Fear Appeals

Paul A. Mongeau

he half-life of social science theory and
T research is notoriously short. Scholars

have a seemingly insatiable need to focus
on new, different, and unique ideas, even if they
represent old wine in new academic skins. The
study of persuasion, however, seems immune to
this short attention span. This may be because
the nature of attitudes; how they are shaped,
reinforced, and changed; and how they are (un)
related to behaviors are, relatively speaking, less
strongly influenced by social and cultural
changes. As a consequence, the social scientific
study of many persuasion theories and concepts
has relatively long histories. What is more, the
study of fear appeals is among the oldest in all
such persuasion research.

The chapter’s primary goal is to review social
science fear appeals theory and research. Despite
considerable uncertainty in the early years, gen-
eral conclusions of the effectiveness of fear
appeals have become more optimistic in the

past few decades. Fear appeals work, at least for -

most audiences and most contexts. Disagree-
ments abound, however, concerning why fear
appeals work (and why they don’t). T will con-
clude that one reason that this is the case js that
the explanations have not been given a fair test,
Therefore, this chapter will spend more time
considering explanations than the actual
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research. Before doing so, two fundament,]
issues—the nature of emotions and the nature

of fear appeals—are considered.

Emotions and Persuasion

> GEN 4
There is a general consensus that emotions are an
amalgam of cognitive, physiological, and behav-
ioral elements (Bradley & Lang, 2000; Nabi, 2002;
Shiota & Kalat, 2011). The relative importance of
these elements in the production of emotion,

however, has been the source of considerable dis-

agreement' (e.g., Zajonc, 1980, versus Lazarus,

1982). Cognitively based views of emotions tend

to ignore physiological processes (e.g., Witte,

1992). Psychophysiological views of emotion, on
the other hand, largely ignore cognition and typi-
cally consider emotion to be identifiable solely
from physiological measures (e.g., Williams et al,
2001). Although it is important to integrate, and
truly balance, physiological, behavioral, and cog-
nitive elements in the production and effects of
emotion (Bradley & Lang, 2000), actually finding
scholarship that actually does so is rare.

The persuasion literature generally considers
emotions from a cognitive perspective (Nabi
2002). Given this focusy emotions have four
partifularly useful characteristics (Guerrero
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\@Qillard & Meijnders, 2002, p. 313).

a behavioral component; that

Defining Fear, Threat,
and Fear Appeals

Given this view of emotions, it is important
to define fear and associated terms. Witte defined
fear as “a negatively-valenced emotion accompa-
niedﬂby a high level of arousal and is eli;i@y
a threat that is perceived to be significant and

‘ﬁersonallz relevant” (Witte, 1992, p. 331; see also
Easterling & Leventhal, 1989). This_definition
hgig_}Lliwlportant“poims. First and
most simply, fear is_i;_l,—r_']_:éx_;]qtion. Second, the
experience of fear involves, by definition, physi-
ofogicat-arotsal (e.g., increases in heart rate,
fespiration rate, blood pressure as well as pupil
dilation and releases of adrenaline; Guerrero et

al, 1998). Thus, an approach to fear appeals that
ignores physiology is miSSi'}Eﬂl,ﬁﬂ}}?pmllt:ele‘-
¢ emotional process.)Finally, Witte's
(1992y~ deﬁniti(‘iﬁ‘?ﬁgﬂr&m A’ziljl',jilnporlullﬁt?fl:igk
between feir and ihireat. I gonsider this distinc-
e .
tion and its implicanhe construction of
fear appeals next.
Despite important differences between fear
and threat, these terms have been used synony-
mously throughout the history of fear appeals
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messages depict a threat, that when processed by
the receiver, creates fear.

(Hovlang et al.,
the other hand, j

The distinction between fear and threat has
clear implications for the construction of fear
appeals. According to Rogers (1975, 1983 and
most scholars that followed), fear appeals con-

tain two parts: a threat component and a coping

component. Each of these cd;ponents is further

ubdivided into two parts. First, fear appeals

depict an environmental threat to recipients’

health and well-being. In most fear appeal

manipulations, the depicted threat to well-being
is physical (e.g., second-hand smoke causes can-
cer). More specifically, through intense verbal
text often (but not necessarily) accompanied by
vivid graphics (e.g., gruesome photographs),
researchers typically manipulate the threats
severity (e.g., lack of adequate dental hygiene
cases great pain from toothaches, mouth infec-
tions, decayed teeth and painful trips to the den-
tist; Janis & Feshbach, 1953). The second threat
component is susceptibility (or vulnerability) that
indicates that the environmental threat is likely
to strike unless preventative action is taken (e.g.,
painful outcomes will occur unless message rec-
ommendations are followed; Janis & Feshbach).
Fear appeals initially depict a threat to the
receivers’ health and/or well-being. This message
component, according to some (but not all) fear
appeal explanations, generates the emotion of
fear in the audience members (e.g., Hovland et al,,
1953; Witte, 1992). For a fear appeal to be per-
suasive (i.e., generate responses in the direction
of message recommendations), however, it must
also indicate how audience members can avoid
the threat. Therefore, the second fear appeal
component is the coping component (Rogers,

1975, 1983; Witte, 1992) that includes both response
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efficacy and self-efficacy informa'tior?.. Firs;,
response efficacy represents “the availability .an

effectiveness of a coping response that might
reduce or eliminate the noxious stimulus” (Rogers,
1975, p. 97). Second, self-efficacy represents the
extent to which the recipient has the ability to
perform the recommended behavior (Roger‘s,
1983). Self-efficacy is important, for example, in
the case of smoking cessation. A tobacco smoker
might understand that smoking dramatically
increases the probability of contracting several
nasty diseases (high perceived noxiousness and
vulnerability) and that smoking cessation reduces
those probabilities (high perceived response effi-
cacy). If the recipient, however, considers smok-
ing an addiction, a lack of self-efficacy would
likely interfere with enacting the recommended
coping behavior. In short, current thinking sug-
gests that in order to be effective, fear appeals

must not only depict a serious and imminent

threat, but must also provide the individual witk
a way of avoiding that threat.

T e

Dérléear Appeals Work?

The social scientific study of fear appeals begins,
for all intents and purposes, with Janis and
Feshbach’s (1953) seminal investigation (also
described in Hovland et al., 1953). In their study,
they presented the entire freshman class of large
Connecticut high school (in intact classrooms)
with minimal, moderate, or strong fear appeals
concerning dental hygiene (i.e., proper tooth
brushing technique and equipment) or a control
message. Their results indicated that as the
strength of the fear appeal increased, behavior
change in the week following message reception
decreased. In short, they reported a negative lin-
ear relationship between fear appeals and behay-
ior change,

As in other cases where an initial study gener-
ates counterintuitive results (e.g., LaPiere, 1934),
considerable fear appeal rescarch ensy
next two decades. Most studies durin
generatcd positive linear rclali()nshi}

ed over the
g this time
s between
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fear appeals and attitude and pehavior change.
On the other hand, some. studies fr'or‘n that era
(i.e., Goldstein, 1959; Janis & Terw1ll'1ger, 19§2;
Leventhal & Watts, 1966) were cgnsxstent thh
Janis & Feshbach’s (1953) results (i.e., a negative
linear relationships between fear appeal strength
and attitude change). _
When I began reading the fear appe.al litera-
ture in the early 1980s, reviews typically included
wailing and gnashing of teeth i authors
described incongruous and cc3nfusmg resul-ts
(e.g., Smith, 1982). This confusion stemmed, in
large part, from the contradictory results among
those early fear appeal studies. Over the past
three decades, reviewers of the fear appeal litera-
ture have become more positive. Early meta-
énal);siéﬂsr( Boster & Mongeau, 1984; Sutton, 1982)
suggested that the literature was not as confusing
or as scattered as the previous reviews §uggested.
In addition, an important methodological mile- -
stone in clarifying the effects of fear appeals is
Rogers’s (1975, 1983) explication of the fear
appeal manipulation (described earlier). A large
majority of performed studies after Rogers’ clari-
fication of the structure of fear appeals report
positive linear relationship between the strength
of a fear appeal and message acceptance (see
Witte & Allen, 2000). -
Recent meta-analyses (e.g., Witte & Allen,
2000) indicate that the accumulated research
clearly suggests that fear-arousing messages
work, at least for most audiences and on most
occasions. (This caveat is an important one that
will be discussed later in the chapter.) In sum-

marizing their meta-analytic results, Witte and
Allen conclude:

In sum, the stronger the fear appeal, the
greater the attitude, intention and behavior
changes. Similarly, the stronger the severity
and susceptibility in the message, the more
attitude, intention, and behavior changes.
Finally, the stronger the response efficacy
and self-efficacy in a message, the stronger
the attitudes, intentions, and behaviors
toward the recommended response. (p. 598)
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Fear Appeal Explanationg
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this
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Therefore,
describes and evaluates five ally imoor
tant approaches to fear appeals: the dri';'c b
(Hovland et al., 1953), {}e Parallel re
model (Leventhal, 1970), the protection motjyy-
tion explanation (Rogers, 1975, 1983) ‘
extended parallel processing v
1992), and the stage mode] (
These explanations reflect pre

section

mudcl

sponse

the
mode] (Witte,
Stroebe, 2000).

: dominant con-
temporary social science paradigms. In the 19505

and 1960s, the predominant explanation (the
drive model; e.g., Hovland et al,, 1953; Janis.
1967; McGuire, 1969) reflected classical condi-
tion and learning paradigms. Through the 19705
and beyond, as the cognitive revolution chal-
lenged, and eventually superseded, the reinforce-
ment paradigm (G. A. Miller, 2003), fear appeal
explanations quickly followed suit. During this
time, fear appeal explanations swung from
entirely emotion and reinforcement-based, to
presenting a balance between emotion and cog-
nitive foci, to finally becoming entirely cognitive
(and, thus, representing threat appeal explana-
tions as previously defined), where consider-
ation of emotion processes waned. It is only
relatively recently that the emotion of fear has
returned to the study of fear appeals, but only
from a cognitive perspective.

Another interesting aspect of these explana-
tions is that rather than representing entirely new
formulations, each attempt builds on, and
includes elements from, earlier explanations.
This is an interesting choice as the explication of
each new explanation generally involves a schol-
arly thrashing of the predecessors.

The Drive Model ﬂtﬂ// W\A

As with several other topics, the social scientiﬁ;
study of fear appeals largely begins with Hovlz?n
et al’s (1953) Communication and Persuasion.
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fear as a drive; lH‘%vliS.;Ln‘(_‘g;_lﬂV(‘ly valenced state Y
t\hdtaﬂ indi\_’id_L_{{l is motivated to avoid or (onge (
experienced) fl,illir_l_q_te. The cxpla'n-;ition/claims
that the threat presented in a pe(;m;agc
initi.é‘f?{ff@j_@s_,\airjyg‘_gtqte. The emotional
arousal generates a search for, and effort to work
through, several strategies to reduce the drive.
Whatever strategy is successful in reducing the
drive state is considered a reward, thereby
increasing the probability that it will be repeated
in the future (Hovland et al., 1953). If rehearsing
and advocating message recommendations reduces
fear, they will be integrated into the receiver’s
cognitive structure (i.e., attitude and behavior
change occur) and this strategy will represent the
preferred option for processing future messages.
If, on the other hand, rehearsing message recom-
mendations fails to reduce the drive, audience
members will attempt alternative strategies. For
example, Hovland et al. suggest that the receiver
might attempt to disregard the message (i.e.,
inattentiveness), derogate the message source, or
minimize or ignore the threat. Of course, if
receivers take this route, attitude and behavior
change seems unlikely. Again, if any of these
alternative strategies are successful in reducing
drive, it is rewarding and represents the response
of choice in similar future situations.

From the drive model, Hovland et al. (1933)
predicted a curvilinear (i.e., inverted-U shapecﬂ
relationship between the strength of a‘fear.{ppe '
and attitude and behavior change. Specifically,

evel, acceptance
“from zero to some moderate lev el, accepta

/
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tends to INCrease, but as emotional tension

mounts to higher levels, acceptance tends to
decrcase” (Hovland et al., 1953, pp. 83-84). In
short, the drive model predicts that greatest levels
of attitude and behavior change will occur when
fear appeals are moderate (when compared to
when they are cither low or high).
Two noteworthy extensions of the drive model
are Janis’s (1967) “family of curves” and McGuire’s
Yo (1968, 1969) two-factor explanation. Janis argues
that fear arousal creates competing forces of vigi-
lance to the threat, on the one hand, and hyper-
vigilance (i.e., interference) on the other. Increasing
fear arousal facilitates audience members’ motiva-
tion and ability to process the persuasive message,
however, as fear arousal increases further, facilitat-
ing factors are countered by interference (e.g.
defensive avoidance through counterarguing in a
search for loopholes; Janis, 1967, p. 176). The
point on the arousal continuum at which inhibit-
ing factors outweigh facilitating factors varies
across messages and audiences, resulting in a fam-
ily of curves where the function’s peak falls at dif-
ferent points on an emotional arousal continuum.
McGuire (1968, 1969), on the other hand,
argued that when a persuasive message creates
fear, the emotion can act as a cue or as a drive. As
a cue, receivers depend on learned responses that
interfere with message reception and acceptance.
On the other hand, as a drive, fear motivates
receivers to avoid the threat and is thought to
facilitate message acceptance. Both drive and cue
functions increase monotonically as fear arousal
increases, but at differing rates. This combination
of competing forces leads to the predicted
inverted U-shaped relationship.

Evaluating the Drive Model

() One important criticism of the drive mode]

r focuses on the representation of fear as a drive.
Fquating these terms essentially places emotion
in the same Category as hunger or thirst. Thus
although it refers to emotional arousal, does little:
mor? than wave its hand toward emotion as it is
considered in more recent theory and research.

Traditions

What is more, the curvilinear prediction
between fear appeal strength and responses
derived from the drive mod.el was doomed 1:’r(.)m
the beginning. Although soc1al.sc16nce theorizing
at the day was replete with inverted-U-shaped

functions (Leventhal, 1970), pairi.ng . driv'e
model with a curvilinear relationship was a curi-
ous choice. The most complete data. tha't Hovland
et al. (1953) reported was the negative linear rela-
tionship on behavior change from Janis and
Feshbach (1953). It is difficult to shoehorn these
data into the drive model’s inverted U-shaPed f:unc-
tion. Hovland et al. claim that the negative ¥1near
relationship represents the downward slope in the
inverted-U (see also Janis, 1967). For this to be the
case, however, Janis and Feshbach’s minimalappeal
would have to be at least moderate on some objec-
tive fear arousal continuum. This supposition is
handicapped because Hovland et al. also went into
great detail describing the truly mundane nature
of the minimal appeal. In summary, evidence con-
sistent with the curvilinear relationship in subse-
quent research is virtually nonexistent (Boster &
Mongeau, 1984; Witte & Allen, 2000), although
I will argue later that the methods typically used in
fear appeal studies do not fully test the model.
Given the drive model’s inability to explain
the accumulated data, subsequent explanations
attempted to explain both positive linear and
negative linear relationships between the strength
of fear appeals and responses. Specifically, similar
to McGuire’s (1968) two-factor approach, these
explanations present multiple ways of processing
fear-arousing messages (e.g., Das, de Wit, &
Stroebe, 2003; Leventhal, 1970; Witte, 1993).
TYPi_CaHY’ one way of dealing with fear appeals
'faa‘htates message acceptance while the other
ll.lhlbits it. Moreover, over time, the next genera-
tion of explanations focused increasingly on the
cognitive, rather than affective, processes.

Parallel Response Model

. Al.though other explanations appeared in the
Interim (e.g., G. R. Miller, 1963), the second



historically important fear appea] ey
the parallel response model (Leventha] 1970
1971). This explanation acts as 3 py; ,

: dge between
the largely affectively focused drive mode] and
the more recent, cognitively oriented, explana-

tions. Specifically, the paralle] response mode|
suggests that audience members will deal with

the depicted threat in one of two ways: fear con-
trol or danger control,

Planation is

Fear Control

In fear control, internal affective responses
(e.g.» physiological arousal) are interpreted as a
sign of fear. When further cognitive work sug-
gests that there is nothing to be done to avoid the
threat, audience members will look internally to
reduce emotional arousal, Leventhal (1970)
argues that a wide variety of responses might
occur during fear control (e.g., defensive reac-
tions, eating or drinking to interfere with emo-
tional responses, or reinterpreting the arousal).
Audience members’ internal focus likely inhibits
focusing on, elaborating about, and accepting
message recommendations. When audience
members engage in fear control, then, the
strength of fear appeals should be inversely
related to attitude and behavior change.

Danger Control

Danger control represents a problem-solving
process whereby recipients consider how to. d.eal
with the message threat. Information guiding
problem-solving typically comes from the mes-
sage itself, though other sources of informz'mon
(e.g., memory, coping abilities, ax.ld emotional
responses) are also important, partlcyarly as the
problem-solving process develops (L?venthal,
1970). In other words, danger control increases
the probability that receivers will attend to, e.'lab‘-
orate on, and accept message recommendatmn‘s.
Thercforc, when audience members engage 1m
danger control, the strength of fcar' ﬂl’l"““l:
should be positively correlated with attitude anc
behavior change.
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ar control emotiona] pro-

larousal (i.e., fear) should
d with attitude and behav-

iy re caused by the message
(Leventhal, 1970). Thus, fear appeals generate

both fear and adaptive responses; however, they
are not causally related.

Evaluating the Parallel
Processing Model

The primary value of the parallel processing
model is historical, as it was the first explanation
to clearly and explicitly separate cognitive from
affective responses to a fear appeal. Therefore, the
parallel processing explanation provided a logical
explanation for the inconsistencies in fear appeal
studies of the time. Specifically, studies generat-
Ing negative relationships between fear appeals
and attitude change (e.g., Janis & Feshbach,
1953) produced fear control while studies pro-
ducing positive correlations (e.g., G. R. Miller &
Hewgill, 1966) produced danger control.

Although this explanation facilitated thinking
about fear appeals’ persuasive successes and fail-
ures, it had one serious flaw. Specifically, it lacked
the specificity necessary to generate clear predic-
tions and tests (Beck & Frankel, 1981; Boster &
Mongeau, 1984; Rogers, 1975). Specifically,
Leventhal (1970, 1971) neither developed opera-
tionalizations fear control and danger control,
nor specified the conditions under which each
would operate. (Ironically, Leventhal criticized
both Janis’ family of curves explanation and the
drive model on the same grounds.) Leventhal
predicted that the strength of fear appeals would
generally be positively related to attitude and
behavior change. Sternthal and Craig (1974),
however, used the same explanation to predict an
inverted-U-shaped relationship between fear
appeal strength and attitude and behavior
change. Specifically, danger control would pre-
dominate from low to some moderate level of
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emotional arousal after which fear control would
take over. Given the lack of specificity in con-
struct specification and predictions, it is impos-
sible to differentiate, or test, these predictions.
Therefore, although historically important for
extending thinking about fear appeal processing,
the parallel respops_grﬁn_o_dﬁglAis_rlcﬂestable. Fol-
~ lowing the trend sweeping the social sciences, the
next family of explanations (e.g., Beck & Frankel,
1981; Rogers, 1975) posited that attitude and
behavior change was an exclusive function of the
cognitive processing of fear appeals and virtually
ignored emotional arousal (Witte, 1992).
Although fear and perceptions of threat are
“intricately and reciprocally related” (Witte &
Allen, 2000, p. 592), the emotion of fear went
AWOL from fear appeals for nearly two decades.

Protection Motivation Explanation

Rogers (1975) attributed the inconsistent fear
appeal results to the haphazard manner in which
fear appeals had been conceptualized and opera-
tionalized. Thus, the primary contribution of
Rogers’ (1975, 1983) protection motivation
explanation (both original and revised) is the
specification of fear appeal components.
Although these components had been previously
described several times (e.g., Hovland et al,
1953; Janis, 1967; Leventhal, 1970), Rogers’s sys-
tematic descriptions generated greater consis-
tency in the development of fear appeals and,
perhaps, study results.

As previously noted, Rogers (1975, 1983)
described fear appeal as containing four com-
ponents (severity, susceptibility, self-efficacy,
and response efficacy). Working from an expec-
tancy value perspective (cf., chapter 8 in this
voh‘Jme), the protection motivation explanation
posits that receivers evaluate messages along
.cach message component (i.e., perceived sever-

é;gczz;’c?:fidpzl::zél)i‘l)i]tfy, g*cTceived respo.nsie
tial formulation thc:( “eticacy). In lh.e -
combined multi ,] , iS¢ perceptual variables
plicatively to create protection

ctives, and Traditions

motivation,an intervening variable that“arouses,
and directs activity” (Rogers, 1975,
p. 94). Protection motivation, in turn, directly
influences behavior change. Thus, protection
(akin to behavioral intention)
replaces fear as the mediating variable bet.WC(:n
fear appeals and responses. “Our emp13351s on
‘protection motivation’ rather than fear’ is
designed to emphasize the importance”of cogni-
tive processes rather than visceral ones” (Rogers,
1983, p. 169).

In short, the protection motivation explana-
tion initially predicted a threat by efficacy inter-
action on attitude and behavior change. When
either threat or efficacy levels are zero (e.g., either
the threat is weak or if the coping response is
ineffective), no attitude or behavior change is
predicted to occur. Messages that present a severe
threat that is likely to strike the audience member
will be persuasive only if they are combined with
recommended coping responses that are effective
in avoiding the threat and that are in the receiv-

sustains,

motivation

er’s behavioral repertoire.

Evaluating the Protection
Motivation Explanation

The primary strength of the protection moti-
vation explanation is the specification of fear
appeal components; particularly the bifurcation
of threat and coping components. Although they
were discussed earlier (e.g., Hovland et al., 1953),
Rogers’s (1975, 1983) conceptualizations and
operationalizations represent important ground-
ing for subsequent theoretical frames (e.g.,
Stroebe, 2000; Witte, 1993).

The revised protection motivation explana-
tion is relatively difficult to evaluate as it relates
to fear appeals because it extends beyond per-
suastve messages to include other information
sources (e.g., intrapersonal and social) relevant
to coping. Thus, the revised explanation
includes, but extends far beyond fear appeals. As
a consequence, recent meta-analytic studies
(Floyd, Prentice-Dunn, & Rogers, 20005 Milne,
Sheeran, & Orbell, 2000) do not speak directly




the issue of fear appeals. One issue is clear,
y wever. The multiplicative combination of
ho pitive meditational variables (i.e., perceived
o8 rity, perceived susceptibility, and perceived
:::)01153 efficacy, and pe.:rceived‘self efficacy)
from the original protection motivation expla-
nation has been rejected (Rogers, 1983). Factors
influence Tesponses separately rathe?r than in
combination (Floyd et al., 2000; Milne et al,
2000; Rogers, 1983).

Witte (1993) claims that an important limita-
tion of the protection motivation explanation is
that it foregrounds cognitive (especially subjec-
tive expected utility) processes while giving emo-
tions only a tertiary role. For example, in the
revised protection motivation model, fear influ-
ences protection motivation only as a function of
perceptions of threat and efficacy (Rogers, 1983).
In short, with the protection motivation explana-
tions, the pendulum had swung entirely from an
emotional position (where fear alone mediated
the effectiveness of fear appeals) to nearly an
entirely cognitive one (where the only cognitive
concepts were of consequence).

Extended Parallel Processing Model

Witte (1992) lamented the erosion of fear and,
more broadly, affective processes from fear appeal
explanations. To reverse this trend, Witte created
the extended parallel processing model (or
EPPM), which attempted to balance cognitive
and affective processes. This balance was

attempted by combining elements from the drive,

paralle] processing, and protection motivation
explanations. Specifically,

Leventhal’s model forms the basis of the
theory. PMT explains the danger control
side of the model (i.e., when and why fear
appeals work), and portions of Janis and
McGuire’s explanations can be accounted
for under the fear control side of the model

(i.e., when and why fear appeals fail). (Witte
& Allen, 2000, p. 594)
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In short

» the parallel processing model
(Leventhal, ’

1970) differentiated fear control
from danger control, however, it failed to specify

when each would operate. The EPPM (Witte,
1992) uses protection motivation components
to fill this gap/Speciﬁcally, the EPPM predicts
that when threat is weak, no attitude or behavior
change will occur because receivers are unmoti-
vated to engage in active message processing.
If the message threat is either weak or remote
(or both), there is no need to attend to, and/or
heed, message recommendations (i.e., no threat,
no sweat). ,

When the threat depicted in the message is
both severe and likely to strike, receivers will
experience fear (Witte, 1992). Fear creates fur-
ther increases in perceived threat and motivates
receivers to look for ways of avoiding it. Whether
audience members engage in fear control or dan-
ger control, then, depends on the message’s cop-
ing component. Specifically, if threat is high and
efficacy is low (the recommended coping
response is ineffective and/or the receiver is
unable to perform it), fear increases greatly and
participants are predicted to engage in fear con-
trol. Fear control processes include any of several
forms of defensive avoidance, such as message
avoidance and not thinking about the issue in the
future (Witte, 1992). Under these conditions,
attitude and behavior change in the direction of
message recommendations is unlikely as partici-
pants focus on emotional reactions.

When both threat and efficacy are strong, on
the other hand, receivers are predicted to engage
in danger control. In doing so, receivers engage in
unbiased cognitive processing of message con-
tent in choosing responses (Witte, 1992). Under
these conditions, attitude, intention, and behav-
ior change in the direction of message recom-
mendations are predicted to occur.

In summary, in the EPPM, “threat-by-efficacy
interactions are the fundamental determinants of
study outcomes” (Witte, 1992, p. 330). Specifi-
cally, the model predicts a multiplicative interac-
tion between threat and efficacy where both
threat and efficacy have to be present for attitude,




PART Il Theories, perspectives,

192
change to oceur. In any

n :
cacy, Jittle or

f threat and effi '
e, behavior, or intention 15
are unmoti-

behavior, or intentic
other combination 0
no change in attitud
expected. If threat is low,
vated to process the messa
efficacy low, fear control processes P

receivers
ge. If threat is high and
redominate.

Evaluating the Extended
Parallel Processing Model

00) meta-analysis seems

to be of two minds. The meta-analytic results
comparing the four EPPM conditions (i.e., high
threat-high efficacy, high threat-low efficacy, low
threat-high efficacy, and low threat-low efficacy)

cate main effects for both threat and efficacy,
consistent

witte and Allen’s (20

indi
but no interaction effect. Specifically,
with the EPPM, the high threat-high efficacy
condition produced the greatest attitude change.
Inconsistent with model predictions, the low
threat-high efficacy and high threat-low efficacy
conditions both generated greater attitude
change than did the low threat-low efficacy con-
dition. (The EPPM predicts that all three of these
conditions should generate equal amounts of
attitude change, though for different reasons.) In
short, although the EPPM predicts a multiplica-
tive interaction between threat and efficacy, these
results suggested an additive process where threat
and efficacy separately influence responses.

In an effort to save the EPPM’s multiplicative
prediction, Witte and Allen (2000) performed
effects-coded analyses pitting the predicted
multiplicative model with the additive model
suggested by the data. Using unreported con-
trasts to represent the two effects, Witte and
AH'en report that both the additive and multipli-
cative pfatterns significantly predicted outcomes,
Sugj’f‘:fmghth;t thhe predicted multiplicative

model might fit t .
that Iogic,é;mwever eisdt;:ata}{:er 2ll The ﬂ;:w N
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representing the multiplicative ’:“Odel'l In such
a case, it would be nearly impos‘slblc to'gencrate
effect-code models that could differentiate these

-dictions.
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ation explanation.
rate impact of predictor vari.
edictions reasonably

similar t
protection motiv

sidering the sepa

ables, the data match pr 3 :
well. Both threat and efficacy positively influ-

ence attitude and behavior cbange. When con-
sidering the specific combinations of threat and
efficacy, however, the accumuléted data do“ not
fit predictions as clearly. Specifically, the “off”
cells (i.e., high threat-low efficacy and low

threat-high efficacy) produce greater attitude
change than the model predicts. Why this might

be and how it could be explained from the EPPM

perspective remains unclear.

The Stage Model of Fear Appeals

The most recent explanation for fear appeals
is the stage model (e.g., de Hoog, Stroebe, & de
Wit, 2007; Das et al., 2003; Stroebe, 2000); not
to be confused with the transtheoretical (or
stages of change) model (see Prochaska &
DiClemente, 2005). As is typical for this litera-
ture, the stage model combines concepts from
earlier explanations (e.g., parallel response, pro-
tection motivation, and the EPPM) but also
combines them with the dual-process model of
message processing (Chaiken, 1980), stress-
coping explanations (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), and models of message evaluation, evi-
dence, and inference (e.g., Kunda, 1987). The
model is quite recent, more complex than its
predecessors, and relatively untested. Therefore,
this review will be brief.

Like the other explanations, the stage model
assumes that fear appeal components include
tb reat (i.e., severity and susceptibility) and coping
(i.e., response and self-efficacy). These compo-
nents are presented, and processed, in stages (thus
the explanation’s label) with threat assessments
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Evaluating the Stage Mode/

» 1ts predictions
are slippery. For example, de Hoog et al. (2007)

assert several times that main effects either could
or should pe moderated. Thus, it is not clear
Whether main effects or interaction effects should
influence fesponses. The body of studies in the
de Hoog et ], Meta-analysis included only those
Studies tha¢ Manipulated either severity or sus-
Ceptibi]it)’ Or manipulated both, but separately
1€, studies that confounded severity and sus-
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Why Don't Fear
Appeal Explanations Work?

Given the state of the literature,

a SUanJrY
evaluation of fear appeal expl

anations has not
changed substantially since 1984 when Boster

and Mongeau claimed “none o.f the fe;ir iplp;\lil
explanations are consistent with thé axin‘\: N
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(i.e,, protection motivation, cx(cm.lcd |».|.r.||Icl
processing, and stage models) were mumsnsl.cnl
with how various fear appeal components (i.c.,
severity, susceptibility, self-efficacy, and response-
etficacy) influence attitude, intention, and behav-
ior ch\’mgc (de Hoog et al., 2007; Rogers, 1983;
Witte & Allen, 2000).

There are several potential reasons why fear
appeal explanations don’t match the accumu-
lated data. Some of these reasons center on the
nature of the explanations themselves, while
other reasons are a function of the research
methods used to test them. I will consider each of
these factors in turn.

Issues Relevant to the
Explanations Themselves

There are at least three factors associated with
fear appeal explanations (both what they have
and what they lack) that likely lead to their
demise. First, ever since Hovland and colleagues’
(1953) seminal work, each new fear appeal expla-
nation has taken something from previous work,
changed it and/or combined it with other per-
spectives and/or concepts, in order to develop
something new. Parallel processing was built with
bricks from the drive model. The EPPM com-
bined parts of the drive, parallel response, and
protection motivation explanations. Most
recently, the stage model combined elements
from all these explanations with several other

persuasion concepts (e.g., Chaiken, 1980). In
short, instead of becoming more consistent,
terse, and compelling over time, fear appeal
explanations are becoming more bloated, convo-
luted, and no closer to explaining the accumu-
lated data. Such a state of affajrs is due, in part, to
the perpetration of severa] central constructs that
are poorly conceptualized and operationalized
(e.g., fear control, danger control, and defensive

avoidance). What is more, one has to question

data necessitate this
level of conceptual complexity,

whether the accumulated

A second shortcoming of fear appea explana-
tions is that they consistently highlight cognition
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and shortchange physiological aspects of em-
tion. This cognitive focus likely reflects sOCial
science paradigm shift over the pa'lst half»ccnlury.
‘This shift has generated consxd'cral)lc useful
inquiry and theory (c.g., (;"A‘ Miller, ?003) in
many scholarly arcas, induding persuasion (see,
¢.g., Bagly & Chaiken, 1993, and many chapters
in this volume). On the other hand, the concept
of fear (and emotion more generally), particy,.
larly the concept of physiological arousa), has
faded into the background. This leaves explana-
tions of how fear appeals work (or don’t work)
simplistic and incomplete.

With the exception of the EPPM, recent fear
appeal explanations are more accurately charac-
terized as threat appeal explanations (Witte,
1992) as they focus nearly exclusively on the
cognitive processing of messages. Largely gone is
any consideration of arousal (e.g., physiological
or emotional) or emotional labeling. Even within
the EPPM, physiological processes given a ter-
tiary role, guiding message rejection more than
message acceptance (Witte, 1992).

Given the imbalance between cognitive and
emotional (particularly physiological) factors in
fear appeal explanations, we know more about
danger control (i.e., message acceptance) than we
do about fear control (and message rejection).
Moreover, much of the thinking on the fear con-
trol centers on defensive avoidance, both of
which are particularly poorly defined constructs.
Rather than constructs used to make predictions,
fear control and defensive avoidance are typically
utilized to explain (after the fact) the failure of a
fear appeal. What is more,

discussions of defen-
sive avoidance frequently

include a variety of
responses that likely stem from different (cogni-

tive or emotional of both) processes that occur
during Message processing, long afterward, or
both. Different defensive avoidance processes
likely produce different outcomes, but this claim
has not been adequately considered or tested. As
it stands, defensive avoidance seems to be more
of a post-hoc shorthand description of study
outcomes rather than a compelling theoretical

variable, Although the accumulated data appear




8€r contrg]
theory and research need

pr()
Cesses) greater
trol processes as we]l

S to focyg on fear con-

appeal GXpla .
1 1 . nat
are lacking is the consxderation of mode lotns
rator

riables (i.e., an i .
Girecton. androy e 1t inlcncs
between two other variabgles- SO' wation
3 Stiff & Mongeau,
200.3). When I‘ teach Persuasion, each major
topic typically involves discussing at least one
moderator variable (e.g., vested interest a5 ,
moderator of the attitude-behayje, relation-
ship; Sivacek & Crano, 1982
of fear appeals is an exception. Consideration of
moderator variables is important given the het-
erogeneity of fear appeal effects (Witte & Allen,
2000). Although early fear appeal research cop.
sidered several moderator variables (e.g., source
credibility, trait anxiety, participant age, etc.;
Boster & Mongeau, 1984), the study of such
variables has largely died. (One exception is
trait anxiety, see Hale, Lemieux, & Mongeau,
1995; Witte & Morrison, 2000.)
Despite the dearth of moderator variables in
modern fear appeal research, future research
might fruitfully investigate several important
candidates. One potentially important modera-
tor variable is the novelty of the threat. Fear
appeal explanations suggest that describing the
severity and susceptibility of the threat are
important components of fear appeals. Recent
research, however, suggests that this might not be
the case (Nabi, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & Carpentier,
2008). When the threat is new to the audience,
the threat component is indeed likely critically
important to a fear appeal’s success. What we
don’t know is whether it is necessary to remind
audience members of a threat they are already
aware of. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, did
U.S. residents really need to be reminded of the
dangers of a nuclear attack to convince them to
build a basement bomb shelter? In the present,
do tobacco smokers really need to be reminded
of the health threats of their habit in order to
motivate them to change? Nabi et al. suggest that
when the threat is well-known to participants,

ship

). The recent study
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consistent maintenance (
reduce blood cholesterol levels; Prochaska &
DiClemente, 2005). In such cases, not only must
an individual decide to make dra
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maintain those
changes when making daily dietary decisions.

Other behavioral changes only need to be made
once and following that decision, no further
elaboration is likely necessary (e.g., signing an
organ donation card). The nature of the success-
ful persuasive message (or campaign) is likely
quite different if the behavior in question is
ongoing rather than discrete. Also, eliminating a
behavior (e.g., quitting smoking) might involve
fundamentally different persuasion processes
than initiating behaviors (e.g., starting an exer-
cise regime; Floyd et al., 2000).

Another aspect of behavioral change that fear
appeal explanations fail to consider is the receiv-
er’s readiness to make a change. Smoking cessa-
tion, for example, is likely a long and complicated
process requiring several stages (e.g., Erochaska
& DiClemente’s, 2005, pre-contemp]ation? ccin-
templation, and preparation stages). Convincing
a smoker that they should quit liksly has to pre-
cede convincing people how‘ to qmt: Put another
way, where an individusl might be in the prosess
of change or their readiness for making a major
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Reasons Centering on
Research Methods

Fear appeal explanations have changed dra-
matically since Janis and Feshbach’s (1953) drive
model. The rescarch methods used to test these
explanations, however, have changed less drasti-
cally. Thus, a second set of reasons why fear
appeal explanations don’t work lies not with the
explanations themselves, but with the predomi-
nant methods used to test them. Specifically, the
operationalization of fear arousal (i.e., perceived
fear) seems particularly problematic.

Put simply, the drive model and the EPPM

suggest, essentially, that the fear appeal’s threat
component creates the emotion of fear while the
coping component is supposed to reduce it. The
operational definition of perceived fear (in most
studies) is a self-report measure of how much
fear (or concern or worry) participants experi-
enced during message reception (Witte & Allen,
2000; for exceptions, however, see Dillard &
Anderson, 2004; Mewborn & Rogers, 1979).
Many times self-report measure of perceived fear
represents little more than a manipulation check
rather than an important theoretical variable in
and of itself.

There are two problems with the self-report
measure of fear in such an experimental design,
First, the perceived fear judgment participants
make is inherently ambiguous. Given 2 typical
fear appeal, recipients are likely calm at the
beginning of the message, emotionally

in the middle (after processing the thre;

at compo-
nent), and relatively calm at the end (

aroused

after pro-
cessing an effective coping component), If this is

indeed the case, how does he or she respond to an

and Traditions
,

item asking, after the fact, h(fw much f'c;,, (e
ern or worry) they experienced dlfrmg the
message? If the actual lcjvcl of fear varied (per.
haps dramatically) during the message, what
rall measure really tell us?

[€0)11¢

does such an ove

Morcover, given the typical po'st-tcst only
design used in most fear appeal studies, not only
are sclf-report data ambiguous, thc’y are unzble
to capture a great deal of importan’(‘mformation,
As a fear appeal explanation, the EPPM centers
on the creation and reduction of emotiona]
arousal as a central determinant of attitude and
behavior change. The typical (post-test only) fear
appeal study provides no data that speak to this
critically important point. Put another way,
researchers need to utilize physiological, rather
than exclusively self-report indicators of fear
arousal and reduction.

If physiological measures of fear arousal are so
important to testing fear appeal explanations,
why are self-report measures the norm? Certainly
they are less expensive, don’t require sophisti-
cated equipment, and are easier to interpret.
Moreover, Witte claims that self-report measures
are the preferred operational definition of fear
because they are likely more sensitive than phusi-
ological measures “because self-rated fear is more
global in nature and more adequately reflects an
overall emotional state, while physiological
arousal fluctuates substantially during the pre-
sentation of a fear appeal” (Witte, 1992, p. 331).

There are three curious aspects to Witte's
(1992) claim about the superiority of self-report
measures of fear. First, she was describing Rogers's
(1983) view from the protection motivation
explanation, which is disinterested in fear as an
explanatory construct, Second, Witte admits that
the' correlation between self-report and physio-
logical indicators of fear in Mewborn & Rogers
.(19_79) is “quite modest” (p. 346). Clearly, one
m'dlcator cannot simply stand in for another.
Finally, and most important, the EPPM predicts
th.at the creation of emotional arousal and its redu-
ction are central to determining fear control or
danger control processes. Therefore, the substantial
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In summary,

the accumulateq fear appeq) liter
ture indicate that this message type works fa~
S or

n'1ost audiences and topics, howeVer, the predic.
tions made by fear appeal eXplanations 4, -
clearly match the accumulateq data. Fear appeal
expla-natxons, however, have not been given a fai
test m. large part. 'because of the inadequate
operational definitions and research designs,
Specifically, due largely to the highly cognitive
nature of the entire literature, the important
physiological processes presumed to mediate the
relationship between fear appeals and responses
have gone dramatically understudied.

Future fear appeal research, then, should
gather physiological data concerning the arousal
and reduction of fear during message process-
ing. Some fear appeal explanations rely heavily
on physiological responses such that a full
accounting of these formulations is impossible

» without the messier, more complex data. Once
collected, I suspect that physiological data will

likely require additional theory building. As

researchers generate evidence as to how physiol-

ogy is involved (or not involved) in the process-

ing of fear appeals, existing explanations will
almost certainly be found wanting. Explanations
that truly balance cognitive and physiological
components of emotion are clearly needed to
advance fear appeal scholarship to the next level.
As Bradley and Lang (2000) note, “As a bare
minimum, an experiment should include a sam-
ple measure from each major system: overt acts,
language, and physiology” (p. 245).

Notes

1. For example, assume that the additive con-
trasts were -1, 0, 0, and +1 for the low-low, low-high,
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high-low, 1:
W, high_-h: -
:ih hngh conditions respectively. For the
and +3 for model, assume contrasts of -1, -1, -
) J sam o - » y
Plicative mod ¢ conditions. Given that the multi-

el i .
additive d CO:tams the same main effects as the
S, these two sets of
contrasts are ve
strongly Correlated (r = .82) o
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