
Given what we have agreed about the two-way nature of communication 
and the need for empathy and shared understanding, it seems inappropriate 
to ask generic questions about whether certain sorts of messages work 
better than others. The answer is bound to be 'it depends' - on circum-
stances, past communications, available channels and so on. Above all, it 
depends on the audience. And yet precisely this question has been asked 
again and again about fear messages. 

Thus, several attempts have been made to develop a theory to explain 
and predict how fear works, but the results are inconclusive. Three alterna-
tive models have emerged. First, the curvilinear model posits that fear can 
persuade up to a threshold of tolerance, beyond which it becomes counter-
productive. 

Second, Leventhal's (1970) parallel response model proposes that emo-
tional and cognitive factors act independently to mediate behaviour, with 
emotional factors affecting internal attempts to cope with the threat (e.g. 
by rationalizing or rejecting it), whilst cognitive factors will determine the 
behaviour change. 

Finally, Rogers's (1975) expectancy-valence model states that the effec-
tiveness of a fear-arousing communication is a function of three variables: 
the magnitude of the threat; the probability of its occurrence; and the efficacy 
of the advocated protective response. It is proposed that these three 

initiatives. Target group opinion can help determine the nature of these 
other elements and how they should be linked to the media activity. This 
takes us naturally to wider social marketing research, which is discussed in 
Chapter 9. Issues of campaign evaluation are also discussed in this chapter. 

These examples also illustrate another point that we already noted dur­
ing our discussion of strategic planning in Chapter 3 and will pick up 
again in Chapter 9 when we discuss research in more detail. Target audi­
ence research does not just help improve individual media campaigns; 
because it requires continuous contact between communicator and audi­
ence throughout and between initiatives, it also enables us to increase our 
understanding of our clients. Some of the examples quoted above illus­
trate this point. The research on Judge Dredd revealed as much about 
teenagers and how they read comics as it did about the actual material. 
Similarly, young people's reaction to the word 'bonking' provides a valu-
able insight into their sexual feelings and attitudes. This type of under-
standing is fundamental to effective communication. 

We have also noted a number of times now that social marketing is, in 
essence, a process of exchanging values, likewise, communication is a form 
of exchange - it requires shared experiences, mutual understanding and 
empathy. If, as social marketers, we do not take the trouble to try and under-
stand our clients, to take their ideas seriously and, at least to some extent, 
accept their view of the world, how can we expect them to accept ours? 
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variables will interact to produce a level of 'protection motivation' within 
an individual and that this will determine the level of change. 

The research into the effectiveness of fear appeals is inconclusive, but 
the majority of studies show a positive relationship between fear arousal and 
persuasion (Higbee, 1969). More specifically, the following conclusions have 
been drawn: 

Fear appeals can raise awareness of an issue and bring it to the fore-
front of people's thoughts 
Fear appeals can make people re-evaluate and change their attitudes 
Fear may be successful in stimulating an intention to change behav-
iour sometime in the future 
In some cases immediate behaviour change takes place shortly after expo-
sure to a fear communication. 

In summary, therefore, whilst the findings do vary considerably between 
studies, broadly speaking it is true to say that the research supports the 
use of fear appeals. The problem, however, is that the research has been 
very narrowly focused, typically using experiments in laboratory settings, 
to ask very specific and short-term questions. As we have seen, the result-
ing answers can, with some difficulty, be resolved into a coherent picture, 
but many other questions are left begging. Most importantly, it is not clear 
what happens outside the laboratory, where there is much less control, or 
what the long-term and wider effects of fear appeals are. 

Marketing provides a rubric for asking these bigger questions. Have a 
try at Exercise 5.2. 





Do messages that cause short-term offence, but which might be justified by 
high awareness figures, do long-term damage to the sender's good name? 

(d) How will it affect their feelings for our 
other products? 
Fear messages say something about the absolute risk of the behaviour 
being addressed, but also imply things about the relative risk of other 
behaviours. Take traffic safety as an example: a very fearful anti-drink 
campaign may lead audiences to assume that other driving behaviours, 
such as speeding, are less dangerous. Focus groups with young drivers 
conducted recently at the University of Wollongong in New South Wales 
(see Box 5.2) showed that whilst drink-driving and speeding were recog-
nized as risky behaviours, others such as driving at night and driving 
whilst under the influence of marijuana were not. Indeed, some respond-
ents interpreted the constant messaging on drink-driving as implicitly 
endorsing the alternative of marijuana use. The option of extending the 
traffic topics addressed by fear messages to cover all potential risks is 
equally problematic. It would likely lead to overload and rationalization: 
T know the roads are dangerous, but I have to get on with my life.' 



It is also worth remembering that road use is only one source of danger 
in people's life (and danger is only one source of problems). For example, 
tobacco use kills more people in Europe than traffic, crime, and accidents 
in the home and workplace combined. 

Fear messages need to reflect this reality, if only for ethical reasons. 

(e) What about our non-targets who will also 
see the message? 
Targeting is an important aspect of marketing: only well-targeted prod-
ucts and messages can really satisfy customer needs. However, messages 
transmitted in the mass media will inevitably reach other people as well 
as the intended target. Sticking with road safety, TV ads aimed at 18- to 



24-year-old 'boy racers' will also reach older drivers. The use of fear in 
these circumstances can have two untoward effects. First, it may breed 
complacency among older speeding drivers by implying that deaths on 
the roads are the fault of other inexperienced and unskilled drivers. 
Second, it may cause unwarranted anxiety among other road users, per-
haps discouraging parents from letting their children play outside or walk 
to school. 

(f) What are our competitors doing? 
As we will discuss in Chapter 8, social marketers frequently have to com-
pete with commerce. Tobacco, alcohol, fast-food, car producers - amongst 
others - frequently push in the opposite direction. Even a cursory look at 
their advertising shows that they make relatively little use of fear. 

(g) Where do we go from here? 
Fear appeals present both creative and strategic problems. On the creative 
front, once fear has been used, there is a need to increase it on each subse-
quent occasion to have the same impact. At what point does this cross the 
threshold of acceptability? On the other hand, is there a point at which 
people become inured? (Have another look at Box 5.2.) 

Turning to strategy, if marketing tells us that success is dependent on 
building long-term relationships with the customer, the strategic question 
becomes: is fear a good basis for a relationship? Fven parents rapidly aban-
don it as a pedagogical option as their offspring leave early childhood. 

(h) What about alternative approaches? 
It is clear then that fear approaches present considerable costs to social 
marketers. The main benefit it offers is a high profile: strong emotional 
messages attract a lot of attention. But other approaches can also have a 
strong emotional pull - love, excitement, sex, hope, humour and sophisti-
cation are all used successfully by commercial advertisers. The key issue 
therefore is not 'should fear appeals be used?' but 'wil l they do the job 
better and more efficiently than alternative approaches?' 

(i) Is our message ethically acceptable? 
The final question a marketer wil l ask (or be compelled to ask by the rele-
vant regulatory authorities) is 'do our messages meet normal ethical stan-
dards?' Will people be hurt or damaged by them? The fact that we social 
marketers tend to fight on the side of the angels does not absolve us from 
this responsibility. The end cannot be used to justify the means. 


