successful in terms of generating recall and arousal, were not
influential in terms of behavior — ‘that person was not ‘me’ and
therefore I could safely ignore the message.” The more confronting
messages seemed to need a greater appeal to realism so that the
participants were convinced of the idea that ‘it could happen to me’.
Realism in representation was crucial for messages to be taken
seriously. As one participant said: ‘People do respond [to fear appeals]
as long as the message is pretty clear’ (Male, unemployed, 25—
34 years). In order for the messages of fear campaigns to be clear, real
situations and images had to be depicted in such a way that the viewer
would see the depiction as ‘necessarily ugly.’ However, consistent with
other studies, some highly graphic and emotionally charged advertis-
ing resulted in emotional trauma leading to ‘escape’ from the message
rather than engagement with, and intention to act as a result of, the
message. Self-protection was most likely to be evoked in situations
with the most empathy and close relationship with the issue at hand.
As a consequence, the people most required to respond with action
were those most likely to be attempting escape from the message.

[ think over a certain amount of time they lose their effect to have
a real emotional impact on you because you see so many of them,
there are only so many times you can see a fictional [event], even
if is based on truth before you just go — yeah, whatever. (Male,
unemployed 25-34)

Fear appeals that generated the most intense aversion were those
that involved empathic responses (children, old people, similar
others). When these appeals were coupled with horror or shock (as
much pro-social advertising contains), and high levels of repetition,
participants were likely to respond with anger towards the issue
rather than fear, guilt or shame.

4.2. Participants' responses to advertising which uses guilt

The participants' discussion of marketing campaigns which
appealed to feelings of guilt included advertisements that encouraged
them to feel a sense of empathy, worry, angst or sorrow, and
ultimately, they saw guilt appeals as encouraging voluntary compli-
ance in regards to helping people who are less fortunate than
themselves. The participants saw an important difference between
fear and guilt appeals in social marketing campaigns. Whereas fear
appeals are threatening, guilt appeals are aimed to encourage the
public to consider their moral obligations towards other people. As
one participant succinctly stated: “...Guilt messages will have a better
effect [than fear appeals] because it plays with your mind and your
conscience” (Female, unemployed, 45-54 years). The participants
strongly associated guilt appeals with feelings of empathy, because
they saw that guilt campaigns were designed to arouse sympathy for
other people or a sense of affinity with a situation, such as campaigns
about the environment, social justice and foreign aid agencies. The
participants generally understood guilt appeals as those campaigns
that encouraged them to think: ‘I should do something to fix this
problem’. The personalization of the appeal was an important factor in
the development of these feelings. The participants accepted personal
responsibility for the issue contained in the message before feeling

guilty. Without personalization of the message, people did not feel
guilty although they could sense that the campaign was attempting to
make them feel that way.

However, the participants felt that social marketing campaigns
that appealed to guilt were increasingly pervasive: guilt appeals were
everywhere they looked. Some participants felt guilt for not
conforming to social norms and ideals, such as body image,
consumerism and the pursuit of wealth. This guilt was exacerbated
by their financial circumstances. Many felt guilt for being on the dole.
Parents, in particular felt guilty that they could not afford to provide
their children with more than the basics in life. Many parents felt
guilty about not being good providers for their children.

When the kids go back to school every year, I have to borrow
money to get them new shoes and uniforms. You can't send them
to school looking like second-class citizens; they get teased by the
other kids. (Female, single parent, 25-34 years)

The only group who did not feel guilty about income support were
the students who felt that their income support was an investment
made by the government. Many participants suggested that they often
felt guilty when watching global charity advertisements for World
Vision and Oxfam because they felt fortunate in comparison to the poor
in other countries whose governments are unable to offer social welfare.
As the following statement shows, some participants felt that the media
encourage people to feel guilty about every aspect of their lives:

Going to the gym and not eating healthy. Most people feel guilty
in the same way because society says you should be home at night
with your children and at the gym and that you should be a size 8
and not a 12. It's what the media tell you should do. (Female,
partnered parent, 25-34 years)

Many reported that they were learning to resist feeling guilty
because of the sheer volume of messages designed to create a sense of
guilt. Overall, the participants felt negatively towards marketing
campaigns that used guilt appeals, even when they recognized that
these campaigns were for a ‘good cause’. Due to the multitude of
worthy causes and their own financial position as welfare recipients,
the participants felt a sense of helplessness to help others.

Guilt messages usually ask for money and most people don't have
the money to donate and those that do that kind of thing make me
feel guilty about it but I don't really know what I can do about it
right now. (Female, unemployed, 25-34 years)

Participants would accept a level of guilt before they invoked a
self-protection mechanism to help them ignore messages appealing to
their sense of guilt.

4.3. Feeling guilty is a personal choice

Feeling guilty was associated with a clearly understood moral
obligation towards others, but because guilt was experienced
privately and subjectively, guilt appeals could be ignored:

Guilt is a very personal thing. I think people feel guilty about many
different things. Something that makes me feel guilty would not
necessarily make you feel guilty and vice versa. (Male, unemployed,
25-34 years)

Because the participants saw guilt as ‘a very personal thing’ they
could opt out of complying with a call to action in social marketing
campaigns because they could alleviate their sense of guilt or justify
their non-compliance in different ways. For example, one person may
feel guilty about the environment and not recycling, but they may not
feel guilty about world poverty. In another example, one participant
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recognized the guilt appeal in a recent campaign about water
shortages in his local area, but he continued to hose down his
driveway because he lived on his own and he ‘didn't use much water’
(Male, 45-54, unemployed).

Ultimately, the participants did not feel that guilt appeals had
positive outcomes: “I think that guilt is a destructive emotion, so from
a personal point of view that would not work [to motivate me]”
(Female, partnered parent, 25-34). The participants suggested that
guilt messages which helped them understand how their small and
individual efforts could assist in solving large social problems would
be more useful than guilt messages on their own.

Everyone can make a difference. You need to provide avenues to
show that you can help. Cause and effect style ads could work.
There are pathways, it’s not all hopeless. (Male unemployed 35-
44 years)

4.4. Shaming results in an emotional backlash

The participants defined shame as an emotion that individuals
experience when other people who are significant to them become
aware of their socially unacceptable behavior. From their perspective,
individuals do not feel ashamed unless they care what others think
about them. The closer you are to the people who see your shame, the
more likely you are to feel shame if you do something against the
reference groups' principles. This participant explains:

I am sensitive to what people think but it all depends on who is
thinking what. Some of them I couldn't care. Only if I admired
their opinions and if it was somebody I have a high regard for, I
would care. (Female, aged, 75+)

Drinking and driving is very irresponsible and dangerous and I
guess it is supposed to shame you into not doing it really, I mean
that's the message behind it really isn't it, the shame factor, if you
drink and drive all your friends will shun you (Female, partnered
parent, 35-44)

According to participants, guilt and shame appeals both carried
messages about the moral consequences of one's action and ‘doing the
right thing’, such as avoiding killing another human being through not
drink driving. The participants saw a connection between the two
emotions: shame is related to guilt in the way that a person must first
feel guilty in order to feel ashamed. That is, in order to feel guilt and
shame, you have to feel as if you have done something wrong (or that
you are not doing enough to do the right thing), or you have to
recognise that you are not doing enough to help other people. This
guilt must be publicly demonstrated to others to be considered
shaming. The participants saw that feeling guilty was associated with
a clearly understood call to action, but was subjectively felt. For this
reason, guilt was more self-referencing than shame. Conversely,
shame carried a clear set of social consequences that were defined as
public. As this participant said: “Guilt is a personal feeling; shame is
something you feel because you are not as good as the person next to
you” (Female, partnered parent and disabled, 35-44 years).

Someone can feel guilty and not feel as if they need to do
something as a response to the guilt; however, the participants were
motivated to alleviate their shame by engaging in a positive or
reparative action. Participants were unlikely to feel shamed unless the
people aware of their action were their close personal friends or family
members.

Guilt means that you have done something wrong, where shame
means that you didn't do anything to prevent it. (Male, aged, 75+
years)

When you're ashamed of something it's a totally different feeling,
you feel totally different. When you feel guilty about something
usually you rectify the situation. If you do something you felt
guilty about not doing or confess you usually feel better, but when
you're ashamed of something even if you do try and rectify the
situation — you still feel really bad about it. (Female, unemployed,
15-24 years)

Shame was related to embarrassment, foolishness and humiliation
more than guilt, which would suggest that shame has deeper effects
than guilt due to the likelihood of social exposure. This was because
the participants felt that shame was more likely to arise in situations
wherein people became aware that you had done something wrong.
As a participant said: “Guilt is something you have for a day or two and
then you forget about it; but if you're truly ashamed about something
it's there longer” (Female, student, 35-44 years). Many participants
suggested that shame was more ‘debilitating’ than guilt. This sense
came about because of the social consequences attached to shame.
The effects of being shamed would last longer and take more effort to
alleviate.

Shame appeals were generally thought of in a negative light and as
an ineffective method for motivating people to do the right thing. They
did not believe that shame appeals evoke the same ‘escape’ reaction as
marketing messages that use fear appeals, but the consequences of
public shaming were seen to be unacceptable. The participants
typically said things like: ‘everyone has a right to keep things to
themselves; especially if they made a mistake’. Several participants
suggested the approach of trying to make someone proud for doing
something, rather than make them feel ashamed for not doing
something properly. They felt that shame would lead to depression
and contribute to a sense of hopelessness and therefore would not be
an appeal that should be used — even if the appeal could be used
effectively.

Messages that shame people seem a bit sort of totalitarian, a bit
Big Brotherish. Messages that show you what you might do that
might be foolish and show you how to do it better I think they're
fine. (Male, Unemployed, 25-34 years)

[ think there's better ways to persuade people to do things than
making them feel foolish or ashamed. (Female, unemployed, 15-
24 years)

In order to protect themselves from feeling shamed about their
illegal or inappropriate behavior depicted in social marketing
campaigns, the participants would justify their behavior in terms of
acceptability. For example, speeding is acceptable if you do it ‘safely’;
getting paid untaxed cash amounts for working while receiving
unemployment welfare support is acceptable because ‘everyone does
it’. Acceptability was seen within a relatively narrow social context
and not in terms of the wider society.

4.5. People reach a point of emotional saturation with negative appeals

The participants described feeling saturated by negative emotional
appeals. Many felt that even when they take notice of marketing
campaigns, they would ‘switch off’ from the message because of the
negativity depicted within the message and any subsequent call to
action. Advertising that was designed to generate voluntary com-
pliance, therefore, had great obstacles in reaching their target
audience, especially in regards to overcoming apathy. As one
participant said, “We're in a society where anything goes, [and]
there are so many [ads] out there that we couldn't care less about
them” (Female, aged, 65-74 years). This study found that positive
emotion appeals in social marketing campaigns had a greater
potential to not only ‘get people talking’ about an advertisement (as
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was the case with the fear appeals), but also in motivating people to
act upon the call for voluntary compliance. For example, humour was
often used as an example of marketing communication which
motivated people to act.

The ‘slip, slop slap’ ads [anti- skin cancer campaign]| were good.
They were light hearted; showed people playing up in cartoons
and let us know what we should be doing. They didn't make me
feel bad about being out in the sun but they did let me know I
should take care of myself and the kids. I certainly started thinking
about even though they weren't very ‘real.’ I know I started to
wear hats about then (Male, unemployed, 55-64 years)

Note that compliance, as a word, was problematic in this study.
Participants universally suggested that on becoming aware that they
were being asked to ‘comply’ with something would consider such an
appeal as force or coercion (and therefore not voluntary). However,
some calls to action were influential. This was especially the case for
campaigns that demonstrated how one individual ‘can make a
difference’ and those campaigns which demonstrated the personal
rewards — rather than punishments — of voluntary compliance.

5. Conclusion

This study shows that people are responding to emotional appeals
in pro-social advertising and that this response mirrors the process
defined by Lazarus (1991) of Threat>Appraisal>Coping behavior.
However, the method of coping adopted is not problem-oriented and
this results in anger, retreat and despondency as the felt emotional
responses. These emotions are demonstrated (by others) to be the
antithesis of useful when attempting to motivate compliance (cf.
Bagozzi and Moore, 1994); although empathetic anger is an important
element in eliciting helping behaviors (Vitaglione and Barnett, 2003).
Indeed, many of the seemingly maladaptive responses may be
associated with Staub's (1997) concept of ‘altruism born of suffering.’
The repertoire of coping strategies (de Ridder and Kerssens, 2003)
would seem to be limited by the constrained social circumstances of
the group. With this group of people, more fear may not be better
although this is converse to others' findings (cf. Witte and Allen, 2000).

Furthermore, while fear and guilt are used extensively in
advertising, the emotional response educed within these participants
is not the one framed by the advertiser. The variety of emotional
responses expressed varies from passive helplessness to angry
activism. Thus, the existing research stream into message framing
might need to consider an alternative array of responses; some of
which are emotions in the defined sense (Batra and Holbrook, 1990)
and some of which are ill-defined but just as felt.

This research explored the use of fear, guilt and shame in a qualitative
sense. While a significant amount of research supporting theory
development in the fear and guilt domain exists in the literature,
these results show that theory of shame in advertising is under
developed. Future research could investigate concepts of shame and
how shame might be usefully deployed within normal populations. Any
future affective typologies could include the concept of shame. While
more formative research is required, the future research direction aim
would be to develop an instrument to measure the impact of shame on
pro-social decision-making; particularly in the context of social net-
works rather than the wider society. Future research is needed to clarify
if these responses to message appeals are related to the social milieu in
which the participants find themselves or if a wider application is
appropriate. Furthermore, this research illustrates that concepts of
shame are related to the specific social group of the participant. Shame is
not felt unless engendered within the group context.

The use of fear appeals has been demonstrably successful in other
studies. However, the sheer number of emotive messages being sent
limits the emotional energy able to be invested by an individual. In

this sample, the emotional energy required to feel fearful or guilty is
already attenuated. While a focus on television advertising in these
responses exists, the most enduring campaigns in this study are those
that have been integrated across a variety of media. Negative
campaigns aimed at generating enduring behavioral change need to
consider that people develop very sophisticated (but maladaptive)
coping strategies to ensure that their core emotional and psycholo-
gical well being is not influenced. As a consequence, advertisers could
embed suggested coping strategies within the advertising that linked
the desired behavioral outcome to socially positive consequences.

Encouraging voluntary compliance with socially valuable (but not
always individually valued) ideals requires a consideration of how
people can be motivated to act (or not). However, this study shows
that, for income support recipients at least, overt use of compliance
strategies is likely to have the opposite effect from that intended. Fear,
guilt, and shame have been shown to be differentially motivating;
with an overuse of fear messages resulting in fight more often than
not, and shame resulting in flight from the message. Guilt can be
motivating but only when accompanied by some hope that individual
action is both needed and capable of making the requisite social
change. The participants in this study were overwhelmed by guilt, and
messages invoking guilt were likely to invoke self-protection rather
than encourage action. This study shows that for social marketing to
be successful, the size and scope of the problem people are being
called upon to resolve with their actions must also be within the
capacity of individual achievement. Much advertising, in delineating
the international or global scope of the problem(s), decreases the self-
efficacy of the individual and therefore decreases the likelihood of
action. Furthermore, the indiscriminate use of negative appeals by
many marketers in the social and consumer domains is resulting in
emotional burn-out and therefore a decreased likelihood of accep-
tance of any messages — even the important ones.
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