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Abstract 

Persuasive messages are viewed and received by consumers every day. Yet, with the multitude 

of such messages, the most successful persuasive campaigns utilize certain strategies and tactics 

that help drive individuals to perform a certain behavior. This study examined those strategies 

and tactics and explored how and why they are successful in conveying a specific message to the 

recipient and ultimately trigger the recipient to take an action or respond in a desired manner. 

The Theory of Reasoned Action was used to evaluate how behavior is influenced and predicted. 

The theory was then applied to the results of the study to determine how persuasive messages 

create a response in the recipient of the message. The results of this project showed that while 

emotional tactics and structural components of messages are important in a persuasive campaign, 

there are many variables that determine whether such a message will be successful. 

Keywords:  persuasion, emotions, behavior 
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Introduction 

Emotional appeal strategies are used in all kinds of persuasive communication. From 

commercial marketing to non-profit campaigns to education and healthcare, persuasion is 

everywhere. In order for persuasive messages to be effective, they must be designed in a way 

that will help the target audience connect with the message, feel strongly about the message, and 

then respond with a certain behavior as a result of the message. 

Many variables should be considered when creating persuasive messages. Familiarity, 

attitude, value, relevance, and desired response are just some of the variables to be reviewed 

when creating a persuasive message. In addition, the way the message will appeal to the recipient 

emotionally should be considered as a cornerstone of any persuasion attempt. 

While the other variables are significant, knowing the effect of emotions on behavior is 

the most important. “There are several reasons why the study of emotions and persuasion is an 

important topic, not the least of these is the understanding of how emotions direct behavior” 

(Young, 2018, p. 4). If the goal of a persuasive message is to elicit a specific behavior-response, 

then knowing how to use emotion to guide the message viewer to that response is the key to 

message success.  

This study explored many aspects of persuasive messaging. These include persuasive 

strategies, emotional appeal tactics, structural components, and external influences that must be 

considered when attempting to persuade, or otherwise gain compliance in, an individual. These 

aspects were examined in an attempt to better show how understanding and utilizing emotions, 

as well as anticipating value, attitude, familiarity, and relevance of a message to the audience, 

can lead to greater message acceptance and success. Some of the commonly used persuasion 

strategies, specific emotions, and external behavioral influences that impact how persuasive 
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messaging is received and responded to by audiences were analyzed for this study. This project 

included a research study in which anonymous participants completed a survey that included five 

persuasive messages and nine questions pertaining to each message.  

Existing literature on the ways emotional appeals are used in persuasion as well as 

external influences like culture, social pressures, and even the structure of a message (Dillard & 

Nabi, 2006; Mizerski & White, 1986; Sternthal & Craig, 1973) were reviewed to help the 

researcher complete the project. This study expands on a previous study conducted by the 

researcher that examined the use of emotional appeals in targeted promotional materials (Young, 

2018). While that study focused on the use of persuasion in advertising specific to holiday sales 

of goods or services, this study will view persuasion as it is used in messaging efforts that 

attempt to alter or implement resultant behaviors in the message recipients. 

This research is important because it will show that structural elements and emotional 

appeal strategies are strong influencers in the response-behavior of message recipients. In 

addition, by using the Theory of Reasoned Action, it can be shown that social and cultural 

expectations also impact the ways individuals respond to certain messages. This study will 

contribute to the existing literature to show how multiple components can be used in the creation 

of successful persuasive messages. It will also provide another method for evaluating the 

creation of persuasive messages to ensure all important aspects of the message and its resulting 

responses are considered. 

Literature Review 

The literature regarding persuasion is vast. For the purposes of this study, literature 

regarding emotional appeals, humor and fear-based messaging strategies, and structural elements 

of persuasive messages was reviewed. Much of the literature focused on purchase intention and 
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attitude toward brands, but for the purposes of this study, the literature was reviewed as it applied 

to intention and behavior of individuals. 

Jay Conger (1998) stated, “Effective persuasion is a difficult and time-consuming 

proposition” (p. 86) and “Persuasion can be a force for enormous good” (p. 95). Stories, vivid 

language, and images make an emotional impact on the viewer/recipient of a persuasive 

message. These messages have the power to affect change, influence people’s attitudes and 

behaviors, and bring about constructive solutions to individual and social problems. 

In their 1987 article, “A Model of Compliance-Gaining Message Selection,” Hunter and 

Boster stated that “A persuader’s selection of a compliance-gaining message doubtless depends, 

in part, on the perceived emotional response of the listener” (p. 65). Since “different listeners 

react to persuasive or compliance-gaining messages in different ways,” persuaders will generally 

avoid messages that produce negative emotional reactions (Hunter & Boster, 1987, p. 67). Based 

on the type of emotion used in the persuasive message, the level and type(s) of resulting 

emotions in the recipient will vary. The intent of the persuader will determine whether a positive 

or negative emotional impact will be made by the message. Depending on the message, a 

negative emotional appeal will have a greater impact than a positive appeal (Hunter & Boster, 

1987, p. 65). 

Emotion as a Persuasive Strategy 

In order to successfully use emotions in persuasive messaging, we must understand the 

effect of emotion on a deeper level. In a communication model (see Figure 1) developed by 

Holbrook and Batra (1987), the impact of emotional response is viewed as an intervening 

variable that occurs between exposure to persuasive content and the development of the viewer’s 

attitude. Their model deviates from previous models in that it directly includes emotional 
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responses as “explicitly recognized mediators of advertising effects” (Holbrook & Batra, 1987, p. 

406, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 6). By incorporating emotional responses into the 

communication model, message creators can attempt to either downplay negative, or emphasize 

positive feelings in a consumer (Mizerski & White, 1986, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 6).  

Emotions need to be understood in terms of their function. Dillard and Peck (2000) stated 

“At the most general level, emotions operate as rudimentary information processing systems 

designed to deal with a certain, limited set of person-environment relationships” (p. 465). 

Understanding the function of emotions and the response they elicit is useful in designing 

messages. For example, fear instigates efforts at self-protection while guilt may invoke the urge 

to change a behavior or take an action. The use of fear, which is perceived as a negative emotion, 

in persuasive messages like those about health or personal safety may in turn cause a positive 

reaction like installing a home security system or seeking assistance to quit smoking (Dillard & 

Peck, 2000).  

Of the many uses of emotion in advertising, perhaps the most familiar is to produce a 

positive image or impact of a brand or cause. Mizerski and White (1986) note that “perhaps the 

most familiar use of emotion is to produce an affect-based attitude or image” and “the use of 

emotional themes, symbols, or other materials in advertising can clearly be effective in 

developing and perpetuating positive reactions” (p. 59). 

Fear and Humor as Persuasive Devices 

Fear. Among the most commonly used emotions in persuasive messages are fear and 

humor. James Dillard’s and Robin Nabi’s (2006) article on the persuasive influence of emotions 

in messages related to the detection and prevention of cancer proved that fear could be very 

effective in gaining adherence to a message (Young, 2018, p. 7). Fear generally comes from a 
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feeling of potential danger, harm, or illness which causes people to react to it more viscerally 

than they do to other emotions. Dillard and Nabi theorized that this fear response could be linked 

to a lack of understanding the dangers and effects of cancer. They also noted that “fear would 

likely only create an effective action if the audience believed there was a protective action that 

could divert the threat and that they themselves could perform that action” (Dillard & Nabi, 

2006, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 7). 

Persuasion is a tool in behavioral (emotional) manipulation. “Human behavior is novel 

and creative, yet patterned and repetitive; generally characterized by recurrent response 

characteristics while simultaneously meeting the demands for appropriate action in situations 

never before encountered” (Greene & Cody, 1985, p. 158). According to Dillard and Nabi, 

“Emotions can enhance, inhibit, or be unrelated to the persuasive effectiveness of messages” and 

“Prior research supports the claim that different emotional states may enhance or impede 

persuasive success” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. S128, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 5). In a later 

statement, Dillard and Nabi declared, “it is also evident that the same emotional state might, 

under different circumstances, enhance or inhibit persuasive success” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. 

S129). They also noted that emotional response might not relate at all to persuasive success 

(Young, 2018, p. 5). 

A study of Public Service Announcements (PSAs) revealed a variety of methods used to 

persuade individuals; one of the most used methods was emotional appeals. “In addition to 

inducing emotions as a means to persuasion, messages may evoke collateral feelings, that is, 

emotions not intended to be elicited by the message designer” (Dillard & Peck, 2000, p. 461). 

The study showed that 39% of AIDS PSAs directed at specific audiences (i.e. intravenous drug 

users) utilized fear-based appeals in their message design. However, in much of the research for 
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their study, Dillard and Peck discovered that in the majority of fear-based messages, multiple 

collateral emotions were also reported by the participants. In their 2006 study, Dillard and Nabi 

noted a hypothetical public service announcement promoting mammography screening: 

During exposure to such a message, a woman might be afraid if she is made to think 

about being diagnosed with a life-threatening disease, angry at being reminded of 

something so unpleasant to consider, sad at the thought of losing a breast to cancer, or 

even hopeful at the thought of taking action to defend her health status. (p. S126) 

Later in that same study, Dillard and Nabi discuss the selection and use of emotional strategies 

and the decisions that message creators must make when deciding how to carry out their strategy. 

They specified that to evoke fear, messages should contain information depicting a threat to 

which the audience is susceptible. “To enhance the likelihood of persuasive success, the affect 

should be appropriately targeted, and efficacy information for how to achieve or avoid the affect 

should be made evident” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. S136). 

Humor. Sternthal and Craig (1973) conducted a study on the use of humor in advertising. 

One of the overarching views produced from the study was that humor, when used properly, 

greatly enhances the effectiveness of persuasive communication. Humorous messages are able to 

attract attention and act as positive reinforcers in persuasive messages (Sternthal & Craig, 1973, 

p. 17).  However, using humor involves risk and when used in the incorrect context or in the 

wrong manner, it can produce disastrous results (Young, 2018, p. 7). Within their study, the 

authors wondered if humor could be an effective means of persuasion, asking “Is a humorous 

message more influential than a serious version of the same appeal?” (Sternthal & Craig, 1973, 

p. 13). Humor can provide a more comfortable environment for persuasive appeals because it 
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allows audiences to feel more at ease with a message than they might otherwise feel (Sternthal & 

Craig, 1973, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 7). 

“The difficulty with knowing how and when to use humor in persuasive communication 

is that humor must be defined based on the perceptions of the audience and the context of the 

message” (Young, 2018, p.7). Sternthal and Craig (1973) noted that “humor is not universal,” 

and what may be humorous in one region may have little impact in another (p. 12). If humor 

must be defined on the perceptual responses of the audience, there is no clear solution to this 

potential issue. Rather, it is the responsibility of the message creator to know and understand if, 

and to what degree, humor will be an effective persuasive measure for their intended audience. 

Sternthal and Craig also deduced that humor may distract an audience which, in turn, “inhibits 

those audience members who initially oppose the arguments advanced in the persuasive message 

from generating and rehearsing counter-arguments” (Sternthal & Craig, 1973, p. 14). 

In a later study of how humor works in advertising, Martin Eisend (2010) determined that 

“humor reduces negative cognitions related to the ad because it serves as a distraction from 

counter-argumentation” (Abstract). Eisend’s study focused on how the use of humor has become 

common practice in advertising. The results of the study found that “humor enhances attitudes 

toward the ad, attitudes toward the brand, and positive affect” (Eisend, 2010, p. 116). The use of 

humor in persuasive messaging is helpful in grabbing the attention of the audience. It also helps 

the consumer associate humor with the brand or message rather than associating the traits of the 

message or brand. As the author points out, “when respondents are occupied with the humor in 

the message, they are less attentive to other parts of the message” (Eisend, 2010, p. 117).  
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For the completion of this study, persuasive artifacts that utilized fear, humor, or a 

combination of these, as well as other emotions were used. While other emotions like guilt and 

shame were also noted in these artifacts, fear and humor were the most prevalent. 

External Influences on Behavior 

Culture and Society  

Social interaction is a significant contributor to behavior. In their 1985 article, “On 

Thinking and Doing: Cognitive Science and the Production of Social Behaviour,” Greene and 

Cody stated that “Humans act upon the basis of the meanings they attach to the situation and 

behavior of others” (p. 159). The authors also asked, “how is it possible for one’s interpretation 

of social inputs to impact upon their responses?” (Greene & Cody, 1985, p. 159).  

In their 2012 study, Hirsh, Kang, and Bodenhausen discuss the importance of tailoring 

persuasive messages to the interests and concerns of the intended audience. Their study suggests 

that “adapting persuasive messages to the personality traits of the target audience can be an 

effective way of increasing the message’s impact and highlight the potential value of personality-

based communication strategies” (Hirsh et al., 2012, p. 580). 

In an online article for Forbes, Carol Goman (2011) discusses how culture controls 

communication. By controlling communication, culture also controls behavior to a certain 

degree. Every culture has rules that its members take for granted. Culture is tricky because we 

are all individuals, and even though two people may be from the same culture, there is no 

guarantee they will respond to a communication attempt in the same way. Every aspect of 

communication around the world is influenced by culture, including the medium used to deliver 

messages. Knowing the cultural intricacies of the target audience can help a message creator to 
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design a message that will be well received and understood by the target audience (Goman, 

paras. 4-6). 

Understanding the cultural norms and social implications of the target audience can assist 

message creators in creating messages that will fully reach their audience. As stated in “The Fine 

Art of Persuasion,” “Cultural implications in communication may exclude a certain part of the 

target audience from having a voice” (Young, 2018, p. 21). Additionally, social expectations can 

affect how messages are received and what type of response they create.  

Cultural implications were not tested for in this study but were studied in the literature to 

show how influential they can be. Depending on the audience, certain graphic images or 

messages should be avoided. Messages should be structured carefully so as to not offend the 

audience or create an indifference to the message.  

Rhetoric and Language 

Douglas Parker (1972) discussed the use of rhetoric in persuasion from an ethical 

perspective as it related to manipulation. Most human relationships are manipulative in nature. 

That is, they are “aimed at gaining adherence and inducing action with an eye to the future” 

(Parker, 1972, p. 73). The author presents the idea that in many instances, attempted 

manipulation is proper and should be utilized. In this manner, manipulation is considered to be 

ethically neutral and used to describe the interaction that occurs between communicators and 

their intended audiences through advertising and other messages. While there are many ways to 

gain adherence through the use of persuasive rhetoric and messaging, Parker is clear in stating 

that communicators must take care to ensure they approach their manipulation attempts carefully, 

so as to not be coercive or authoritative. 
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Labrador, Ramon, Alaiz-Moreton, and Sanjurjo-Gonzalez (2014) studied the ways that 

the use of specific language or expressions and conversational structure in persuasive advertising 

could lead to message success. “Persuasive language tends to be creative and attention-drawing, 

exploiting language resources to the maximum with catchphrases, emotive words, informal 

expressions and striking metaphors and comparisons to appeal to the readers” (Labrador et al., 

2014, p. 40). This use of language and colloquial style is used to get closer to or develop a faux-

relationship with the target audience (Labrador et al., 2014, p. 40). The results of the study by 

Labrador et al. showed that advertisements written in English and used in the United States are 

usually written in an informal style that mimics conversation. This style of communication and 

language-use is helpful in addressing mass audiences while simultaneously making them feel as 

if the message were tailored specifically to each individual.  

Structural Components of Messages 

The quality of any communication exchange can be linked to the elements that make up 

the communication. In persuasive communication, images may be more compelling and create a 

higher-quality message, therefore creating a higher level of response or reaction (Shelby, 1998). 

Important in the planning of a persuasive message is the consideration on whether a 

certain communication tactic will be effective in a given situation. Shelby found that when 

considering the structure of a message, aesthetics should be part of the planning process. 

“Aesthetics is particular, visceral, and rhetorical…its rhetoric is on the visual as well as the 

verbal” (Shelby, 1998, p. 395). Where aesthetics pertains to the perception of information 

through the senses, it can be a valuable tool in helping to form the experience of the recipient of 

the message and in turn, can directly shape their response to the message. Behaviors can be 

affected by the type of message used and the elements used within the message.  
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Messages can consist of logical, persuasive information or utilize non-rational influence 

via text or images that evoke different levels of response (Cook, Warren, Pajot, Schairer, & 

Leuchter, 2011). In a 2011 study on the reactance of smokers to warnings of the effects of 

smoking on their health, Erceg-Hurn and Steed found “Text-only warnings elicited little 

reactance, whereas over 80% of smokers who were exposed to graphic warnings experienced 

some reactance. Smokers who were exposed to graphic warnings were more likely to experience 

elevated and extreme levels of reactance” (Erceg-Hurn & Steed, 2011, p. 219).  

Erceg-Hurn and Steed go on to discuss how individuals usually believe they are free to 

make their own choices and behave in any way they wish. Commands and persuasion may 

threaten this freedom, causing the individual to become motivationally aroused to restore it. This 

is when emotion-based messages can have a big impact on individuals (Erceg-Hurn & Steed, 

2011, p. 222). 

In 2008, Hupp, Groppel-Klein, Dieckmann, Broeckelmann, and Walter conducted a study 

in which they attempted to develop a method for accurately measuring emotional impact in 

response to photos in advertisements. The study showed that messages that contained both 

images and text were better received by their test subjects, and evoked the strongest emotional 

responses. The study also showed that emotion plays a major role in the perception of persuasive 

messages, proving that messages containing photos had a higher impact on the degree to which 

an emotional response was produced. The researchers discussed the biological orientation of 

emotions and stated that “emotions are genetically programmed” and that they “can be triggered 

automatically and without higher cognitive processing” (Hupp et al., 2008, p. 75).  
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Hupp et al. also note that the medium through which a message is delivered can influence 

how a message is received and perceived. If the target audience does not have access to or is not 

familiar with the medium used to deliver the message, the impact will be lost. 

Previous Emotional Experience and Persuasion Knowledge 

Emotional Experience. As part of their research, Hupp et al. discussed the importance of 

emotional connection, determining that emotional experiences are highly influential on people’s 

attitudes and behaviors. In order to trigger an emotional response, an emotional stimulus must be 

presented. Furthermore, this stimulus must correlate to some experience or emotion in the 

audience in order to produce a response (Young, 2018, p. 6). Emotional stimuli “can act as 

catalysts to intensify engagement and thus influence the effect of advertising on the consumer’s 

mindset” (Hupp et al., 2008, p. 74). This suggests that emotional response is shaped by prior 

knowledge or experience. The researchers noted that emotional stimuli can lead to reactions that 

cause an audience to pay more or less attention to the stimulus based on their individual 

emotional triggers, and that a strong emotional stimulus can cause the audience to pay greater 

attention to the stimulus (Hupp et al., 2008, as cited in Young, 2018, p. 6).  

In order to capitalize on emotional experience, messages must be emotionally engaging 

to help them affect their target audiences on a deeper, more personal level. “Although 

physiological reactions affect emotional experience, differences in the type and intensity of an 

emotional experience depend on the situation or cognitive information available to the 

individual” (Mizerski & White, 1986, p. 61). Therefore, emotions may be successfully used to 

gain compliance in consumers when they are in emotional states they wish to change or extend.  

It is important to note that, when using fear-based messages, that communicators must 

take care to assure appropriate emotional arousal. “Fear appeals evoke a number of emotions 
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other than fear” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. S130). Triggered emotions such as anger, guilt, and 

shame can work against the persuasive goal of the message because messages can create a 

variety of emotional experiences simultaneously. 

Persuasion Knowledge. According to Friestad and Wright (1994), persuasion knowledge 

is learned over time via individual experiences. “One of a consumers’ primary tasks is to 

interpret and cope with marketers’ advertisements” (Friestad & Wright, 1994, p. 1). Over time 

consumers develop personal knowledge of the tactics and strategies used by message creators in 

various persuasion attempts. This knowledge influences their attitudes and reactions to further 

persuasion attempts. Persuasion knowledge can also lead individuals to develop beliefs about the 

appropriateness or effectiveness of specific types of persuasive tactics. These are usually judged 

within the context of the message or topic and the target audience (Friestad & Wright, 1994). 

Sometimes people are influenced by the peripheral cues in a persuasive message. These 

cues “include any variable capable of affecting persuasion without scrutiny of the message 

arguments on the topic” (Friestad & Wright, 1994, p. 19). Persuasion knowledge influences the 

way that individuals produce, process, and cope with persuasive attempts. Persuasion knowledge 

evolves over the course of a lifetime based on experiences with persuasive attempts. Cultural and 

individual differences contribute to the ways people develop and utilize their persuasion 

knowledge (Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

Dillard and Nabi (2006) also discussed persuasion knowledge and stated, “Prior 

knowledge is poised to offer resistance to emotional arousal” (p. S127). Dillard and Nabi also 

discussed how prior persuasion knowledge can impact the perception of new persuasion 

attempts. “Prior knowledge influences persuasive outcome by promoting more systematic 
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processing of the message, stronger resistance to attitude change, and greater attitude-behavior 

consistency” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. S127). 

Theoretical Foundations 

Many theories are available for the consideration of attitudes toward messages and 

subsequent behaviors in response to those messages. Some communication theories focus on 

psychological variables, individual effects, personalities, etc. “The main question at the heart of 

communication theories about cognition and information processing is how humans think, 

organize, process, and store information—and the implications of these capacities for 

communication” (Littlejohn, Foss, & Oetzel, 2017, p. 56). 

The Theory of Reasoned Action 

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) was developed by Icek Ajzen and Martin 

Fishbein. In this theory, Ajzen and Fishbein ascertain that one’s intention to act in a certain 

manner is determined by two factors: the individual’s attitude toward the behavior and beliefs 

about how others think the individual should behave. Thus, one’s attitude and others’ opinions 

are weighted by the individual in deciding how to act or behave (Littlejohn et al., 2017, p. 63). 

The TRA can predict behavioral intention but not actual behavior (see Figure 2). Because 

individuals do not always act in accordance with their intentions or the desires of those close to 

them, actual behavior cannot easily be predicted. “Beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors form a 

complex relationship, and no theory will be capable of predicting with absolute certainty how 

someone will act on the basis of a certain set of attitudes” (Littlejohn et al., 2017, pp. 63-64). 

Martin Fishbein (1979), one of the original creators of the Theory of Reasoned Action, 

stated that the goal of the TRA is to “predict and understand an individual’s behavior” (p. 66). In 

general, the theory surmises that one’s intention to perform or not perform a behavior is the 
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determining factor in that behavior. However, the attitudes of others regarding the behavior will 

influence the individual’s actions to some degree, depending on how highly they value those 

attitudes and outside individuals. Because of this, behavior may not be that difficult to predict. 

While there is not always a perfect relationship between intention and behavior, generally a 

person will act in accordance with their intention.  

According to the TRA, “a person’s intention is a function of two basic determinants, one 

personal in nature and the other reflecting social influence” (Fishbein, 1979, p. 67). The first 

factor is the individual’s attitude toward the behavior and the second is the individual’s 

perception of the social pressures placed on them to perform or not perform the behavior. In 

general, people will intend to perform a behavior when they feel positively about it and when 

they feel others close to them think they should perform it (Fishbein, 1979, p. 67). 

TRA states that attitudes are a function of beliefs. Someone who believes that performing 

a behavior will lead to mostly positive outcomes will hold a favorable attitude toward that 

behavior, while one who feels the behavior will lead to negative outcomes is likely to hold an 

unfavorable attitude toward the behavior (Fishbein, 1979, p. 68). Subjective norms, or the social 

pressures placed on an individual by others close to them to perform or not perform a certain 

behavior, are also a consideration in the TRA. If an individual holds a positive attitude toward a 

behavior and believes that those closest to them believe they should perform the behavior, the 

individual is more likely to comply with both their attitude at the pressures placed by those 

around them. Conversely, Fishbein argues, if the individual holds a negative attitude toward the 

behavior and believes those closest to them are opposed to the behavior, they are likely to not 

perform the behavior. This of course depends on how highly the individual regards the social 

pressures and expectations of those closest to them. 
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Hypothesis 

Persuasion is used in marketing and compliance-gaining messages in a variety of 

industries and settings, using a variety of delivery media, and for many purposes. For this study, 

the researcher examined the use of emotional appeal strategies in persuasive messages to 

determine whether other factors influenced the perception of the message by the viewers. The 

researcher developed the following hypothesis in response to the literature review: 

H1: Personal relevance, use of graphics or images, level of connection, familiarity 

with the information in a message, individual emotional impact, perceived value, 

and attitude of message viewers are influenced by each other and also directly 

related to the behavior or response that results from viewing the message. 

Method 

Emotional appeal is a strategy used by advertisers in a wide variety of message 

campaigns. Emotions direct behavior and by capitalizing on those emotions, message creators 

can design messages with emotion as the key ingredient in order to cause consumers to act, 

behave, or respond in a certain way (e.g. make a purchase, quit smoking, etc.). The emotions 

used range from fear and shame to humor and pride. Structural elements of the message are also 

used to impact consumers.  

This study used a variety of ads/messages, with combinations of photos and/or text, and 

asked a series of questions regarding emotional reaction and attitude toward the messages as well 

as potential behavioral response as a result of the message. The messages used for the survey 

were as follows: 

1. Stimulus one was a message containing a photo with two images of a frying pan 

with a hand holding an egg over one of the pans and the egg frying in the other 
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pan. The words “This is your brain; this is your brain on drugs” are included in 

the message. The original delivery medium for this stimulus was a television 

commercial produced by the Partnership for a Drug-Free America, circa 1986. 

2. Stimulus two was a message including a photo of a child with a glass of sugar to 

his mouth, as if he were drinking a glass of milk. The words “You’d never serve 

your kid a glass of sugar” are super-imposed over the image, next to the child’s 

face. The original delivery method for this stimulus was a YouTube video. 

3. Stimulus three was a graphic of four baseballs with pink ribbons on them and the 

words “Don’t let cancer steal 2nd base, support breast cancer awareness” placed 

above the baseballs on a black background. This original source of this graphic 

was a screen print for a t-shirt. 

4. Stimulus four was a simple image of a loaded revolver, but instead of bullets, the 

chamber was loaded with cigarettes. The words “Smoking kills” were placed in 

the top left corner of the image in a very light-colored font. The origin of this 

stimulus appears to be an online message. 

5. Stimulus five was an image of a billboard. The billboard had a light-colored 

background with the words “Text and drive” listed in all caps and bold typeface. 

The name, Wathan Funeral Home, was listed under the text. 

All stimuli were viewed by the participants as images, even though the original delivery 

methods for each message varied. 

Data Collection 

The data collection process consisted of a survey sent to self-selected participants. 

Participants were considered self-selected because the survey was delivered via an online 
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platform with the link posted to social media as well as emailed to individuals in the researcher’s 

sphere of influence. The researcher drafted the survey with questions that could provide data to 

help support or oppose the hypothesis and that could in turn contribute to the existing literature 

regarding persuasion. 

The sample for this study consisted of 60 individuals. Participation was voluntary and 

completely anonymous. No demographic information was collected as this information was not a 

variable to be considered in the study.  

The Theory of Reasoned Action was used as the framework for this study. The researcher 

hypothesized that multiple variables played differing roles in determining an individual’s 

behavior-response to a persuasive message. This theory proposes that both external pressures and 

one’s attitudes toward a behavior are determinants to the actual behavior performed. 

The survey was created and administered via the online software program Qualtrics. The 

survey consisted of five persuasive messages, some with text only, some with a photo only, and 

some with both text and a photo. For each message, the same nine questions were asked. These 

questions were in regard to personal relevance, perceived value, familiarity, and attitude toward 

the message as well as behavioral intention as a result of viewing the message. The data obtained 

through the survey was analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistical Analysis program.  

Measures 

Familiarity. The researcher hypothesized that an individual’s familiarity with a 

persuasive message was directly related to how the individual would respond to the message. 

The researcher chose persuasive messages that were believed to have varying levels of 

familiarity. Participants were asked to rank their familiarity with each message on a scale of one 

to seven, with one being not familiar and seven being very familiar with the message.  
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Personal Relevance. The researcher also hypothesized that an individual’s personal 

relevance to a persuasive message would impact how the individual would respond to the 

message. Participants were asked to rate their personal relevance or experience with the message 

with a simple “yes” if they or someone they know had been affected by the issue addressed in the 

message, or “no” if they or someone they know had not been affected. 

Level of Connection. Level of connection between individuals and a persuasive message 

was studied to determine whether an individual’s connection to a cause would influence their 

perception of a persuasive message pertaining to that cause. If an individual has a high level of 

connection to an issue, they are likely to perceive the message more favorably and if an 

individual has a low level of connection to an issue, they are more likely to perceive the message 

less-favorably. Participants were asked to rate their level of connection in one of the following 

ways: first degree or personal experience with the information in the message, second degree or 

someone they know having experience with the information in the message. Participants were 

also given the option to select “prefer not to answer” for this question.  

Perceived Value. Perceived value of the message was analyzed in relation to the other 

variables. The researcher hypothesized that the amount of value that an individual places on a 

message will directly influence the individual’s response to the message. Participants were asked 

to rate the value of each message based on their perception of the importance, interest, meaning, 

and overall value of the message. These traits were ranked using the same scale of one to seven 

used in evaluating familiarity. 

Emotional Impact. In this study, the research focused on emotional impact as the main 

strategy in persuasive messaging. Participants were asked to rate their level of emotional impact 

for each message using the same one to seven scale used for familiarity and value. In addition, 
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participants were asked to choose which emotions they felt as a result of each message. The 

researcher felt it pertinent to examine not only the level of emotional impact, but the specific 

emotions created in response to the messages. 

Attitude. Attitude toward the message was analyzed in relation to the other variables. The 

researcher hypothesized that attitude toward each message would correspond with the other 

variables, especially value and emotional impact. Participants were asked to rate their attitude 

toward each message based on their perception of the impact, general relevance, attention-

grabbing ability, positive or negative message, and ease of understanding of the information 

contained in the message. These traits were ranked using the same scale of one to seven used in 

evaluating the other variables.  

Behavioral Impact. The last variable to be examined was behavioral impact. This variable 

is not only related to the other variables but could viewed as the sum of the other variables 

combined. In relation to the TRA, this sum of the other variables makes up one determinant of 

the predicted behavior. Participants were asked to rate their likelihood to take a specific action as 

a result of viewing the message. These specific behaviors included changing their own habits, 

donating to a relating cause, and talking to others about their habits or behaviors. 

Results and Discussion 

Awareness and understanding of the variables involved in creating a desired behavior are 

critical for designers and users of persuasive messaging. The researcher expected that all the 

variables would show strong correlations with both the other variables and the overall behavior-

response. This was not completely true, however. The results of this study both support and 

oppose the original hypothesis. Some intriguing results were found among the relationships of 

the variables to each other.  



STRATEGY AND STRUCTURE  27 

The researcher had expected that one’s level of connection to a message would strongly 

influence the behavioral impact of that message. The results showed that level of connection had 

no significant difference, so these results were not used in the analysis. However, it is important 

to note that while there was no significant difference to discuss, the level of connection appeared 

to show that in general, the participants at least knew someone who had been affected by or 

could relate to the information in each message.  

Familiarity was shown to have a strong correlation with value and attitude but very little 

impact on behavior (see Table 1). Messages 1, 3, 4, and 5 were shown to have high levels of 

familiarity which corresponded with high value and positive attitude. These findings support the 

hypothesis but the lack of impact on behavior does not. The researcher expected that these 

variables would show consistency with more overall behavioral impact, but this was not the case. 

Message 2 was the least familiar of the messages to the participants. While message 2 received 

similar rankings for both value and attitude, the behavioral impact followed the pattern of the 

other messages, with message two receiving the lowest result for overall behavioral impact. 

Emotional impact was also shown to have less influence than expected on overall 

behavior (see Table 2). Perhaps this is due to the emotional appeal used in the message not 

having enough intensity to provoke the viewer to take an action. As part of their research, Dillard 

and Nabi stated, “emotional arousal, in and of itself, is not sufficient to support an emotion-

persuasion connection” (Dillard & Nabi, 2006, p. S130). In further discussion, they determined 

that the ability of an emotion to influence behavior was related to the previous experience of the 

recipient of the message. In fact, the use of emotion-based messages may, in some cases, cause 

the target audience to feel a negative emotion. Those individuals who participate in unhealthy 

behaviors, like smoking or not using sunscreen at the beach, may develop resentment at the 
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reminder of their unhealthy behaviors when faced with messages that urge one to quit smoking 

or encourage the use of protective measures against the sun (Dillard & Nabi, 2006). 

Since the results of this study did not show a strong correlation between emotional impact 

and behavior-response, the researcher made two assumptions: the messages may not have 

utilized strong enough emotional appeals to motivate the selected behaviors, or the previous 

experience of the message viewers was not great enough to create an emotional response that 

would lead to a new behavior.  

When the initial results, which included an average of the overall behavioral intention of 

the participants, showed data that disagreed with the hypothesis, the researcher re-analyzed the 

behavior data individually instead of as an average. Five resultant behaviors were listed in the 

survey questions about behavioral impact and each was analyzed independently of the others.  

When reviewed separately, rather than as an average of the group, the results showed 

specific behaviors were more likely than others to be undertaken as a result of the persuasive 

message. The specific behaviors were as follows: 

1. Take action or make a change in response to the message 

2. Donate to a cause related to the message 

3. Reconsider one’s own behaviors relating to the message 

4. Change one’s own behaviors relating to the message 

5. Approach others about their behaviors relating to the message 

The results showed that the participants were often less likely to take personal action or 

donate to a cause related to the issue in the message. They also showed that while participants 

were willing to reconsider their own behaviors regarding the issue in the message, they were not 
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as willing to actually change those behaviors. However, participants were generally willing to 

reach out to others to discuss their (the others’) habits and actions (see Table 3). 

Message 1 was an image of a television commercial from 1986 that compared an egg in a 

frying pan to the effects of drugs on the brain. The study participants reported a high level of 

familiarity with this message and considered it to be a highly valuable message. However, the 

behavioral impacts showed that most participants were not likely to take any action or make 

behavioral changes based on this message. This could be due to the participants having never 

struggled with drug abuse, therefore, they do not need to take action or make a change. While all 

behaviors were ranked about the same for this stimulus, the most likely behavior to be performed 

based on this message was reaching out others to offer support. 

Message 2 was a photo of a young boy with a glass of sugar to his mouth and the words 

“you’d never serve your kid a glass of sugar” next to him. The participants reported a low level 

of familiarity with this image and reported a moderate level of value. The ranking of value was 

less than expected because childhood obesity is an issue in the United States at the present time. 

The researcher expected that this message would have an impact on the participants, but it did 

not. All behaviors were reported to have low likelihood based on this message, with the lowest 

likelihood being donation to a cause that supports this issue. The researcher also found this 

surprising because donating to a cause is simple and requires the least amount of action on the 

part of the individual.  

Message 3 was a digital graphic that included baseballs, pink ribbons, and the words 

“don’t let cancer steal second base, support breast cancer awareness.” Familiarity, attitude, and 

value of this message were all ranked high in the results but again, the resulting behaviors were 

not rated as highly. This came as a surprise to the researcher, but it is important to note that this 
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message was the highest-ranking result for two of the five behaviors: donation to a cause and the 

reconsideration of one’s own habits. However, the rankings for each of those behaviors showed 

only moderate behavioral impact.  

Message 4 was an image of handgun (a revolver) with the chamber open, but instead of 

bullets, the weapon is loaded with cigarettes. This proverbial “smoking gun” message was valued 

very highly by the participants and also showed a highly positive attitude and moderately strong 

emotional impact. The results showed that most of the behaviors were unlikely to be pursued. 

However, while participants stated they were not likely to reconsider or change their own habits 

in regard to this message, they report a moderate likelihood of reaching out others to discuss this 

issue or provide support. The researcher believes that this could be due to one of two 

circumstances: either the participants are not smokers or perhaps they are smokers, but they are 

not ready to quit. 

Message 5 was a photo of a billboard. The billboard had no photos, just boldface text 

stating “TEXT AND DRIVE.” Below that text was the name Wathan Funeral Home. Of all the 

messages, this one showed the greatest overall and individual behavioral impact. Familiarity with 

the specific message was moderate but it is assumed that most participants are at least familiar 

with the issue of texting while driving. The message was highly valued with strong attitudes 

toward it as well. The behavioral impact shows that participants were highly likely to take action, 

reconsider their own behaviors, and talk to others about their behaviors. They were less likely to 

implement change in their own behaviors or donate to a related cause. While there may not be 

many available causes to donate to regarding texting and driving, the researcher finds it peculiar 

that people are less willing to implement changes in their own behavior when they clearly 
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understand the significance of the issue in the message and report a high likelihood of reaching 

out to others about their behavior.  

Limitations and Future Research 

While this study yielded detailed and useful results, there are several limitations to note. 

First, the sample size was very small and likely not very diverse. This assumption is based on the 

way that participants were invited to complete the survey: via the researcher’s social media and 

through department distribution to communication students at Southern Utah University. This 

small sample size does not mean the results are not significant, rather, the results of this sample 

prove that additional research with larger sample groups is needed. 

The next limitations were the stimuli used in the survey. The number and emotional 

intensity of the stimuli could have limited the results of the study. Also, the stimuli were selected 

by the researcher and all of them utilized fear and humor as their main persuasive devices. The 

selection of messages using mainly fear and humor could have skewed the results as the 

consideration of other emotions could have provided additional data.  

Lastly, the omission of survey questions that pertain to culture or social norms could have 

limited the data. Cultural and social variables are significant in predicting behavior and deserve 

consideration in any study pertaining to persuasion. 

While this study provided compelling information regarding the use and creation of 

persuasive messages, further research is necessary in order to fully understand how the variables 

truly influence each other as well as the resulting behavior-response. Subjects for further 

research on this study should include analysis of the strength or intensity of a persuasive 

message, the use of multiple emotions in persuasive appeals, a deeper examination of personal 
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relevance and level of connection (perhaps combining those variables into one), and a broader 

evaluation of possible behavior-responses and intention to perform them.  

Other matters that should be studied include the ways that cultural and social 

expectations influence one’s behavior choices and their responses to persuasive messages. 

Collateral emotions should be studied because they can be strong contributors to one’s decision 

on whether or not to perform a behavior. Additional studies should examine a wider variety of 

persuasive messages that can be delivered in the manner in which they were originally 

distributed (television, radio, poster, etc.). Finally, further research should include deeper studies 

on the physical structure of persuasive messages. Text, typeface, colors, graphics, images, and 

method of distribution are all factors to consider when creating a persuasive message so they 

should also be considered when studying persuasion in general. 

Conclusion 

Persuasion is all around us. How it works and why it works is not usually a concern to 

those that are being persuaded, however, the how and the why should be the main concern for 

those that create persuasive messages or intend to utilize them.  

There are many variables to consider when creating and using persuasive messages. 

Emotional appeals can provide a strong platform for persuasive messages. Emotional appeals are 

effective at invoking a certain response or behavior in the message recipient, but only if the 

emotional appeal is strong enough to incite a response. Of the emotions used in persuasive 

messaging, fear and humor and were determined to be the most common. As stated in a previous 

study by the researcher, “Humans instinctively feel fear, it is a survival mechanism. We have 

fears of failure, missing out, exclusion, judgement, death, injury, and more” (Young, 2018, p. 
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23). Using fear as motivation, persuasive messages have the power to influence behaviors 

regarding one’s health, education, finances, purchase decisions and more.  

Research in the art and process of persuasion will likely continue for many years. Only 

through the study of the mechanisms of persuasion can message designers produce successful 

persuasive materials. This research should focus on the many variables that influence the ways 

persuasion is attempted and received. The variables discussed in this study are pillars of 

persuasion and each plays a significant role in the process of persuasion. As part of the 

continuing research, emotional appeals should be studied broadly, to include a variety of 

emotions; and deeply, to include an in-depth analysis of how an individual emotion can be used 

in a persuasive attempt. By continuing to learn about emotional appeals and develop new 

strategies for implementing them, communicators can more easily incorporate the other variables 

of persuasion and more successfully reach their target audiences. More strategic use of all the 

persuasive variables can impact the message recipients in such a way that they will perform a 

behavior commensurate with their goals and intentions. After all, the mark of success of any 

persuasion attempt is the completion of the desired behavior by the target audience. 
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Appendix A (Tables) 

Table 1. This table shows the relationship between the variables of familiarity, value, and 

attitude in comparison to the overall behavioral impact of each of the messages. 

Variable Familiarity Value Attitude Overall Behavioral Impact 
Message 1 5.8167 5.6417 5.1667 3.6133 
Message 2 3.1333 4.7667 4.4867 3.3733 
Message 3 5.0667 5.9000 5.6033 4.2000 
Message 4 5.0500 6.0292 5.6500 3.7967 
Message 5 5.0167 5.9458 5.4967 4.7900 

 

Table 2. This table shows the relationship between reported emotional impact and overall 

behavioral impact based on each of the messages.  

Variable Emotional Impact Overall Behavioral Impact 
Message 1 4.1167 3.6133 
Message 2 3.1667 3.3733 
Message 3 5.0667 4.2000 
Message 4 5.1667 3.7967 
Message 5 5.1500 4.7900 

 

Table 3. This table shows the results as they pertain to each of the five specific behaviors tested 

through the study.  

Variable Take Action Donate 
Reconsider 
Behavior Change Behavior 

Approach 
Others 

Message 1 3.9667 3.0333 3.5500 3.4500 4.0667 
Message 2 3.5167 2.5167 3.6500 3.5667 3.6167 
Message 3 4.4667 4.2667 4.0000 3.9500 4.3167 
Message 4 4.0333 3.2167 3.5333 3.5500 4.6500 
Message 5 5.2000 3.3400 5.0000 4.8833 5.2000 
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Appendix B (Figures) 

 

Figure 1. The communication model as proposed by Holbrook and Batra (1987). This model 

draws on studies that document the mediating role of attitude toward the advertisement 

(message) as a variable that intervenes between ad content and attitude toward the brand (or 

attitude toward a behavior) (Holbrook & Batra, 1987). This model helps to illustrate the 

importance of emotion in persuading an individual to perform a desired behavior. 

 

 

Figure 2. A model of the Theory of Reasoned Action (Littlejohn et al., 2017) 
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Appendix C (Stimuli) 

The following images were used as stimuli in the survey for this study. 

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/08/business/media/this-is-your-brain-on-drugs-

tweaked-for-todays-parents.html 
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Source: Frame from a YouTube video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6idXRO8Voas 

 

 

Source: https://www.teeshirtpalace.com/+don-t-let-breast-cancer-steal-second-2nd-base-poster 
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Source: https://designtaxi.com/news/32660/Visual-Stops-Smoking-Gun-Rainbow-Windshield-

Frankenstein-Fruit/ 

 

 

Source: https://www.wjcl.com/article/is-text-and-drive-billboard-darkly-clever-or-just-

dark/945948 
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Appendix D (Questionnaire) 

The following questions were asked in regard to each of the five images listed in Appendix C. 

Review this image-based message and answer the following questions. 

I am familiar with this message or similar messages. 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Strongly Disagree o o o o o o o Strongly Agree 

I think this message is 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Unimportant  o o o o o o o Important 

Boring   o o o o o o o Interesting 

Meaningless  o o o o o o o Meaningful 

Worthless  o o o o o o o Valuable 

This message is  

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Unimpactful  o o o o o o o Impactful 

Irrelevant  o o o o o o o Relevant 

Easy to Ignore  o o o o o o o Eye-Catching 

Negative in Nature  o o o o o o o Positive in Nature 

Difficult to Understand o o o o o o o Easy to Understand 

Have you or someone close to you been affected by the issue discussed in this message? 

o Yes 

o No 
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What is your level of connection to the content of this message? 

o I have been personally affected in some way by the issue discussed in this message. 

o Someone I know has been affected in some way by the issue discussed in this message. 

o Prefer not to answer. 

To what degree does this message have an emotional impact on you? 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

No Emotional Impact o o o o o o o High Emotional Impact 

What elements of the message were the most attention-grabbing or impactful? (Choose 3) 

▢ Text/Headline 

▢ Image 

▢ Colors 

▢ Overall Message 

▢ Use of Metaphor/Figurative Language 

▢ Method of delivery (TV commercial) 

This message makes me feel (choose all that apply) 

▢ Happiness 

▢ Sadness 

▢ Shame 

▢ Pride 

▢ Fear 

▢ Humor 

▢ Empathy 
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▢ Guilt 

This message will have the following effect on my behavior 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Unlikely to take  o o o o o o o Highly likely to take 
action          action 
 
Unlikely to donate o o o o o o o Highly likely to 
donate to a related cause       to a related cause 
 
Unlikely to reconsider o o o o o o o Highly likely to 
reconsider my actions        reconsider my actions 
 
Unlikely to change o o o o o o o Highly likely to 
change my actions        my actions 
 
Unlikely to talk to o o o o o o o Highly likely to talk 
to others about their actions       others about their  

actions 
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Appendix E (IRB Approval Letter) 

 


