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Abstract 
This paper reviews theoretical and empirical evidence relating to the effec-
tiveness of negative emotional advertising appeals in marketing. Through the 
review of research, it figures out when and why negative emotional appeals 
work in advertising. According to the research, the common negative emo-
tions in advertisements are fear, guilt, sadness and anger. And the Elabora-
tion Likelihood Model, Self-brand Connection Theory, Cognitive Dissonance 
Theory and so on are regarded as main explaining mechanisms of the effect. 
Further, the influence factors of the negative emotional appeals’ effect are 
summarized, too. Finally, this paper presents the possible ideas in future re-
search. 
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1. Introduction 

Emotional Advertising is an important way for enterprises to attract consumers 
and promote their products. According to the valence of the advertising emo-
tion, the emotional appeals are divided into positive emotional appeals and neg-
ative emotional appeals. Generally speaking, the valence of emotional advertis-
ing is positively related to the effect of the advertising. That is to say, positive 
emotional advertising (vs. negative emotional advertising) brings better adver-
tising performances (Dens & De Pelsmacker, 2010). However, there are also 
many research results show that conveying negative feelings in the advertise-
ment turn out to bring positive advertising evaluation, product attitude and so 
on (Deborah & Nicole, 2009). 

Therefore, focusing on the question when and why negative emotional appeals 
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work in advertising, this paper reviews previous research on negative emotional 
advertising appeals from five aspects: First of all, this paper clarifies the defini-
tion of negative emotional appeals in advertising. Secondly, it sorts out the main 
type of negative emotional appeals and clarifies their effects. Thirdly, it summa-
rizes the underlying mechanism of their effectiveness. Fourthly, moderated fac-
tors among the research process are summed up. At last, it puts forward the fu-
ture research directions. 

2. Definition 

Advertising appeal refers to displaying product’s related information in a specif-
ic way, thereby attracting consumers’ attention and persuading them to purchase 
(Park, Jaworski, & Maclnnis, 1986). The emotional advertising appeal is one 
kind of advertising appeals, which stimulates the consumer’s emotional attitude 
towards the product by adding emotion to the advertisement as well as creating 
the specific advertising image (Turley & Kelley, 1997). Companies are able to 
express various types of emotions in advertising, such as humor, passion, sex, 
nostalgia, anger, and so on. Base on the valence of emotion, it can be split into 
positive emotion and negative emotion. Therefore, advertisements that express 
negative emotional advertising appeal are called as negative emotional adver-
tisements. 

3. Different Negative Emotion Appeals’ Effects 

Although consumer may have numerous negative emotions, marketers usually 
use 4 types of negative emotions in advertising: fear, guilt, sadness, and anger. 
Thus, this paper summarizes the effect of each above negative emotional appeals. 

3.1. Fear Appeals 

Fear is an emotional response people have when facing risks or crisis. In De 
Pelsmacker and Geuens’s opinion, fear appeals are created by exposing consum-
ers to all kinds of risks, including physical and social risks, time pressure, finan-
cial risks, product performance, and opportunity loss (De Pelsmacker & Geuens, 
1997). 

Researchers claimed that fear appeals work like this: Firstly, by presenting 
some kind of threatening or frightening scene in the advertisement, fear appeal 
evokes consumers’ nervous and uneasy emotions, along with the awareness of 
the potential negative consequences. Subsequently, the advertisement proposes 
an approach to deal with the threat (i.e. purchase the product), so that building 
trust with consumers, which can stimulate consumer purchase and satisfaction. 
For example, after seeing pictures of obese bodies in advertisements, participants 
increase their choice of healthy products for fear of obesity (Krishen & Bui, 
2015). What’s more, Giachino et al. exposed 20 Italian students to a traffic ad-
vertisement with fear appeal, and monitored their driving behavior over a period 
of two months. This paper demonstrated the efficacy of fear-based advertise-
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ments in reducing high-speed driving (Giachino, Stupino, Petrarulo, & Bertoldi, 
2017). 

3.2. Guilt Appeals 

When a consumer’s decision violates his or her personal value judgment or so-
cial norms, a negative emotion is generated, called a sense of guilt (Burnett & 
Lunsford, 1994). Dedeoglu et al. pointed out that wrong actions, non-actions, 
breaches of norms, failure of self-control, and indulgence of pleasure were all 
able to inspire consumers’ sense of guilt (Dedeoglu & Kazancoglu, 2010). Yi and 
Baumgartner further divided consumer guilt into financial guilt, health guilt, 
moral guilt, and social responsibility guilt (Yi & Baumgartner, 2011). 

It is quite common that marketers apply guilt as an emotional appeal to 
advertisements. By using guilt appeal, advertisements stimulate consumers to 
create anxiety, self-blame, guilt and other negative feelings, so as to guide them 
to comply with the advertisements’ advice, make purchasing decisions, thereby 
repairing their psychological imbalance. Durkin et al. figured out that sense of 
guilt reduces participants’ consumption of junk food (i.e. chocolate) (Durkin, 
Rae, & Stritzke, 2012). Lwin and Phau’s research showed that guilt appeals in 
charitable advertisements improve consumers’ willingness to donate (Lwin & 
Phau, 2014). 

3.3. Sadness Appeals 

Associated with negative events, sadness is an emotional response when people 
suffer from separation, loss and failure. Based on scholars’ research results, using 
sadness appeals in advertising is proven to cause empathy and emotional im-
mersion. According to Roozen, commercial that contains sadness appeals works 
better for commercials and proves to be the most responsive for the for-profit 
brands. Small and Verrochi found that appeals painting victims with a sad (vs. 
happy or neutral) facial expression, which had a higher possibility to promote 
participants’ sympathy, were more effective at arising donating behavior (Small 
& Verrochi, 2009). Furthermore, anti-tobacco advertisements eliciting strong 
negative emotions (i.e. sadness and fear) were rated most effectively by respon-
dents (Biener, McCallum-Keeler, & Nyman, 2000). 

3.4. Anger Appeals 

If someone’s goals, especially those related to self-protection seem to be threat-
ened or failed, he or she will be easy to be angry. According to the Anger Activ-
ism Model, anger can affect person’s cognition. The functions of anger appeals 
in advertising are to stimulate people to hold or regain control of specific occa-
sions. Therefore, through using anger appeals, advertisements reveal that some-
thing is wrong in the situation, and motivate people to take actions to remove 
barriers of goal achievement. That is to say, guiding consumers to trust and 
choose the products in the advertisements. For example, Ilakkuvan et al. empha-
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sized that consumers were more possible to be persuaded and receptive to the 
anti-smoking advertisement added angry appeals (Ilakkuvan, Turner, Cantrell, 
Hair, & Vallone, 2017). When selling products linked to consumers’ certain goal 
achievements, such as health-promoting fitness equipment, marketers are ad-
vised to utilize anger appeals in advertisement to motivate consumers’ purchase 
intensions. 

4. Explanation Mechanism 

Through reviewing scholars’ research, this paper summarizes the main theories 
and mechanisms that widely used to explain the effect of negative emotional ap-
peals. 

4.1. The Elaboration Likelihood Model 

It is consensus that the way how consumers process advertising information will 
affect their attitudes to advertising. The Elaboration Likelihood Model is a po-
werful and effective model to explain consumers’ information process. Accord-
ing to the Elaboration Likelihood Model, advertising has two paths of persuasion 
to consumers when they process information on advertising appeals, including 
the central route and the peripheral route (Petty, Heesacker, & Hughes, 1997). 
Adopting the central route, consumers will carry out detailed information 
processing, integrate and analyze multifaceted information from the advertise-
ment. After that, they will form their product judgment. Differently, consumers 
who use the peripheral route may not be motivated by the performance of the 
product itself, but through the association and experience of the advertisement 
to generate their product attitude. 

Pallak argued that advertising appeals are closely related to processing route. 
When dealing with cognitive information, consumers activate the central route, 
while facing emotional information, the peripheral one works (Pallak, 1983). 
That is to say, in the face of emotional appeals, consumers rely on emotional ex-
perience, heuristic inference, and affect transfer to process advertising informa-
tion. This path is commonly considered to be the internal mechanism how emo-
tional appeals influence consumers’ purchase intention, product valuation and 
brand attitude. Therefore, the consumer’s information processing routes help to 
explain why negative emotion appeals gain positive advertising effect. 

4.2. Self-Brand Connection Theory 

Besides above angle of information processing, scholars also explained the effect 
through the angle of the connection between consumers and brands. According 
to the self-brand connection theory, consumers are likely to compare their own 
personality and brand personality when choosing a product. Johar and Sirgy 
found that consumers’ processing mechanism of emotional advertising is self- 
consistency (Johar & Sirgy, 1991). Self-consistency refers to the consistency be-
tween consumer’s self-image, self-personality and product users’ image, along 
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with product personality in the advertisement. Advertising with emotional ap-
peal convinces consumers by influencing them to match the product emotion 
and self-emotion. If the self-brand consistency is great, the target consumer will 
be satisfied with the brand and easy to be persuaded by the advertisement. Re-
search by Hong and Zinkhan showed that the better match between the emo-
tional appeal of advertising and self-emotional appeal (i.e. the higher self-brand 
consistency), the higher the willingness to purchase, the better the brand attitude 
(Hong & Zinkhan, 1995). Detailedly speaking, negative emotional advertising 
appeals build specific connection between consumers and brands, make con-
sumers aware of their emotional consistence. 

4.3. Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

The theory of cognitive dissonance is a kind of attitude change theory put for-
ward by American social psychologist Festinger, which refers to the individual’s 
own recognition of the contradiction between his or her attitude, or between at-
titude and behavior (Festinger, 1962). In general, he argues, individual attitudes 
and behaviors toward things are coordinated. 

However, negative emotion may induce peoples’ cognitive dissonance. For in-
stance, the “tragic” advertisements describing the misfortune of victims are in-
consistent with people’s perception of good life. And according to cognitive dis-
sonance theory, when incongruity occurs, cognitive disharmony occurs, i.e. cog-
nitive dissonance, which can lead to individual tension. And for the purpose of 
relieving stress, individuals try to regain cognitive balance by consciously changing 
cognition, adding new cognition, changing the relative importance of cognition, 
changing behavior, and so on. Thus, when suffering cognitive dissonance in-
duced by the negative emotional appeals, consumers tend to follow the solutions 
suggested in the advertisements to reduce inconsistencies to gain cognitive 
coordination and psychological balance. For example, participants become more 
willing to donate to victims. Krishen and Bui further demonstrated that being 
exposed to advertising picture of obesity body, which will disturb participants’ 
awareness of fitness, participants are more likely to purchase the healthy food 
out of their fear (Krishen & Bui, 2015). 

4.4. Empathy 

Consumers’ positive advertising attitude often stem from agreements of adver-
tising content. That is to say, those advertisements that can arouse consumers’ 
empathy, are more possible to win their affections. Empathy means that indi-
viduals identify with the feelings and mood of external others. Specifically, it re-
fers to the resonance between consumer’s emotional appeals and the advertise-
ment’s emotional appeals. That is to say, the perception of self-emotion and ad-
vertising emotion is consistent. Many brands set up the aim to create proper 
content in advertisements that really echo with consumers. Through emotional 
resonance, empathy was demonstrated as a powerful response that attempts and 
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acknowledges to understand individual’s suffering (Sinclair, Beamer, Hack, 
McClement, Bouchal, & Chochinov, 2017). For enterprises, empathy can be used 
in creating the image of the customer, or performing the scenes they have been 
through in real life. And by describing contents that elicit empathy, consumers 
are more likely to take action, i.e. buying, sharing. More specifically, negative 
emotional appeals are beneficial to enhance participants’ empathy towards the 
advertising, since it shows the similar, even the same negative emotional feelings 
as consumers’. 

4.5. Conditional Reflection Theory 

Conditional reflection means when the target object is stimulated, the stimulus 
object will show a corresponding reaction. Advertisers adopt appropriate adver-
tising strategies to stimulate the target consumers, induce their response to the 
advertisements and purchase behavior. When a brand’s product is combined 
with the corresponding stimulus, it will create a relationship between a particu-
lar emotional response and a particular brand product. Obviously, the different 
emotional stimuli of advertising can cause consumers to respond to different 
emotional response. Moreover, consumers may gradually have a specific feeling 
about the product and brand itself. Hence, negative emotional appeals in adver-
tising can form a specific reflection. That is to say, the advertisements and prod-
ucts may occur in consumers’ mind when they experience the same negative 
emotion and advertising situations. 

5. Moderated Factors 

The main factors moderated the effect of negative emotional appeals are divided 
into 2 types as follows. 

5.1. Advertising Objects 

On the one hand, subjects of advertising influence the usage of advertising ap-
peals. Different advertising appeals are suitable for different orientations of ad-
vertisements. For instance, social cause advertisements elicited more emotional 
appeals than profit-oriented advertisements, while profit-oriented advertise-
ments conveyed more information content (Sciulli & Bebko, 2005). Commercial 
advertising and public service advertising also demand for different advertising 
appeals. Negative emotional appeals are more often used in charities advertise-
ments. 

On the other hand, the product types the advertisement aims for also mod-
erate the effect of negative emotional advertising appeals. For example, consi-
dering that hedonistic products are designed to arouse consumers’ interest in 
experience and enjoyment, advertisement for hedonistic products can trigger a 
more positive advertising effect by emotional appeals. On the contrary, when 
consumers are processing advertising for utilitarian product, they usually focus 
on the information about quality, price, functions, and so on. In that case, using 
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negative emotional appeals may not be easy to attract their attentions. 

5.2. Individual Factors 

Affect intensity is the magnitude of strength when people experience their emo-
tions. Though facing the same things, peoples’ affect intensity may be different. 
In addition, the Affect Intensity Measurement scale is widely used to measure 
participants’ affect intensity among empirical research. Previous research has 
declared that different affect intensity among consumers may bring big varia-
tions in their response to emotional advertising appeals. In other words, con-
sumers’ attitudes and action tendencies towards negative emotional advertising 
appeals are moderated by their affect intensity. 

Gender differences affect the effectiveness of emotional appeal. Females showed 
more favorable attitude towards helping when exposed to the sad emotional ap-
peal advertisement than the rational appeal advertisement, while males showed 
no significant differences in attitude to help in the two conditions (Wang, 2008). 

Consumers at different ages hold diverse attitudes towards emotional appeals 
in advertising. Mather and Carstensen had repeatedly shown that a “positivity 
bias” exists in older adults. For the old, positive emotions become more promi-
nent and negative ones become less prominent. Therefore, negative emotional 
appeals in advertisement are more difficult to gain satisfaction from the old 
(Mather & Carstensen, 2005). 

Social identities are associated with consumers’ preference for negative emo-
tional appeals. Consumers enjoy the emotional appeals in advertisements, which 
are consistent with their salient social society. Specifically, participants with a sa-
lient athlete identity (vs. volunteer identity, environmentalist identity) have 
more adorable evaluations to an anger (vs. sad, disgusting) advertisement (Coleman 
& Williams, 2013). 

6. Discussion and Future Research 

This paper has discussed the current research results of negative emotional ap-
peals in advertising, including definition, emotion types, mechanisms of effect, 
and influence factors. After that, the following research directions are worth ex-
ploring in the future. 

Firstly, compared to charities advertising, the study of negative emotional ap-
peal in commercial advertising is still not sufficient. Researchers mainly 
investigate the fear appeals in advertisements of healthy food or weight-loss 
products. In marketing scenes, there are still lots of products including negative 
appeals in commercial advertisement. For example, advertisements for game 
products depict the coldness of the real world, dating software like to exaggerate 
loneliness if users don’t have social relationships. Based on these phenomenon, 
future research should pay attention to more commercial advertisements with 
more types of negative emotions. 

Secondly, as mentioned earlier, previous research generally focuses on 4 nega-
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tive emotions, i.e. fear, guilt, sadness, and anger. However, many negative 
emotions still lack fundamental research, like being alarmed, frightened, wor-
ried, depressed, lonely, anxious, shamed, regret and so on. For example, social 
anxiety, the worry or expectation about negative social evaluation from others, 
may result in one’s feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. Thus, social anxiety 
appeals in direct-to-consumer advertisements encourage patients to adopt the 
advertised treatment program (Good & Huhmann, 2018). As a result, further 
research should be concerned with above new negative emotional appeals in ad-
vertising to enrich and develop research extent. 

Finally, marketing scholars should notice that the level of emotion is possible 
to influence consumers’ advertising attitude. First of all, it is necessary to ensure 
enough emotional strength so that the advertisement has the opportunity to at-
tract consumers’ attention and emotional resonance. Moreover, the relationship 
between negative emotional appeals and advertising affect is not simple linear. 
In particular, Jimenez and Yang proved that participants made more favorable 
evaluation of the green advertisement and brand when exposed to a low guilt 
advertisement than to a high guilt one (Jimenez & Yang, 2008). Cotte et al. 
pointed out that a high level of guilt could increase consumer anger, which in 
turn to the sense of manipulation from the advertisement, and turned out to be 
harmful to the persuasiveness of advertising (Cotte, Coulter, & Moore, 2005). It 
is significant to conduct relevant research to grasp the suitable emotion level of 
each negative emotional appeals. 
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