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By 

Rebecca A. Fowler 

May 2006 

Chair:  Jorge Villegas 
Major Department:  Advertising 

This research examines the emotion of disgust and the role it plays in persuasion 

within public service announcements for two-sided controversial public issues.  In 

particular, we look at how much of an impact a disgusting image has on the emotional 

reactions of viewers. 

A review of the literature on shock advertising reveals that shocking tactics have 

proved effective at capturing the attention of viewers due to the fact that they violate 

social norms by presenting images or words that are unexpected.  The review also reveals 

that disgusting images are a specific type of shock appeal that causes the viewers to turn 

away from what they see.  It is unknown how effective disgust appeals are, but past 

studies have suggested that they would be effective at persuading viewers toward an 

advertisement sponsor's message when associated with the opposition's position within a 

two-sided public issue.  Further, the literature reveals that the theoretical versus the lay 

definition of the term disgust are very different.  While the theoretical definition results in 



x 

a feeling of physical illness, the lay definition corresponds more with the theoretical 

meaning of anger or at least a strong combination of anger and disgust.  Therefore, it is 

important to note what meaning of disgust is being used in a study about this particular 

emotion. 

This study attempts to prove the hypothesis that disgusting images will be effective 

at persuasion toward the sponsor's message when associated with the opposition's 

position within a two-sided public issue.  This study also looks at the theoretical and lay 

definition of disgust and how they contribute to the effectiveness of persuasion. 

The study determines that disgusting images can be effective, especially when it 

comes to the initial attention-grabbing factor.  However, it also determines that the lay 

meaning of disgust, which includes anger, may be counterproductive and cause viewers 

to become defensive or deny the credibility of the message sponsor rather than the 

opposition as was intended.  Further research on this multifaceted emotion is suggested, 

because both the theoretical and lay definitions of the term hold implications for 

advertising theory and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

In a world where our senses are cluttered with information on a daily basis, it takes 

more than a few words on a page to capture the attention of an audience.  Whether selling 

a product or an idea, advertisements are everywhere.  Even the most creative messages 

can often be overlooked, which makes standing out from the crowd a daunting task.  In 

an attempt to get the public to take notice, several organizations have turned to shock 

appeals, which intentionally alarm or offend the audience by showing them images or 

text that they would not normally expect to see (Dahl et al. 2003).  These appeals, which 

range from disgusting to sexually explicit images or words, spark controversy and 

capture attention so that even those people who disagree with the message itself will not 

soon forget it.  We have seen these shock appeals in paid advertisements for consumer 

products, such as Benetton, as well as public service announcements (PSAs), like those 

for HIV and AIDS prevention, however the effects of these appeals are rarely measured. 

In the commercial arena, Benetton was the first company to delete its own product 

entirely from its advertising in favor of something different.  It was in the late 1980s that 

the company decided instead of selling the product of trendy clothing, it would sell a 

philosophy that urged others to become more conscious of social issues.  The company 

soon began to break social norms and push the moral envelope with their risky 

advertisements featuring images of dying AIDS patients and slain mafia members, among 

others.  The advertisements won several awards for making consumers aware of social 

issues.  However, the ads also led to major public outrage by organizations who believed 
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that the unconventional images shown merely represented a marketing tactic used by 

Benetton, and that the clothing company was exploiting some delicate issues.  

Furthermore, these organizations believed that because it was a trendy clothing company 

that was introducing these images to the public, instead of a reputable non-profit 

organization, the issues that the images stood for somehow lost their significance (Dahl et 

al. 2003; Kalish 1990, Tinic 1997).  Tinic (1997) described these ads as “public service 

announcements with a sales pitch” in her paper dissecting the Benetton campaign (p. 11). 

Regardless of the ultimate goal of the shocking and controversial campaign, Benetton has 

since seen profit increases and market growth, as well as increased international 

recognition. 

Public Service Announcements of all kinds have increased their attention-grabbing 

tactics as well, no doubt in an attempt to reach the virtually un-phased younger audience.  

HIV/AIDS prevention ads, in particular, use shock advertising to awaken their audience 

to the reality of a potentially deadly virus.  Their tactics range from angry words to 

fearful images, and anything else they can use to break through the clutter.  Several 

researchers have found shocking tactics to be effective in capturing attention, which is the 

first stage in information processing. (Dahl et al. 2003, Dillard et al. 1996, Rigby et al. 

1989). 

Disgust appeals are a specific form of shock advertising or shock communication 

that is also currently being practiced in the United States, especially to persuade people to 

choose sides on controversial public issues.  Activist organizations such as People for the 

Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), as well as pro-life groups all over the country are 
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two examples of organizations that use this approach to discredit the opposition’s point of 

view and bring audiences over to their side of an issue. 

PETA is the largest animal rights organization in the world and has been going 

strong for more than 25 years.  The organization firmly stands behind the absolute belief 

that animals are not ours to wear, eat, experiment on or use for entertainment purposes.  

Most of PETA's advertising and publicity efforts speak out against fast food restaurants, 

scientific laboratories, the fur trade, and the entertainment industry in particular.  Their 

campaigns feature photos and videos of animals being tortured and butchered in order to 

suit the needs of humans. 

Since its inception in 1981, PETA has used an abrasive, in-your-face media 

campaign to change the daily operations of some major United States corporations.  

Some of the milestones have included ending harsh animal experimentation at Columbia 

University, convincing cosmetics companies like Avon and Revlon to cease testing their 

products on animals, pressuring fast food restaurants like McDonalds and Burger King to 

only buy meats from factory farms that take better care of the animals, and getting 

clothing stores like the Gap and Forever 21 to switch from selling real fur to fake fur 

("PETA History" 2005). 

All of this work toward a better life for animals has not gone unnoticed and PETA 

now boasts a membership of over 800,000 people, including many celebrities.  However, 

there are also many outspoken people who do not support the extreme views and forceful 

advertising tactics implemented by the group.  Therefore, PETA remains a controversial 

organization whose strong efforts and disgusting campaigns have encouraged, as well as 

turned off, several people at the same time. 
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The landmark Roe vs. Wade United States Supreme Court case of 1973 overturned 

all state laws banning abortion, due to the fact that these laws violated a woman’s 

constitutional right to privacy.  Ever since this decision was made, abortion has become a 

highly controversial issue that has split the country into two categories: pro-life and pro-

choice.  Each side uses what tactics they can to garner support for their own side, with 

pro-life groups in particular, using aggressive, shocking, and disgusting images in many 

of their campaigns. 

One example of these shock tactics can be seen in a recent anti-abortion campaign 

created by the Center for Bio-Ethical Reform, where disgusting images of aborted fetuses 

were blown up and pasted in full color to the sides of large trucks.  The trucks were then 

driven through towns all over the country in order to shock people on the streets into 

seeing what an abortion really looks like.  The campaign was called “The Reproductive 

‘Choice’ Campaign” and it was created as a way to get around common media 

gatekeepers, such as newspaper and magazine editors, who would not allow for these 

graphic images to appear in their publications.  The reason for the use of such disgusting 

and disturbing images is explained on the homepage of the organization’s website.  It 

reads: “Pictures make it impossible for anyone with a shred of intellectual honesty to 

maintain the pretense that ‘it's not a baby’ and ‘abortion is not an act of violence.’… We 

want America to be very bothered by this massive and hidden injustice, even if we are 

hated in the process" (Cunningham 2005). 

The effectiveness of the campaign so far remains unclear.  According to several 

newspapers that have covered the story, the images were not effective in swaying 

viewpoints.  As a matter of fact, they claim that the trucks only sparked anger and hate 
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toward the organization.  One newspaper article quoted a local woman as saying that 

making abortion graphic is not going to change people's minds  In fact, it's just going to 

make them mad (Syed 2003). 

According to the website, the campaign has met with both positive and negative 

results in the form of emails from people who saw the trucks.  One woman changed her 

stance on the issue of abortion after seeing the graphic images.  She wrote, “Your photos 

changed me from pro-choice to pro-life.  More has got to be done to educate the public 

on the true horrors of abortion.  Please continue to spread your word any way you can. 

This is truly a cause that cannot be ignored. I think it should be mandatory for every 

woman who is to under go this surgery to see photos like these so they to would 

understand exactly what is taking place” (Cunningham 2005). 

Overall the campaign has not yet been seen by many as a positive way to get a 

message across.  However, that does not necessarily mean it has been ineffective.  

According to the website a few people did change their minds due to the campaign and its 

shocking images. 

The organization is not ready to give up.  The campaign continues to run currently 

and planes carrying banners with graphic images have been added as well.  These planes 

have been circling over college campuses across the US, including the University of 

Florida, as recently as November 2005. 

It is evident that organizations, such as PETA and the Center for Bioethical 

Reform, use disgusting images in their campaigns in order to persuade.  Further, studies 

have found that the emotion of disgust can be effective in producing the reaction of 

turning away from the stimuli.  This can be negative for ads trying to persuade people to 
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participate in something, like eating certain foods (Shimp & Stuart 2004).  On the other 

hand, disgust can work to a group’s advantage when they are trying to persuade people 

not to do something by using the emotion to discredit the opposition (Nabi 1998). 

However, in order to determine the effectiveness of disgust, it is critical to 

understand its definition in the context of a study.  Disgust is a multifaceted emotion and 

it can produce different results when used in the theoretical sense, than when the lay 

meaning is used.  The lay meaning often includes anger, which can hinder its 

effectiveness on viewers (Nabi 2002).  Therefore, knowing how disgusting stimuli is 

interpreted by audience members is very important. 

When thinking of pro-life PSAs that show disgusting images of aborted fetuses and 

pro-vegetarian PSAs that show the gruesome way that animals are slaughtered for food, it 

makes sense that the disgusting images may turn an audience away from the scenes 

themselves, but they may also turn them away from participating in the behaviors that the 

opposition is suggesting (such as having an abortion or eating meat) as well. 

The following study presented subjects with one of four shocking advertisements, 

two with disgusting images and two with neutral images.  Then the subjects’ emotional 

reactions were measured in three different ways.  First, through a Self-Assessment 

Manikin, then through a semantic differential scale, and finally, through an open-ended 

question.  One week later, the subjects’ emotions were measured again, as well as their 

attitude and potential behavior changes, to see if they were different than the initial 

responses. 
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The main goal was to find out how the emotion of disgust works as a tool for 

persuasion, by trying to answer the following two research questions: 

• Research Question 1- Are disgusting images an effective persuasion tool for 
public service announcements that argue against one side of a controversial public 
issue? 

 
• Research Question 2- Do the disgusting images produce a reaction in the subjects 

that is more in line with the theoretical or lay meaning of disgust? 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This section gives a general overview of the past effectiveness of common Public 

Service Announcement (PSA) appeals and introduces the growing trend of shock 

advertising, along with how its images tend to capture the viewers’ attention through the 

violation of social norms.  Finally, it narrows its focus to disgust, which is also a 

currently practiced, but rarely analyzed form of shock appeal that is often used to 

discredit the opposition in two-sided public issues. 

The Effectiveness of Past Public Service Announcement Appeals 

PSAs, whether through print, television or radio are created to persuade the 

audience to ultimately change a behavior, but there is much more to the process than that.  

In order to be persuaded to change a behavior, an overall attitude must first be changed. 

An attitude can be defined as a "general and enduring positive or negative feeling about 

some person, object or issue" (Vidal 1998).  Since an overall attitude can be made up of 

several beliefs and is more enduring, it is much more difficult to change than a single 

belief.  An attitude also differs from a behavior.  In fact, a behavior is often the result of 

an attitude change.  Therefore, the only way to get someone to effectively change his 

behavior is by first changing his attitude (Fishbein & Raven 1962).  Changing attitudes 

through PSAs is extremely difficult, because unlike commercial advertisements that often 

support widely held beliefs, the goal is to convince the audience to change its mind and 

subsequently its behavior toward a relevant issue. 
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During a review of the literature, Slater (1999) determined that health 

communication messages have often been divided into distinct emotional appeal 

categories, such as informational, social-modeling, positive and fear (DeJong & Atkins 

1995, Freimuth et al. 1990, Rimal 1997).  In his analysis of 189 televised drinking and 

driving PSAs he focused on all of these categories, as well as the additional category of 

empathy appeals, which were not typically identified and studied for PSAs in the past.  

His goal was to find out how often each of the appeals was used. 

Just as Slater had anticipated, informational appeals were the most commonly used 

type, accounting for almost half of the ads (48.1 %).  This was consistent with the 

findings of Freimuth et al. (1990) in the AIDS context, where informational appeals 

accounted for a little more than half of the ads.  However, Slater was surprised to find 

that positive appeals, as well as empathy appeals, were both used more often that he had 

initially assumed (19.6 % and 13.2 %, respectively).  From his research, he concluded 

that informational appeals generally dominate over strong theory-based emotional 

appeals, which may be why so many PSAs are not effective.  He suggested that future 

research focus separately on the effectiveness of each of the different appeal strategies.  

Several researchers since then have done just that. 

Informational Appeals 

The most widely practiced appeal for PSAs is the informational appeal, which uses 

basic facts and information to deliver a message that is meant to increase audience 

awareness and knowledge of a subject.  In several studies of PSAs, strict informational 

appeals were often the standard that other appeals were measured against (Bagozzi & 

Moore 1994, Dahl et al. 2003, Lee & Davie 1997).  As he analyzed many of these 

studies, Slater (1999) found that informational appeals seem to work best for creating 
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awareness for an unfamiliar issue.  However, there is also a problem with informational 

appeals.  The problem with this tactic when it comes to public service announcements is 

that the viewer can acknowledge the existence of a risk in the abstract without 

acknowledging that he could personally be at risk (Coleman 1993).  In other words, an 

emotional connection with the audience is often missing from strict informational 

appeals, and simply stated facts are not always enough to induce a needed behavior 

change in the person who is being exposed to the advertisement. 

Social-Modeling Appeals 

Another common appeal is the social-modeling appeal, which combines 

educational information with an emotional tone that is usually positive.  It is based on the 

social-modeling theory devised by Bandura (1986), which emphasizes the importance of 

observing and modeling the behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions of others.  This 

technique models a desired behavior and provides information on how the viewer can 

overcome obstacles in order to attain this behavior.  It can also do the reverse and show 

an inappropriate behavior and people not wanting to participate.  Slater found that this 

type of appeal is more effective than a strictly informational appeal, but there have not 

been enough studies on it to determine just how effective it is for PSAs. 

One study, however, uncovered a little bit about the effectiveness of the social-

modeling appeal in anti-smoking PSAs.  In their copytest study, Pechmann and Reibling 

(1997) found that a “Refusal Skills Role Model” message was very effective in reducing 

adolescents’ intention to smoke.  The “Refusal Skills Role Model” message showed 

attractive, intelligent role models engaging in the desired behavior of not smoking.  The 

study used 167 PSAs from campaigns across the country and had each of them viewed by 

approximately 50 seventh and tenth graders.  The results showed that the subjects found 
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only a few message appeals to be effective for anti-smoking PSAs and social-modeling 

was one of them.  Campaign costs were also assessed in this study, which led to the final 

conclusion that a social-modeling appeal is one of the most cost effective and successful 

ways to persuade adolescents not to smoke. 

Positive Appeals 

Positive appeals are emotionally based appeals that send a message which is meant 

to evoke positive feelings within the viewer.   Some research suggests that positive 

feelings may increase the likelihood that the viewer will comply, but a study done by 

Fishbein et al. (2002) found that in the case of anti-drug PSAs the opposite was true.  

This study examined the perceived effectiveness of 30 anti-drug PSAs by 3,608 students 

in the fifth through twelfth grades.  What they found was that the more positive an 

emotional response the viewer had to a message, the less likely he or she was to take it 

seriously or view it as effective, and that humorous PSAs were the least effective way to 

persuade.  The study concluded that when it comes to anti-drug PSAs the negative 

consequences of using drugs prove to be much more effective. 

Another study conducted in Canada found that positive appeals were the worst 

choice when creating effective AIDS prevention PSAs.  One hundred and seventy-eight 

college adults with the average age of 22 where chosen for this study, which tested three 

different message strategies: rational (informational), negative emotional and positive 

emotional.  The results showed that the rational strategy actually worked best for this 

topic, because the straightforward facts elicited strong self-concern within the viewers.  

This is consistent with Slater’s (1999) findings that informational appeals work best for 

issues that the audience may not already know a great deal about.  The positive emotional 

appeal was criticized by the participants who felt they were being talked down to by the 
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announcer, suggesting that a positive appeal does not necessarily lead to a positive impact 

on AIDS preventative behavior among young adults (Marchand & Filiatrault 2001). 

Fear Appeals 

Fear appeals are another common strategy for PSAs.  This technique provides a 

message that shows the negative consequences of engaging in an inappropriate behavior.  

It is an emotional appeal that scares the viewer away from participating in something that 

could be harmful to him.  There have been so many studies done on fear appeals that the 

results seem to be inconsistent and confusing (Austin et al. 1999).  For instance, while a 

moderate fear appeal may lead to compliance, those that are too strong or too weak often 

fail.  Some researchers have found that when using low to moderate levels of this 

emotion, there is a direct relationship between fear and attitude change in the audience 

(Boster & Mongeau 1984, Rotfeld 1988).  However, other researchers have found that if 

the fear appeal is too mild even in the slightest way, people may not be motivated by it, 

and if it is too strong people may tune out the message or deny that it is true (DeJong & 

Winsten, 1990).  This research seems to point to moderate fear appeals as the best choice, 

however, some researchers caution against the use of them at all in public service 

announcements (DeJong & Winsten 1990, Slater 1999). 

Empathy Appeals 

Finally, empathy appeals are increasingly used in PSAs, but not often tested for 

their effectiveness.  It was Slater (1999) who first recognized them as a separate group of 

PSAs emerging in the media.  According to Slater, this type of appeal falls between 

evoking fear and positive arousal.  The fear is shown through a negative consequence 

happening to someone else, and the positive arousal to help in some way is stirred up in 

the viewer. 



13 

 

According to Bagozzi and Moore (1994), PSAs are aimed at two distinct groups of 

people.  Some are aimed at individuals who are in need of help or who may be vulnerable 

to certain problems, such as alcoholics or teenagers, respectively.  The others are aimed 

at individuals who may be in a position to help the above groups of people by donating 

time or money.  PSAs aimed at the latter group are the ones that often use empathy 

appeals.  In the first study ever done on the role of negative emotions and empathy in the 

decision to help someone within the context of PSAs, Bagozzi and Moore surveyed 143 

undergraduate students to determine whether negative emotions lead to empathy, which 

in turn lead to the decision to help in anti child abuse ads.  The emotional ads, which 

were compared to strict rational appeals, were effective in producing negative emotions, 

empathy and the decision to help within the subjects. Bagozzi and Moore also determined 

from this study that “high impact ads that evoke strong emotions and stimulate empathy 

could require fewer exposures, yet be successful in influencing attitude formation and 

decision making" (p.67).  In other words, they could be very cost effective.  In 

conclusion, the ads that produced a strong negative emotion did in fact cause the viewers 

to empathize and strengthened their decision to help. 

Following the efforts of Bagozzi and Moore, Chabet and Chabet (2003) engaged in 

a study that measured the effectiveness of empathy appeals presented in a drama versus a 

lecture format in low and high self-relevance situations.  Low versus high self-relevance 

conditions make up a basic tenet of the Elaboration Likelihood Model, which is the most 

commonly used model in advertising to understand attitude change.  The ELM, which 

was created by Petty and Cacioppo (1986), suggests that viewers who are exposed to 

persuasive messages use a central route of processing under high self-relevance 
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conditions and a peripheral route when under low self-relevance conditions.  Self-

relevance conditions describe how strong the viewer’s motivation and interest is in 

processing the message, therefore the central route, where motivation is higher, is thought 

to produce more enduring effects than the peripheral one, where motivation is lower. 

The researchers showed 130 college students, aged 18 to 36 years, PSAs focusing 

on AIDS, which created high self-relevance and malaria, which created low self-

relevance.  The study revealed that the format (drama vs. lecture) of the advertisement 

affects feelings of empathy significantly under low self-relevance situations, but not 

under high self-relevance ones.  This finding was consistent with the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model, since the type of format used was considered a peripheral cue.  

According to the study, the format (or peripheral cue) that worked best under low-

relevance conditions was the drama format, as opposed to the lecture one. 

On the whole, the five types of PSAs discussed above have been continuously 

studied and challenged by researchers (DeJong 1990, Grube 1993, Slater 1999).  Many 

times this is because they just cannot seem to capture the target audience’s attention and 

stay in their memory.  After all, messages can only be effective if people see them and 

pay attention to them. 

In addition to trying to change the viewers’ attitudes, another major problem with 

PSAs is capturing and holding their attention.  Often times the target group finds the 

messages to be boring, especially in relation to larger budget commercial advertisements.  

PSAs showing the harmful effects of underage drinking, for example, are commonly 

found to be uninteresting and useless by the target audience, particularly in comparison to 

commercial beer advertisements (Grube 1993).  If a PSA is not interesting enough to 
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capture the audience’s attention, it will also not be able to remain in their memory.  

Memory is important for PSAs, because the viewer is not likely to make decisions during 

exposure, but later down the road when needed (Keller 1987).  There is a relationship 

between capturing the attention of the audience, storing ideas in their memory, and 

attitude and behavior change.  So, if the PSA can immediately capture the audience’s 

attention and remain in their memory, attitude change may be possible.  This is where 

shock appeals come in. 

Shock Advertisements and the Violation of Social Norms 

Shock advertisements are defined as appeals that intentionally, rather than 

unconsciously, alarm and offend the audience (Gustafson & Yssel 1994).  The audience 

becomes offended through the process of norm violation, which often consists of 

breaking moral boundaries, laws or customs. 

In life, norm violation can appear when certain shared expectations that groups 

develop through the process of social learning are infringed upon.  These expectations 

grow out of ideas that most humans beings have come to know as acceptable and normal 

behaviors.  These appropriate behaviors are sometimes reinforced by laws and other 

times by commonly held moral standards.  In advertising, content is also expected to 

follow rules of “decency, good taste, aesthetic propriety, and personal moral standards” 

(Dahl et al. 2003, p. 269).  When advertising breaches these rules, the audience’s 

attention is captured and although outrage may ensue, the message has been successful in 

breaking through the common media clutter. 

Although the amount of studies on the effectiveness of shock appeals is limited, 

there is a belief that shocking stimuli do in fact attract attention, in turn facilitating other 

elements of information processing.  Dahl et al. (2003) created a preliminary model of 
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consumer reactions to shock appeals based on a past cognitive processing model created 

by McGuire in 1978 (Figure 1). 

This model suggests that after attention, shocking stimuli should “facilitate 

message comprehension and elaboration, enhance message retention and influence 

behavior” (p.269). 

 
Figure 1.  Preliminary shock appeal based on a model by Dahl in 2003 

The central surprise aspect of the model is the most important step in the process, 

because past findings have revealed that individuals engage in higher levels of thought 

when they are exposed to an unexpected advertisement or image compared to the 

expected ones (Pyszcynski & Greenburg, 1981).  In addition, studies have shown that this 

element of surprise also aides in memory storage (Heckler & Childers 1992, MacInnis et 

al. 1991). 

Shock appeals seem to have grown out of fear appeals.  The two are very similar, 

and a fear appeal can indeed be shocking as well.  An early study conducted by Rigby et 

al. (1989) looked further into the shocking aspect of some fear appeals five months after 

one of the first HIV/AIDS awareness campaigns was launched in Australia.  This 

campaign was commonly referred to as the “Grim Reaper” campaign and it consisted of 

televised spots.  During the study, a survey was given to random residents of Australia 

testing their memory of the ads and current knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about 
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HIV/AIDS.  It was then compared to a 1986 survey of South Australia that was 

conducted prior to the campaign.  The results initially showed that 93.5% of the 

respondents recalled seeing the campaign five months prior and 63.7% approved of its 

use of shocking tactics.  However, the results also showed that personal and social 

concern, as well as knowledge about AIDS did not increase.  In other words, most people 

remembered the campaign itself, but were unable to recall or become affected by the 

actual factual information contained within. 

In two fear-related studies, Dillard et al. (1996) found that there were many more 

affective outcomes of fear-based AIDS PSAs other than just being scared.  The first study 

asked 180 university students to monitor their own emotions while being exposed to 31 

AIDS prevention PSAs that used fear appeals.  The results revealed that while 61% of the 

PSAs produced a significant increase in self-reported fear by the subjects, 97% produced 

changes in other affective responses as well, with surprise, anger and sadness increasing, 

and happiness and puzzlement decreasing.  In the second study, 167 students were then 

exposed to the 12 most fear inducing PSAs from the first study and asked to write down 

their emotions.  The researchers found that both fear and surprise were potent factors for 

ensuring that the message was seen as effective by the viewers.  These studies showed 

that both fear and shock were successful in getting messages across in AIDS prevention 

PSAs. 

A qualitative study conducted by Engineer et al. (2003) surveyed young adults age 

18 to 24 years in 16 focus groups in England and Whales.  The purpose of the research 

was to determine young people’s experiences of “crime, disorder and risk-taking in the 

night-time economy, and explore ways in which drinking patterns, attitudes to drinking 
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alcohol and the effects of binge drinking were related to these experiences" (p.70).  A 

portion of the study discovered that many young adults associated PSAs with lectures, 

like those they would get from parents or teachers; and this sort of approach would 

probably be ineffective for them.  The participants offered suggestions for the type of 

messages that would be likely to have more of an impact on them than what they have 

been used to seeing in the past.  Most of the groups agreed that PSAs “with ‘shock value’ 

were the best way of getting messages about risk across” (p. 71).   

Specific comments reinforced the idea that anti-drinking messages should be “as 

hard-hitting and gory as possible, so that they would stick in people’s minds” (p. 71).  

One male explained: “Like a campaign with a body in a hospital with his face opened up 

from a pint of glass…that would make you think, ‘Oh, I wouldn’t like to be hit with a 

glass.’  Nobody cares about numbers and that” (p. 72). 

A female participant mentioned that disgust, in particular, would be very effective 

in swaying young adults away from binge drinking.  She cited the example of using 

pictures to compare an alcoholic’s liver with a healthy one.  “With the disgusting liver, 

just put a big one up, catch peoples attention,” she said.  “You don’t look at it much if it’s 

not disgusting” (p. 72). 

This study also examined ideas for controlling binge drinking among young adults 

and in doing so it concluded that advertising campaigns were less effective than policy 

interventions.  However, if the messages were strong enough, communications that 

highlight unpleasant or shocking consequences might stick in their minds best. 

Two studies conducted by Dahl et al. (2003) measured the effectiveness of shock 

appeals in advertisements for HIV/AIDS prevention by comparing them to the more 
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commonly used informational and fear appeals.  The first elaborate study placed 105 

university participants aged 18 to 27 in a false waiting room and had them fill out a decoy 

pricing survey.  While the subjects waited in the room for several minutes for the survey 

to begin, the real experiment took place.  On the walls of the room were five posters: four 

decoy ones and a last one that talked about HIV prevention.  There were three 

experimental conditions: one using an informational HIV prevention poster, one using a 

fear based appeal, and one using a shocking poster about HIV prevention.  The shocking 

poster used a headline that read, “Don’t be a fu**ing idiot” and revealed a blurry image 

of a nude couple in an intimate embrace.  Afterwards, the students’ recall of the posters 

was measured, as well as which of the posters attracted their attention the most.  The 

study revealed that the shock appeal outperformed the other two appeals when it came to 

attention, recall and recognition.  The study also reinforced the theory that shocking ads 

are effective because they violate social norms, therefore heightening the audience’s level 

of awareness.  The study concluded that it is in fact possible for a shock appeal to have 

positive effects on the audience beyond the initial attention grabbing factor. 

The next study went a step further and measured the behavior of subjects after 

being exposed to shocking advertising content.  This time 140 students participated in an 

almost identical study.  However, after the subjects completed the paper survey, they 

were told that the company had been cleaning out its clubhouse and that they could take 

any leftover pamphlets and brochures they found from a table set up in the room.  This 

was how the researchers measured behavior.  The table consisted of brochures with 

information on several issues, including alcohol, drugs and HIV prevention.  The 

researchers found that nearly half of the subjects who were exposed to the shock and fear 
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conditions picked up HIV/AIDS related materials, compared to approximately twenty 

percent in the information condition.  The researchers concluded that due to this behavior 

shocking advertising content, as well as fear-based appeals were able to “motivate 

subjects to acknowledge the risk of AIDS acquisition and obtain information regarding 

safe sex behavior” (p. 267).  

The overall findings suggest that shocking content can be an effective 

communication strategy for HIV/AIDS prevention messages.  The researchers warned, 

however, that careful target audience selection, a good fit between the message topic and 

shock tactic, and a savvy creative execution also contribute to the success of the 

advertisement. 

Dahl et al. (2003) also separated shock appeals into seven distinct types to be 

examined for further study. Religious taboos make inappropriate use of other cultures or 

religious beliefs or rituals, like a Benetton ad of a priest and a nun kissing.  Sexual 

references include images of nudity and suggestions of sexual acts.  Profanity/obscenity 

appeals consist of swear words and obscene gestures.  Vulgarity refers to advertisements 

with crude or distasteful acts being performed, such as nose picking or drinking from the 

toilet.  Impropriety appeals violate social conventions for dress or manners, for example 

humorous nudity.  Morally offensive appeals show images of gratuitous violence or sex, 

exploitation of children, and other things that seem morally inappropriate.  Finally, 

disgusting images consist of references to or images of blood, body parts, fecal matter, 

and death and decay. 

Disgust 

As limited as the literature is on shock advertising, there are even less studies on 

the effectiveness of disgust appeals in particular.  Fear is the most commonly researched 
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negative discrete emotion and the others, such as guilt, sadness, anger and disgust are 

often ignored.  There are, however, several scholarly papers on the definition of disgust a 

rather complex emotion.  

It is likely that disgust was one of the first emotions that emerged in the human 

race, due to the early biological reaction of approach and avoidance (Izard 1977).  

Disgust is a negative discrete emotion that is theoretically defined as the result of taking 

in or being too close to something indigestible, either literally or metaphorically speaking 

(Lazarus 1991).  The emotion of disgust is said to cause feelings of unpleasantness and 

even nausea.  Many researchers have broadened their meanings to include a sociomoral 

element as well (Izard 1977, Rozin et al.1999).  However, in everyday life disgust, anger 

and contempt are often experienced in the same situation.  Disgust can even go as far as 

to encompass feelings of annoyance and irritation and because of this general society 

sometimes lives by a very different idea of disgust in comparison to the theoretical 

definition. 

In a study by Nabi (2002), she questioned separate samples of college students 

about times when they felt angry, disgusted, revolted, or grossed out.  Upon analyzing 

their essays in response to these terms, she found that in everyday life the term disgust 

encompasses more than just nausea, but also many elements of anger as well.  She also 

found that the lay understanding of the word disgust corresponds more closely with the 

theoretical meaning of anger or at least a mixture of anger and disgust, than it does with 

disgust alone.  As a matter of fact, the subjects in the study found disgust to be something 

that combines feelings of repulsion with feelings of irritation or annoyance. 
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The final conclusion was that “events recalled based on the trigger words disgust 

and disgusted tended to reflect primarily anger-related themes rather than classic disgust-

related themes whereas the colloquial term grossed out evoked the types of scenarios we 

expect to be associated with the theoretical meaning of disgust” (p. 701).  This difference 

between disgust as a theoretical concept and the general everyday usage of the word is 

important for researchers to know before conducting a study on the subject.  Since the 

meaning of disgust can encompass something as strong as feeling physically ill after 

witnessing a gruesome murder to feeling irritated by someone who eats food with their 

mouth opened, understanding what the audience believes to be the meaning of or feelings 

associated with the term disgust is a critical component in creating persuasive messages 

that actually work.   

In another study, Nabi (1998) hypothesized that the emotion of disgust may be 

effective in two-sided refutational messages.  For her study, she had 134 college students 

view two-sided refutational video messages arguing in favor of animal experimentation 

in order to determine the effect of disgust on attitude change when it is the dominant 

emotion elicited by the message.  Nabi assumed that if disgust is the dominant emotion 

driving a message, then “its action tendency of turning away from or avoiding the 

disgust-eliciting material will encourage a respondent to similarly turn away from, or 

reject, the position associated with that negative affect” (p. 32).  In other words, 

associating the emotion of disgust with the opposition’s position should cause the 

message receiver to reject the opponent’s viewpoint and in turn strengthen persuasion 

toward the view of the organization sponsoring the message.   
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Nabi first found that disgust can, in fact, be the single dominant emotion elicited by 

a persuasive message, and second, that the level of disgust present can influence the 

persuasive outcome of the message.   

Nabi also found that disgust had a negative linear relationship with attitude change, 

which went against her original hypothesis.  In this particular study, a PSA was shown 

that presented two sides of the issue of using animals for experimentation.  The PSA 

favored the use of animals to help cure diseases, but in contrast it showed disgusting 

images of animals being poked and prodded upon for the opposing argument.  This 

caused respondents to have a negative feeling about animal testing even though the PSA 

was meant to persuade them that animal testing is safe and needed. 

Nabi believed that the negative relationship was due to the placement of the disgust 

in this case, and inferred that had the PSAs been arguing the opposite position that animal 

testing is wrong, the disgusting images would have resulted in a very positive linear 

relationship.  Or if the PSAs had argued the same position, but shown disgusting images 

of children dying from lack of medication, that also would have been effective.  Nabi felt 

that more research needed to be done, but anticipated that new studies would find that “in 

two-sided issues, a disgust response will enhance persuasion if associated with the 

opposition’s position within the two-sided persuasive message” (p. 33). 

Shimp and Stuart (2004) looked at disgust in the food arena and the role that it 

plays in the effectiveness of the advertisement toward purchase intentions.  Their 

hypothesis was that showing raw cuts of meat in an attempt to convey the freshness of the 

food in an advertisement would prove to be very ineffective in persuading the consumer 

to purchase the food.  This hypothesis was supported by the Pavlovian theory that if an 
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unconditioned stimulus (the uncooked meat) and a conditioned stimulus (the fast-food 

restaurant) are placed together and the unconditioned stimulus (the uncooked meat) is 

seen unfavorably, then the conditioned stimulus (the fast-food restaurant) will be 

perceived in a negative light as well.   

Two nearly identical experiments were conducted.  The only difference was that 

one experiment used raw beef and the other used raw chicken.  Both experiments asked 

approximately 130 students aged 18 to 24 years to look at four 30-second advertisements, 

in which one of them was for an imaginary fast-food restaurant named Kirby’s.  The 

Kirby’s ad had two versions: one that showed a cooked and ready-to-eat meat sandwich 

and the other that added a quick glimpse of the meat before it was cooked.  The real 

purpose of the study was hidden, so subjects were told instead that they were testing out a 

new method for tracking emotional reactions to advertisements.  The subjects were asked 

to answer several questions regarding their feelings, attitudes, and possible purchase 

intentions for each of the advertisements. 

The results of both studies confirmed that “feelings of disgust lessened intentions to 

eat at Kirby’s and mediated the effect of ad version on purchase intentions” (p.48).  In 

other words, subjects were much more likely to be interested in eating the sandwich if the 

inherent animalness of the product was disguised.  If not, it was instead seen as 

disgusting and unappetizing. 

A follow-up study done by Shimp and Stuart (2004) looked more closely at the 

everyday meanings of disgust that Nabi previously addressed in her paper.  In this study, 

25 college students were asked to each pick out two examples of advertisements that they 

found to be disgusting by their own definition, and explain why.  The results were then 
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classified into six categories according to their frequency of occurrence; however, the 

first three categories accounted for most of the responses from students.   

The most common category referred to was labeled as gross depictions, which by 

Nabi’s (2002) original findings are defined more by the theoretical meaning of disgust.  

An example of gross depictions that was given by several subjects was a Mike’s Hard 

Lemonade commercial, where a young man is shown with a second smaller head attached 

to his shoulder.  Students described it as “mutant-like,” “freakish,” and “grotesque” (p. 

50). 

The next most common category referred to by subjects was labeled as indecent, 

sexually oriented, sexist, and sexually objectifying and encompassed anything deemed 

sexually inappropriate.  An example given by several subjects was the series of late night 

commercials for “Girls Gone Wild.”  Subjects felt these commercials for videos of nude 

college students were disgusting in the way that they exploited women. 

The third most common category referred to was labeled as gross animal and 

human waste scenes, which consisted of gross depictions of animal or human waste.  An 

example of this category was a commercial for Budweiser showing a woman entering a 

portable toilet during an outdoor event.  While she is inside, a male accidentally knocks 

the toilet over an embankment and the woman is heard screaming as the compartment she 

is in tumbles along the ground.  One subject reacted by saying, “I can only think of all the 

human waste in the portable toilet and the smell.  She is yelling, so some of it has to be 

getting in her mouth” (p. 51). 

One more category to mention, which was actually the fourth most common, was 

disgusting political advertising, where negative political ads were also seen as disgusting.  
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One subject mentioned campaigns that show aborted fetuses as a way of demonstrating 

that the candidate’s opponent was pro-choice.  Another subject claimed that “all negative 

political advertising is disgusting because it is unfair" (p. 51). 

In conclusion, Shimp and Stuart found that disgust took on several different 

meanings to the subjects who were sampled.  These results were “in support of Nabi’s 

(2002) demonstration…that disgust is a multifarious notion.”  The results also showed 

“that the theoretical concept of disgust as animal-based and predominantly food-related is 

too limiting and that many aspects of advertising are considered disgusting by laypeople” 

(p. 51). 

Based on some of the literature that was found on the emotion of disgust, the 

following two hypotheses were tested in this study: 

• Hypothesis 1- An image that correlates with the theoretical meaning of disgust 
will enhance persuasion when associated with the opposition’s position within a 
two-sided controversial public issue. 

 
• Hypothesis 2- An image that correlates more with the lay meaning of the word, 

which includes anger, may cripple persuasion and more likely enhance a transfer 
of negative feelings toward the organization that is showing the ad. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 

Subjects and Setting 

A 2x2 between-subjects experimental design that manipulated the nature of the 

pictorial stimuli (disgusting/neutral images) and controversial issue (abortion/ 

vegetarianism) was used in order to test the effects of the emotion of disgust on audience 

emotional reaction, memory, attitude and behavior within the realm of public service 

announcements (PSA) that argue against one side of a controversial two-sided public 

issue.  The respondents’ initial reactions and feelings toward the advertisement were 

measured immediately after they were exposed to the stimulus.  Attitude, memory and 

behavior were then assessed one week later in a posttest.  The issues of pro-life and 

vegetarianism were chosen due to their history of using shocking tactics in their 

campaigns in an attempt to persuade viewers to change their viewpoints on these topics. 

In this study, 83 undergraduate students participated for course credit.  Subjects 

ranged in age from 18 to 23 years.  The main experiment consisted of an on-line 

questionnaire, where each subject who logged in was randomly shown one of four 

different public service announcements.  The four experimental conditions included a 

disgusting pro-life ad, a disgusting pro-vegetarian ad, a neutral pro-life ad and a neutral 

pro-vegetarian ad. 

Measures 

The methods used to gauge the subjects’ short and long-term reactions to the public 

service announcements were Izard’s Differential Emotions Scale (DES II) and the 
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advertising Self-Assessment Manikin (AdSAM), as well as open-ended questions.  Both 

the DES II and AdSAM measurements have been commonly used to understand 

emotions, and have produced valid and reliable results for several researchers (e.g., 

Morris (1996) use of the PAD, Stout, et al.’s (1998) application of the DES).  However, 

they work in very different ways.  

AdSAM is a measure used to understand the emotional impact of an environmental 

stimulus in a visual, as opposed to verbal, way.  AdSAM is based on the Russell and 

Mehrabian PAD model (1974), which assesses feelings of pleasure, arousal and 

dominance within the viewer.  In the PAD model, “pleasure is the hedonic assessment of 

stimuli, while arousal is the activity elicited by the stimuli and dominance is the feelings 

created by the stimuli related to how many behavioral options a person interacting with 

the medium has” (Mehrabian, 1998). In other words, dominance is a measure of the 

amount of control that the subject feels. 

In the AdSAM measure, a character is shown along three different scales.  For each 

scale, there are nine options to choose from, however, there are not nine characters.  

Some options fall between characters.  Pleasure measures how positively or negatively 

the subject is feeling while being exposed to the stimuli.  Arousal measures the level of 

intensity or strength of feelings that the subject has.  Finally, dominance measures the 

degree of empowerment that the respondent feels.  Pleasure ranges on the scale from a 

happy face to a sad one.  Arousal ranges from a picture that shows the ultimate level of 

stimulation to the ultimate level of calmness.  And dominance ranges from a very small 

character representing lack of empowerment to a very large one representing the feeling 

of being completely in control (Figure 2). 
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When working with AdSAM, participants are strongly encouraged to rate their 

feelings about the item they are viewing, rather than the item itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Advertising Self-Assessment Manikin (AdSAM) measure developed by Dr. 
John Morris. Retrieved with permission from www.adsam.com, August 2005. 

In his work, Izard (1991) considers that there are ten basic universal emotions: 

interest, joy, surprise, sadness, anger, disgust, contempt, fear, shame and guilt. Each of 

these emotions is commonly set upon a five-point Likert scale.  The Izard scale is based 

upon the differential emotions theory, which emphasizes discrete emotions as distinct 

processes that influence cognition and action differently.  The theory also elaborates that 

these ten fundamental emotions make up the main motivational system for human beings.  
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Further, each fundamental emotion has particular motivational functions and unique 

experiential properties.  Also, each emotion leads to a different inner experience and has 

different effects on cognition and action. 

The two methods work together well, because while the PAD model reveals the 

subjects overall feelings about the stimuli in a way that words could not, the DES II looks 

at the discrete categories of emotions that are experienced by the subjects as they view 

the stimuli.  

Stimuli 

To prepare the stimulus materials, web research was first done to find disgusting 

images relevant to pro-life and pro-vegetarian campaigns, as well as neutral images for 

each topic.  These images were judged to be disgusting or neutral by the researcher and in 

correspondence with Izard’s writings on the emotion.  A total of ten images were selected 

from the internet and then shown to 20 graduate students through a PowerPoint 

presentation, in order to determine how the subjects felt about them.  The subjects filled 

out a questionnaire that contained nine emotions from Izard’s scales: interest, happiness, 

surprise, sadness, anger, disgust, fearfulness, comfort, and guilt.  The reason for these 

nine emotions was to determine which images were found to be the most disgusting, as 

well as to rule out other strong emotional reactions to the images, and be sure that disgust 

was the single dominant emotion present.  Each of the nine emotions was placed on a 

five-point Likert scale, where one (1) meant subjects did not experience the emotion at all 

and five (5) meant they felt the emotion very strongly.  They were asked to fill out one 

column for each of the ten images that they viewed.  They were also asked to write down 

which of the nine emotions they felt was the dominant one experienced for each image. 
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The open-ended question asking what the subjects felt the dominant emotion was 

helped as a validation check to make sure that the emotion that each subject felt strongest 

about on the scale matched with what he felt was the dominant emotion conveyed by the 

image.  An analysis of the means for each of the emotions felt while viewing each of the 

images was performed to determine the results.  Please refer to Appendix A for a sample 

of the pretest.   

The results turned out just as had been expected.  The images that were most 

disgusting were indeed seen that way by the participants who viewed them.  Further, the 

more neutral images were found to score very low for levels of disgust, anger, fear, 

sadness, surprise and guilt.  A possible explanation for why the neutral images scored so 

low, rather than somewhere in the middle of the scale, is that when contrasted with the 

other graphic and disgusting images shown subjects felt very emotionally unaffected by 

the neutral images in comparison.   

The data revealed that the most disgusting image for pro-life was the image of a 

broken aborted fetus on an operating table with a mean of 4.67, as opposed to 4.61 and 

3.61 for the disgusting images of the fetus in a trashcan and a fetus hand reaching out of  

a stomach, respectively.  The former image, though it had the highest disgust level, was 

not chosen for the main experiment due to the fact that disgust was not actually the 

dominant emotion felt by the participants; sadness was with a mean of 4.78.  Instead, the 

image of the fetus in the trashcan was chosen because it still had a high level of disgust 

and disgust was the dominant emotion felt by the students who viewed it.   

The data also showed that the most disgusting image for pro-vegetarianism was the 

image of a cow being slaughtered with a mean of 4.17, as opposed to 3.89 and 3.06 for 
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the disgusting pig and duck images, respectively.  All three scored very low for the 

emotions of happiness and comfort, and high in the other discrete negative emotions like 

sadness and anger, just as Izard’s scale predicts.  For the disgusting cow and duck 

images, disgust was the dominant emotion being experienced, however, for the image of 

the pig sadness was felt most.  Therefore, the disgusting image of the cow being 

slaughtered was chosen for the main experiment.  

The two neutral photos chosen were those that produced the least amount of disgust 

in the viewers.  These images were of a cute baby pig, with a mean of 1.11, for pro-

vegetarianism and a fetus in the womb, with a mean of 1.31, for pro-life. 

Table 1.  Pretest results for four images chosen 
 
Emotion 

Dead Cow 
(Disgust) 

Fetus in Womb 
(Neutral) 

Fetus in Trash Can 
(Disgust) 

Cute Pig 
(Neutral) 

Interested 1.94 3.39 2.22 3.00 
Happy 1.06 2.67 1.11 3.22 
Surprised 3.44 2.67 4.39 1.78 
Sad 3.44 1.33 4.33 1.11 
Angry 2.78 1.28 3.56 1.11 
Disgusted 4.17 1.31 4.61 1.11 
Fearful 2.94 1.44 4.06 1.11 
Comfortable 1.28 2.67 1.33 3.78 
Guilty 2.22 1.22 2.72 1.11 

N=20 

 After the pretest determined the single best image to use for each of the four 

categories (pro-life disgust, pro-vegetarian disgust, pro-life neutral, pro-vegetarian 

neutral), print ads were created to go with each image.  The ads were original, but 

borrowed headlines and themes from pro-life and pro-vegetarian campaigns that have 

been used in the past.  Although the images were different, the copy in the ads did not 

differ.  The text used in the advertisements was meant to shock, no matter what image 

was used.  The text of both pro-life ads read: “Life is a gift.  Abortion is murder.  Become 

Pro-Life.”  The text of both pro-vegetarian ads read: “Just a reminder. This is how your 
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food looked before it hit your plate.  It could breathe, feel and had a heart.  Just like 

you…Go Vegetarian.”  For each of the two issues, everything about the ads was the 

same, except for the image shown.  Please see Appendix B for the neutral pro-life ad, 

Appendix C for the disgusting pro-life ad, Appendix D for the neutral pro-vegetarian ad, 

and Appendix E for the disgusting pro-vegetarian ad (Warning: They are graphic). 

Procedure 

The main experiment, which took place on-line, used AdSAM and DES II, as well 

as an open-ended question to determine the participants’ feelings about certain issues, as 

well as their reactions to the ads they viewed.  Please see Appendix F for a sample of the 

questionnaire.   

The researcher went to three large classrooms and informed the subjects of the 

questionnaire.  An informed consent sheet was handed out, which explained that the 

questionnaire may contain graphic images and that participation was not mandatory and 

at their own discretion.  The subjects were told they would receive extra credit for the 

class even if they logged on, but did not complete the questionnaire due to the graphic 

nature of the images.  They were given a deadline of which they had to complete the on-

line questionnaire.  The website that took them to the questionnaire was written in bold 

letters at the bottom of the informed consent sheet.   

When subjects went to the website that was given in the hand-out, they had to first 

read the informed consent online again and then click on a link to show that they agreed 

to participate in the study.  This link then took them to the main experiment. 

The first section of the questionnaire used AdSAM to determine how the subjects 

felt about three controversial public issues, which were the death penalty, vegetarianism 

and pro-life.  The question about the death penalty was added so that the subjects would 
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be less likely to anticipate what the experiment might be about before they participated.  

The answers to this question were not important, but the responses to the other two 

questions were very important.  These responses were used to determine how the students 

initially felt about the issues, so that during the posttest one week later, we could find out 

if their views had changed at all due to the advertisement that they viewed. 

For the next part of the questionnaire, the subjects viewed one of the four 

advertisements.  They were then asked to answer an AdSAM question to determine how 

they felt about the ad that they viewed, as well as to write in their own words how they 

felt about the ad.  This was done to compare what the AdSAM revealed about their 

feelings to how they described the way they were feeling.  The open-ended question was 

later made quantifiable by taking some of the most common key words and placing them 

in a spreadsheet where each subject who mentioned some form of each word was given a 

one (1) and those subjects who did not mention it were given a zero (0).  The common 

key words that were made quantifiable were “guilty,” “defensive,” “disgusted,” 

“sickened,” “pushy,” “confused,” “compassionate,” “disturbed,” and “angry.”  Then 

means were run for these key words to see how often they came up from subjects and 

whether there was a significant difference between the neutral and disgusting ads when it 

came to any of these key words. 

The third part of the questionnaire asked the subjects to rate how strongly they felt 

eight distinct emotions from Izard’s book on a scale from one to five, where one (1) 

meant they did not feel the emotion at all and five (5) meant they felt the emotion very 

strongly.  The eight emotions chosen were: disgust, anger, disdain, distaste, sadness, 
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surprise, sickness, and interest.  The reason for these eight was that they all in some way, 

whether large or small, make up Izard’s experience of the emotion of disgust.   

The final part of the questionnaire asked basic demographic questions, such as age 

and gender, in order to get an idea of who the participants were.  After the questionnaire 

was completed and the subjects submitted their answers, they were immediately taken to 

a screen that gave a brief synopsis of the main purpose of the study, as well as additional 

resources, such as local counseling services, in case they continued to be troubled by the 

images they had seen.  The summary of the study did not contain any information about a 

posttest or measuring memory, attitude or behavior changes among participants. 

One week later, a posttest was done to follow up with the participants.  Please see 

Appendix G for a sample of the posttest.  The researcher went back to the three classes 

just once and asked for the subjects who took the questionnaire on-line to fill out a brief 

follow up paper questionnaire in the classroom.  The posttest only contained six 

questions.  The first question was an open-ended question that asked what the subjects 

remembered about the advertisement they had viewed one week ago.  The second 

question was also open-ended and asked them what their stance was on the issue that was 

addressed in the ad.  The next three questions asked how often the subjects had thought 

about the issue in the past week, how much their attitude had changed regarding the issue 

in the past week, and how much their behavior had changed regarding the issue in the 

past week. Each question was placed above a five-point Likert scale, similar to the one in 

the main experiment, where one (1) meant not at all and (5) meant all the time.  Finally, 

subjects were asked an open-ended question to elaborate on how their behavior had 

changed in the past week, if it indeed had.    
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

Characteristics of the Sample 

Main Experiment 

For the main experiment, the sample turned out to be overwhelmingly female.  Of 

the 83 subjects who participated in the main study, only 13% of them were male.  The 

average age was 21 years.  The sample was split up almost evenly between those who 

saw the pro-life and the pro-vegetarian advertisements, as well as between those who saw 

the neutral and disgusting images within each group.  For example, 40 subjects viewed 

the pro-life ads, with 20 seeing the neutral image and 20 seeing the disgusting image.  

Further, 43 subjects viewed the pro-vegetarian ads, with 20 seeing the neutral image and 

23 seeing the disgusting image.   

According to the advertising Self-Assessment Manikin (AdSAM) results, subjects 

did not display any extreme feelings or emotions about the issues before viewing the ads.  

Since the AdSAM scale went from one (1) to nine (9), a score of 4.5 fell right in the 

middle of the scale. 

When it came to the issue of pro-life, the mean for all the participants was 5.49 for 

the feeling of pleasure, which showed that the subjects in general felt slightly unpleasant 

about the issue.  For arousal, the mean was 3.48, which showed that subjects were 

aroused, but not an extreme amount.  For dominance, the mean was 4.79, which meant 

subjects felt slightly dominant about the issue.  The AdSAM Perceptual Map for arousal 
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and pleasure showed that overall the subjects’ feelings about the issue of pro-life 

encompassed emotions, such as “cynical,” “anxious,” “suspicious,” and “startled.” 

When it came to the issue of pro-vegetarianism, the mean for all the participants 

was 4.05 for the feeling of pleasure, which showed that the subjects generally had good 

feelings about the issue.  For arousal, the mean was 6.68, which showed that the subjects 

for the most part were only minimally aroused by the thought of vegetarianism.  For 

dominance, the mean was 6.75, which means that the subjects felt very much in control 

of the issue of vegetarianism.  The AdSAM Perceptual Map for arousal and pleasure 

showed that the subjects’ feelings about the issue of pro-vegetarianism encompassed 

emotions, such as “modest,” “nonchalant,” and “serene.” 

As the AdSAM results reveal, the subjects felt very differently about the two 

issues.  The issue of pro-vegetarianism did not have as strong of an initial effect on them 

as did the issue of pro-life.  Since the issues used were so different, it was almost as if 

two separate experiments followed (Figure 3).  

Posttest 

The sample for the posttest was not nearly as large as the original 83 subjects who 

participated in the main questionnaire.  As a matter of fact, less than half of them 

completed the follow up questionnaire in the classroom.  A total of 35 subjects 

participated in the posttest, of which four of them were male and the rest were female.  

The average age was again approximately 21 years. 

The responses were split up fairly evenly between the two issues, with 15 subjects 

from the pro-life group and 20 subjects from the pro-vegetarianism group participating.  

Within each of the two groups, nine subjects from the neutral pro-life group, six subjects 
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from the disgust pro-life group, six subjects from the neutral pro-vegetarian group, and 

14 subjects from the disgust pro-vegetarian group took the posttest.  

 
Figure 3.  Advertisement Self-Assessment Manikin perceptual map: pleasure and arousal 



39 

 

Emotional Response to the Advertisement 

The participants’ emotional response to the advertisements was measured in three 

separate ways through AdSAM, an open-ended question that asked how they felt, and by 

Izard's Differential Emotions Scale (DES II).   

AdSAM measured their emotions using three scales that showed several different 

characters and nine levels underneath them to choose from.  The first scale rated pleasure, 

where one (1) meant that the subject felt very happy and nine (9) meant the subject felt 

very sad.  The second scale rated arousal, where one (1) meant the subject felt highly 

stimulated and nine (9) meant the subject felt very calm.  The third scale rated 

dominance, where one (1) meant the subject felt a strong lack of control and nine (9) 

meant he or she felt a strong level of empowerment. 

The open-ended question simply asked the subjects to state how they felt about the 

advertisement after they viewed it.  Some of the keys words and phrases that resulted 

from this question had to do with experiencing the emotion of disgust, as well as the 

feeling of being physically sick to one’s stomach. 

The DES II measure placed each of the eight emotions that encompass disgust on 

five-point Likert scales.  These emotions were: disgust, anger, disdain, distaste, sadness, 

surprise, sickness, and interest.  The scales were set up so that one (1) meant the subjects 

did not feel the emotion at all and five (5) meant the subjects felt the emotion very 

strongly.  

Since the two issues were so different, the results cannot be adequately compared 

in this paper.  The results are therefore written separately, almost as if two separate 

experiments had taken place. 
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Research Question One 

Are disgusting images an effective persuasion tool for public service 

announcements that argue one side of a controversial public issue?  

For this study, effectiveness of the ad was determined by the subjects’ initial 

reaction to the ad, as well as their memory, attitude and behavior one week later.  The 

subjects’ immediate reaction to the ad was assessed through the use of AdSAM and an 

open-ended question, both asking how the ad made them feel.   

Pro-Life 

When it came to the AdSAM results for the pro-life ads, the neutral ad was 

significantly different from the disgusting ad for all three dimensions (Table 2).  For 

pleasure, the mean for the neutral ad was 7.10 and for the disgusting ad it was 8.35. This 

means that those who viewed the disgusting image felt a significant amount less pleasure 

than those who viewed the neutral image.  The total mean for both ads together was 7.73 

out of 9.00.  Since one (1) meant the subject was feeling very happy and nine (9) meant 

the subject was very sad, a total mean of 7.73 shows us that subjects found both of the 

ads to be much less than pleasurable.  This makes sense because of the fact that the words 

in both ads made the same shocking and accusatory statement that abortion is murder.  

The significant difference between the means for neutral and disgusting images proves 

that it was only the image, and no other factor or extraneous variable, which was 

responsible for the different reactions.  The disgusting image really did make people feel 

much more negative than the neutral image did.  

For arousal, there was also statistical significance between the neutral and 

disgusting ad.  The mean score for the neutral ad was 3.95 and for the disgusting ad was 

2.20, where one (1) meant the person was extremely aroused by the ad and nine (9) meant 
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they were not at all bothered or interested.  Results showed that both of the ads stimulated 

the subjects because they fell below the median score of 4.50, but the disgusting one 

aroused them a significant amount more. 

For dominance, there was also statistical significance between the neutral and 

disgusting ad.  On the scale, one (1) meant the subject felt a strong lack of control and 

nine (9) meant the subject felt extremely empowered.  The mean for the neutral ad was 

5.80 and the mean for the disgusting ad was 3.60, which shows that the students felt more 

dominant when viewing the neutral ad and less in control when viewing the disgusting 

ad.   

Table 2.  Pleasure, arousal and dominance results for pro-life advertisements 
 N M  SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Pleasure         Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total   

20 
20 
40 

7.10 
8.35 
7.73 

1.55 
1.27 
1.54 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

15.63 
76.35 
91.98 

1 
38 
39 

15.63 
2.01 

7.78   .01 

Arousal          Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total   

20 
20 
40 

3.95 
2.20 
3.08 

1.73 
1.15 
1.70 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

30.63 
82.15 

112.78 

1 
38 
39 

30.63 
2.16 

14.17   .00 

Dominance    Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total 

20 
20 
40 

5.80 
3.60 
4.70 

2.35 
2.14 
2.48 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

48.40 
192.00 
240.40 

1 
38 
39 

48.40 
5.05 

9.58   .00 

N=40; p<.05 

These results lead us to believe that both the disgusting and neutral images when 

coupled with shocking words were effective in eliciting a definite emotional reaction 

from the subjects.  The neutral ad resulted in a strong negative reaction for pleasure, but 

only a slight level of positive arousal and dominance.  This meant that subjects felt 

saddened by the ad, but still felt in control of the situation and not incredibly stimulated 

by it.  On the other hand, the disgusting ad resulted in a very strong negative emotional 

response from the subjects for pleasure, a very strong positive level of arousal, and still a 

fairly strong lack of control from the subjects.  This meant that subjects felt saddened by 

the ad.  They also felt highly stimulated by the ad, but at the same time not confident that 
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they could do anything about it because it was out of their control.  We can infer from 

these strong reactions that the disgusting ad, in particular, was very effective at capturing 

the subjects’ attention by creating a strong negative emotional response within them.  

However, the disgusting ad may not have been enough for them to change their behavior, 

as they felt that they did not have much control over the issue.  

For the pro-life ads, the open-ended reactions from the subjects revealed common 

responses, such as “disgusted,” “physically ill,” and “disturbed.”  However, statistical 

significance was found for one of the key words when it came to the differences between 

reactions to the neutral ad as opposed to the disgusting ad.  Seven subjects out of 20 in 

the neutral condition stated that they felt that the person or organization behind the ad 

was trying to push its viewpoints unfairly upon them.  However, not a single participant 

in the disgusting condition made any such comment (Table 3).   

The open-ended responses ranged from zero (0) for subjects who did not mention 

any form of the key word to one (1) for subjects who did mention some form of the key 

word.  From these open-ended responses we can infer that while both the neutral and 

disgusting ad captured the subjects’ attention by producing strong negative reactions, the 

neutral ad also caused subjects to feel as if it was pushing its views upon them, which 

may have caused them to become angry, in turn hindering persuasion.  Since the image 

was neutral, the harsh and accusatory words must have been what produced the 

significant difference.  These words had much more of an impact when coupled with a 

neutral image than they did when put with a disgusting one, in turn making the entire ad 

less effective.  This is reinforced through the previous AdSAM results, where arousal was 

significantly higher for the neutral image than the disgusting one.  
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Table 3.  Open-ended results for “pushy” for pro-life advertisements 
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Pushy            Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total 

20 
20 
40 

.35 

.00 

.18 

.49 

.00 

.39 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

1.23 
4.55 
5.78 

1 
38 
39 

1.23 
  .12 

10.23 .00 

N=40; p<.05 

The posttest results for the pro-life ads revealed that all of the subjects who took it 

recalled the issue and image that was present in the ad they viewed.  The subjects were 

also asked in the posttest to answer three questions about their feelings on a five-point 

Likert scale where one (1) meant not at all and five (5) meant all of the time.  The three 

questions asked the subjects how often they thought about the issue conveyed in the ad 

over the past week, as well as how much their attitude and behavior regarding the issue 

had changed during that time.  There was not a significant difference between the neutral 

and disgusting group for these three questions (Table 4).  However, the results show that 

more subjects in the neutral condition remembered the ad, as well as felt they had 

changed their behavior due to the ad.  On the other hand, more subjects in the disgust 

condition felt that their attitude had changed in the week following the ad.   

Table 4.  Posttest results for pro-life advertisements 
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Memory           Neutral 
                        Disgust 
                            Total 

  9 
  6 
15 

2.11 
2.00 
2.07 

  .93 
1.26 
1.03 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .04 
14.89 
14.93 

  1 
13 
14 

  .04 
1.15 

.04 .85 

Attitude            Neutral 
                         Disgust 
                            Total  

  9 
  6 
15 

1.22 
1.50 
1.33 

  .83 
1.22 
  .98 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .28 
13.06 
13.33 

  1 
13 
14 

  .28 
1.00 

.28 .61 

Behavior          Neutral 
                         Disgust 
                            Total 

  9 
  6 
15 

1.56 
1.51 
1.54 

  .88 
1.22 
  .99 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .01 
13.72 
13.73 

  1 
13 
14 

  .01 
1.06 

.01 .92 

N=15; p<.05 

An open-ended question asking for an example of how the subjects’ behavior had 

changed elicited only two responses from the 15 participants of the posttest.  One 

response came from a female who saw the neutral pro-life ad.  She wrote that she would 

now be more likely to tune into political debates to hear what a candidate’s views on this 
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issue are.  The other response came from a female who saw the disgusting pro-life ad.  

She wrote, “I had a conversation with my boyfriend regarding my feelings on abortion.”  

These responses showed that the ads affected these two subjects enough that they 

changed their behavior. 

The disgusting image for pro-life was effective in eliciting a strong emotional 

response from the viewers.  It captured their attention, which is the first step in cognitive 

processing.  Also, the overall ad itself did not cause the subjects to feel as if its message 

was being pushed on them, as the neutral ad did.  However, changes in attitude and 

behavior for the subjects who viewed the disgusting ad were not significant in this study.  

Therefore, we can say from this study that the disgusting image for pro-life was only 

effective in the fist step of cognitive processing.  However, this important step could lead 

to attitude and behavior change in some subjects. 

Pro-Vegetarian 

When it came to the AdSAM results for the pro-vegetarian ads, the neutral ad was 

significantly different than the disgusting ad for the dimensions of pleasure and 

dominance, but not for arousal (Table 5).  For pleasure, the mean for the neutral ad was 

6.50 and for the disgusting ad it was 8.17.  This means that subjects found the disgusting 

ad to be much less pleasurable than the neutral ad, however, both groups of subjects felt 

sad due to the fact that both ads had negative words in them. 

When it came to arousal there was no statistical significance between the neutral 

and disgusting ads.  The mean for both ads together was 3.72, which means that overall 

both groups of subjects were slightly aroused by the ads that they saw, however, there 

was not a large enough difference between the two for it to be significant. 
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When it came to dominance for the pro-vegetarianism ads, there was a significant 

difference between the neutral and disgusting ads.  On the scale, one (1) meant the 

subjects felt a strong lack of control and nine (9) meant the subject felt extremely 

empowered.  The mean for the neutral ad was 5.95 and for the disgusting ad it was 3.35.  

This means that those who saw the neutral ad felt a significant amount more empowered 

than those who viewed the disgusting ad. 

Table 5.  Pleasure, arousal and dominance results for pro-vegetarian advertisements  
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Pleasure         Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total  

20 
23 
43 

6.50 
8.17 
7.40 

2.07 
1.07 
1.80 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  29.98 
106.30 
136.28 

  1 
41 
42 

29.98 
  2.59 

11.56 .00 

Arousal          Neutral 
                      Disgust 
                          Total  

20 
23 
43 

3.90 
3.57 
3.72 

1.89 
2.13 
2.00 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    1.20 
167.45 
168.65 

  1 
41 
42 

  1.20 
  4.08 

    .29 .59 

Dominance    Neutral 
                       Disgust 
                          Total 

20 
23 
43 

5.95 
3.35 
4.56 

2.11 
1.72 
2.30 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  72.44 
150.17 
222.61 

  1 
41 
42 

72.44 
  3.66 

19.78 .00 

N=43; p<.05 

These results lead us to believe that both the neutral and disgusting ads when 

coupled with shocking words were effective in eliciting a definite emotional reaction 

from the subjects.  The neutral ad revealed a strong negative reaction for pleasure, a 

slight bit of arousal, and a strong feeling of empowerment from the participants.  This 

means that subjects felt saddened by the ad, as well as in control of the situation, but not 

really compelled to do anything about it.  Further the disgusting ad was effective at 

producing a very strong negative emotional response from the subjects when it came to 

pleasure, but not so much when it came to arousal and dominance.  This means that the 

subjects felt very saddened by the ad.  However, they were not very stimulated by the ad 

and they also felt like they did not have a lot of control.  We can infer from these 

differences that the disgusting ad was better at capturing the subjects’ attention by 

creating a significantly stronger negative emotional reaction in them.  However, the 
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disgusting ad may not have been enough for them to change their attitude or behavior 

toward the issue, as they did not feel highly aroused by what they saw and they did not 

feel that they had much control over the issue either.    

When it came to the open-ended questions for the pro-vegetarianism ads, some 

common responses were “sad,” and “defensive.”  “Disgusted” was mentioned often for 

the disgusting ad, but not once for the neutral one.  Overall, the neutral ad did not reveal 

any extreme feelings from the group.  However, when it came to the disgusting image, 

several subjects became very defensive about what was conveyed in the ad.  As a matter 

of fact, eight subjects out of 23, roughly 35%, used the open-ended question to convey 

that there is nothing wrong with eating meat and that no one will be able to convince 

them otherwise.  While there was not a significant difference between the levels of 

defensiveness displayed from subjects in both conditions, it is important to note that more 

subjects became defensive in the disgust condition than the neutral one, with means of 

.35 and .20, respectively (Table 6). 

The open-ended responses ranged from zero (0) for subjects who did not mention 

any form of the key word to one (1) for subjects who did mention it.  From the open-

ended questions we can infer that the disgusting pro-life ad likely captured the attention 

of the students better than the neutral ad did, because it produced a significantly stronger 

negative emotional response.  However, the neutral ad elicited a milder reaction from the 

subjects, which may actually have been more effective.  The disgusting ad, in contrast, 

caused several subjects to become defensive and quick to convey that they would not be 

changing their minds.  In other words, the subjects may have put up a wall that did not 

allow them to be persuaded by what they saw in the disgusting pro-vegetarian ad. 
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Table 6.  Open-ended results for “defensive” for pro-vegetarian advertisements 
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Defensive       Neutral 
                       Disgust 
                          Total 

20 
23 
43 

.20 

.35 

.28 

.41 

.49 

.46 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  .23 
8.42 
8.65 

  1 
41 
42 

.23 

.21 
1.14 .29 

N=40; p<.05 

The posttest results indicated no significant differences between the neutral and 

disgusting pro-vegetarian groups (Table 7).  However, they did reveal that while the 

disgusting ad was remembered more, the neutral ad was more effective at attitude and 

behavior change within the viewers. This means that according to the posttest results, it is 

possible that while a disgusting ad caused the subjects to think about the issue more, it 

did not make them more likely to change their attitude or behavior.  However, the neutral 

ad did.  

Table 7.  Posttest results for pro-vegetarian advertisements  
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Memory         Neutral 
                       Disgust 
                          Total 

  6 
14 
20 

1.17 
1.79 
1.60 

  .41 
  .89 
  .82 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  1.61 
11.19 
12.80 

  1 
18 
19 

1.61 
  .62 

2.59 .13 

Attitude          Neutral 
                       Disgust 
                          Total  

  6 
14 
20 

1.67 
1.43 
1.50 

1.21 
1.09 
1.10 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .34 
22.76 
23.00 

  1 
18 
19 

  .24 
1.27 

  .19 .67 

Behavior        Neutral 
                       Disgust 
                          Total 

  6 
14 
20 

1.67 
1.36 
1.45 

1.21 
  .93 
1.00 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .40 
18.55 
19.00 

  1 
18 
19 

  .40 
1.03 

  .39 .54 

N=20; p<.05 

An open-ended question asking for an example of how the subjects’ behavior had 

changed elicited only two responses from the 20 who took the posttest.  Both responses 

came from females who saw the neutral pro-vegetarianism ad.  One wrote that she had 

eaten less meat in the past week and the other said she had eaten more chicken in the past 

week.  There were no open-ended behavioral responses for the disgust condition, even 

though more than twice as many subjects from that group participated in the posttest. 

The disgusting image for pro-vegetarianism caused a significantly stronger reaction 

than the neutral image did, therefore we can infer that it was more effective at capturing 
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the viewers’ attention.  However, the high level of defensiveness that was felt by the 

subjects who viewed the disgusting image may have hindered its overall effectiveness.  

This can be seen in the posttest results, where subjects who viewed the neutral ad proved 

to have slightly higher levels of attitude and behavior change than those who viewed the 

disgusting ad.  From this study, we can say that the disgusting ad was only effective at 

capturing the attention of the subjects.  However, the strong defensiveness they felt may 

have hindered them from reaching the levels of attitude and behavior change in the 

cognitive processing model. 

Research Question Two 

Do the disgusting images produce a reaction in the students that is more in line 

with the theoretical or lay meaning of disgust? 

When it came purely to the emotion of disgust, it was measured in two ways.  First 

through an open-ended question and then through a five-point Likert scale where five (5) 

represented the strongest feeling of the emotion and one (1) represented the weakest 

feeling of the emotion.  Each person who mentioned some form of the word “disgust” or 

“sickened” in response to the open-ended question was given one point and those who 

did not were given zero.  Then the results were compared to the specific emotions of 

disgust and being sickened represented through the Izard scale.  Anger was also assessed 

to determine if the definition of disgust was similar to that of the lay meaning versus the 

theoretical meaning.  The open-ended questions revealed a lot, and in a sense could be 

considered more valuable, because of the motivation that the subjects needed to type out 

their feelings, as opposed to just checking off a preset answer.   
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Pro-Life 

For the subjects who answered in the open-ended question that they were disgusted 

by the pro-life ads in the neutral and disgusting categories, there was not a significant 

difference (Table 8).  The word “disgust” was not mentioned often for either category.  

However, three times as many subjects took the time to write down that they were 

disgusted by the disgusting image than did for the neutral image with means of .30 and 

.10, respectively.  The difference in responses to the open-ended question may not have 

been statistically significant, but it is clear that more subjects responded that they were 

disgusted by the disgusting image than the neutral one. 

For those subjects who answered that they were “sickened” or made “physically 

ill” by the pro-life ads in the neutral and disgusting categories, there was a significant 

difference.  While not one single person mentioned being made physically ill by the 

shocking words and neutral image, there was a mean of .25 for the disgusting ads, which 

meant a significant amount more subjects who viewed the disgusting pro-life ad were 

sickened by the image they saw.  Twenty-five percent of subjects in the disgust condition 

felt sick, while none in the neutral condition did.   

Since there was a significant difference when it came to being sickened, we can 

infer that the disgusting image for pro-life may have been more in line with the 

theoretical definition of disgust, which produces feelings of being physically ill. 

When it came to the DES II scale for disgust for the pro-life ads there was a 

significant difference between the neutral and disgusting ad.  The mean for the neutral ad 

was a 3.15, which was slightly above average.  However, the mean for the disgusting ad 

was 4.70 out of 5.00, which meant that the subjects who viewed it felt close to the highest 
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level of disgust that is possible.  In other words, they were extremely disgusted by what 

they saw when it came to the disgusting pro-life image of an aborted fetus in a trash bag. 

When it came to being sickened by the ads according to the Izard scale, there was 

also a significant difference between the neutral and disgusting images.  The mean for the 

neutral ad was just below average at 2.50.  However, the mean for the disgusting ad was 

much higher with a mean of 3.95 out of 5.00.   

According to the DES II results, subjects who viewed the disgusting image were far 

more disgusted and sickened than those who did not.  Further, it was the disgusting image 

alone that produced these feelings, since the copy was the same in both ads. 

Table 8.  Levels of disgust for pro-life advertisements by open-ended and Izard scale  
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Open-Ended      Neutral 
Disgusted          Disgust 
                              Total 

20 
20 
40 

  .10 
  .30 
  .20 

  .31 
  .47 
  .41 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .40 
  6.00 
  6.40 

  1 
38 
39 

    .40 
    .16 

  2.53 .12 

Open-Ended      Neutral 
Sickened           Disgust 
                              Total 

20 
20 
40 

  .00 
  .25 
  .13 

  .00 
  .44 
  .34 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    .63 
  3.75 
  4.38 

  1 
38 
39 

    .63 
    .10 
 

  6.33 .02 

DES II               Neutral 
Disgusted          Disgust 
                              Total 

20 
20 
40 

3.15 
4.70 
3.93 

1.27 
  .73 
1.29 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

24.03 
40.75 
64.78 

  1 
38 
39 

24.03 
  1.07 

22.40 .00 

DES II               Neutral 
Sickened           Disgust 
                              Total 

20 
20 
40 

2.50 
3.95 
3.23 

1.32 
1.40 
1.53 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

21.03 
69.95 
90.98 

  1 
38 
39 

21.03 
  1.84 

11.42 .00 

N=40; p<.05 
 

The results lead us to believe that when subjects were given the ability to rate the 

level of disgust and sickness they were feeling, they had significantly stronger feelings 

toward the disgusting ad for both emotions.  However, when it came to giving subjects 

the opportunity to write down anything about how they were feeling; several of them 

were motivated to write down how sickened they were by the disgusting ad.  In contrast, 

a significant number of subjects were not motivated to write down that they were 

disgusted by what they saw.  Therefore, it is clear that a large amount of sickness was felt 
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by subjects who saw the disgusting ad, making the feelings produced by the disgusting 

image itself, fall more in line with the theoretical meaning of the word. 

Pro-Vegetarian 

For the open-ended question, subjects who wrote down that they were “disgusted” 

by the pro-vegetarian ads in the neutral and disgusting categories, there was a very 

significant difference (Table 9).  Not one subject mentioned being disgusted at all when it 

came to the neutral ad, even though the copy in the ad was meant to evoke a bit of disgust 

and shock.  However, the mean for the disgusting ad was .52, which meant that more than 

half of the subjects who viewed the disgusting image for the  pro-vegetarian ad were 

motivated enough to write in their own words how disgusting they found it to be.   

For the subjects who wrote down that they were “sickened” or made “physically 

ill” by what they saw, there was no significant difference between the neutral and 

disgusting ads.  The responses were very low for both, in fact, with means of .05 for the 

neutral ad and .17 for the disgusting ad.  Neither the neutral nor the disgusting image 

produced a strong enough feeling of illness for subjects to be motivated to write about it. 

Since there was a significant difference when it came to being “disgusted,” but not 

when it came to being “sickened,” we can infer that the disgusting image for pro-

vegetarianism did not producing feelings of physical illness, making it correspond less 

with the theoretical meaning of disgust. 

When it came to the DES II scale for the pro-vegetarian ads, there was a significant 

difference between the neutral and disgusting ads for both the emotion of disgust and the 

feeling of being physically ill.  For disgust, the neutral group had a mean of 2.55 and the 

disgusting group had a mean of 4.39.  For sickness, the neutral group had a mean of 2.25 

and the disgusting group had a mean of 4.13.  The means were very similar for both 
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emotions and in both cases, the disgusting ads brought out the emotions almost twice as 

strongly as the neutral ads.  The emotion of disgust for the pro-vegetarian ads, however, 

had a slightly higher overall mean than the feeling of sickness did and this was due solely 

to the disgusting image itself. 

Table 9.  Levels of disgust for pro-vegetarian advertisements by open-ended and Izard 
scale.  

 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Open-Ended     Neutral 
Disgusted         Disgust 
                            Total 

20 
23 
43 

  .00 
  .52 
  .28 

  .00 
  .51 
  .45 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

    2.91 
    5.74 
    8.65 

  1 
41 
42 

  2.91 
    .14 

20.80 .00 

Open-Ended     Neutral 
Sickened          Disgust 
                            Total 

20 
23 
43 

  .05 
  .17 
  .12 

  .22 
  .39 
  .32 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

      .16 
    4.25 
    4.42 

  1 
41 
42 

    .16 
    .10 
 

  1.58 .22 

DES II              Neutral 
Disgusted         Disgust 
                            Total 

20 
23 
43 

2.55 
4.39 
3.53 

1.40 
1.08 
1.53 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  36.27 
  62.43 
  98.70 

  1 
41 
42 

36.27 
  1.52 

23.82 .00 

DES II              Neutral 
Sickened          Disgust 
                            Total 

20 
23 
43 

2.25 
4.13 
3.26 

1.41 
1.25 
1.62 

Between Groups 
Within Groups 
Total 

  37.83 
  72.36 
110.19 

  1 
41 
42 

37.83 
  1.77 

21.43 .00 

N=43; p<.05 
 

The results lead us to believe that when subjects were given the ability to rate the 

level of disgust and sickness they were feeling, they had significantly stronger feelings 

toward the disgusting ad for both emotions.  However, when it came to giving subjects 

the opportunity to write down anything about how they were feeling, more than half of 

them were motivated to mention how disgusted they were by the disgusting ad.  In 

contrast, they were not motivated to write down that they were sickened by the disgusting 

ad.  Therefore, it is clear that a very large amount of disgust was felt by students who 

viewed the disgusting ad, but not much sickness was felt toward the ad.  This makes it 

seem possible that the feelings produced by the disgusting image itself are less in line 

with the theoretical meaning of disgust, and consequently may be more in line with the 

lay meaning of the word.  Anger must be assessed, however, before we can make the 
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assumption that the disgusting pro-life image corresponds to the lay meaning of the word, 

since anger plays such a large part in that meaning. 

Assessing Anger 

In his book, “The Psychology of Emotions,” Izard (1991) wrote about the 

interaction between anger and disgust.  He felt that disgust by itself may not be a serious 

cause of aggressive behavior.  However, when disgust is combined with anger the 

emotion can become very dangerous.  He wrote, “Instead of motivation to simply reject 

or avoid the object, combined anger and disgust may create motivation to get rid of the 

object through attack or destruction” (p. 264).  Further, Nabi (2002) found from her study 

that the lay meaning for disgust took on all of the feelings associated with anger or at 

least a mix of anger and disgust.  Therefore, the emotion of anger is important in 

determining whether a disgusting image corresponded with the lay or theoretical 

definition of the word. 

Pro-Life 

For the pro-life ads, anger was experienced almost as highly as disgust which goes 

along with Izard’s profile of emotions in the imagined disgust situation.  However, while 

there was a significant difference between feelings of disgust for the neutral versus the 

disgusting image as noted earlier, there was not a significant difference when it came to 

the feeling of anger for the pro-life ads (Table 10).  This means that the disgusting image 

used for pro-life was not solely responsible for the feelings of anger that made up the 

emotions of the subjects.  The words, which stated, “Life is a gift.  Abortion is murder” 

were more likely the main reason for the anger experienced, since the images themselves 

did not vary significantly in their results.  This further supports the belief that the 

disgusting image for pro-life fell more in line with the theoretical meaning of the word 
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than the lay one.  This image did not produce a significant amount more anger in the 

subjects than the neutral one did. 

Table 10.  Anger for pro-life advertisements by Izard scale 
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Pro-Life        Neutral 
                     Disgust 
                         Total 

20 
20 
40 

3.30 
4.00 
3.65 

1.22 
1.12 
1.21 

 Between Groups 
    Within Groups 
                   Total 

  4.90 
52.20 
57.10 

  1 
38 
39 

4.90 
1.37 

3.57 .07 

N=40; p<.05 
 
Pro-Vegetarian 

 
For the pro-vegetarian ads, anger was experienced almost as highly as disgust, 

which also goes along with Izard’s profile of emotions in the imagined disgust situation  

However, when it came to significance for the level of anger for the neutral versus 

the disgusting pro-vegetarian ads, there was a significant difference (Table 11).  This 

means that the disgusting image used for pro-vegetarianism alone produced a strong 

feeling of anger mixed with disgust.  This strengthens the belief that the disgusting image 

for pro-vegetarianism corresponded less with the theoretical definition, and now due to 

the significant amount of anger that was experienced by subjects in this condition, we can 

also infer that it fell more in line with the lay meaning of disgust.   

Table 11.  Anger for pro-vegetarian advertisements by Izard scale  
 N M SD  SS df MS F Sig. 
Pro-Veg.       Neutral 
                     Disgust 
                         Total 

20 
23 
43 

2.55 
3.84 
3.23 

1.47 
1.15 
1.45 

 Between Groups 
    Within Groups 
                   Total 

17.42 
70.25 
87.67 

  1 
41 
42 

17.42 
  1.71 

10.17 .00 

N=43; p<.05 

The anger experienced by the viewers of the disgusting pro-life ad cannot be 

attributed to the disgusting image, because there was not a significant difference between 

the level of anger in the neutral and disgusting pro-life ads.  However, since there was a 

significant difference between the neutral and disgusting pro-vegetarian ads when it came 

to anger, we can attribute this emotion to the image itself, since that was the only thing 
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that differed in the two conditions.  Therefore, the disgusting image for pro-vegetarianism 

encompassed the lay meaning of disgust, which may have made the entire ad less 

effective to its viewers. 

All of the results that were found to help answer the research questions lead us to 

believe that both of the original hypotheses can be accepted for this study.  Hypothesis 1 

predicted that an image that correlates with the theoretical meaning of disgust will 

enhance persuasion when associated with the opposition’s position within a two-sided 

controversial public issue.  This was the case for the disgusting pro-life image, which was 

very effective at capturing attention and influencing some attitude and behavior change.  

The disgusting pro-life image did not contain a significant amount of anger, which is why 

it fell more in line with the theoretical definition of the emotion.  Also, the entire 

disgusting pro-life ad did not at all cause viewers to feel defensive or that the sponsor’s 

views were being pushed upon them.  Overall, the disgusting pro-life ad, which used the 

theoretical definition, was very effective. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that an image that correlates more with the lay meaning of 

disgust, which includes anger, may cripple persuasion and more likely enhance a transfer 

of negative feelings toward the organization that is showing the ad.  This was true for the 

disgusting pro-vegetarianism ad.  The ad was effective at capturing attention, but not at 

eliciting any real attitude or behavior change among the viewers.  In addition, the 

disgusting image itself led to a significant amount of anger, which put it more in line with 

the lay meaning of the emotion of disgust.  This disgust mixed with anger may have been 

the cause for the defensiveness that was felt by the subjects in this condition.  Overall, the 
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disgusting pro-vegetarianism ad, which used the lay definition, was less effective in the 

long run. 



57 

CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The current study not only looked at the effectiveness of shocking advertisements, 

but shocking ads that contained disgusting images, in particular.  Through norm 

violation, shocking ads are meant to capture the attention of an audience and potentially 

lead to attitude and behavior change.  All of the ads that were used were shocking, 

because even the ones with a neutral image included some alarming statements.  As 

Dahl’s preliminary shock model suggested, these ads captured the subjects’ attention, 

enhanced message retention and influenced some of their behaviors.  All four of the 

experimental conditions resulted in emotional reactions from the subjects, with all but the 

neutral vegetarian image eliciting strong responses.  The goal of this study, though, was 

to determine how disgusting images impact the emotional responses of subjects. 

Using disgusting images in an ad is one form of shocking advertising.  When the 

audience engages in an experience of disgust, they should feel as if they want to turn 

away from what it is that they find disgusting.  However, Nabi (1998) elaborated further 

by stating that the “action tendency of turning away from or avoiding the disgust-eliciting 

material will encourage a respondent to similarly turn away from, or reject, the position 

associated with that negative affect” (p. 25).  Based on her studies, she also went on to 

say that if disgust is associated with the opposition’s position in a refutational message, 

then the audience will turn away from or reject the opposition’s position, and in turn 

strengthen persuasion toward the sponsor’s message.   
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For this study, the ads containing disgusting images were seen as more disgusting 

by the subjects who viewed them.  Both disgusting ads also stimulated a strong negative 

emotional response from the subjects, which is in line with Nabi’s beliefs.  However, the 

open-ended questions led us to believe that only the disgusting pro-life ad caused subjects 

to associate this negative feeling with the issue at hand. 

The disgusting pro-vegetarian, on the other hand, caused subjects to associate this 

feeling more with the sponsor of the message than the issue itself.  The open-ended 

responses revealed that this ad caused some of the subjects to react in a very defensive 

way and to explicitly state that they would never give up eating meat.  The disgusting 

pro-vegetarian ad was not in line with Nabi’s belief that a disgusting image used to 

discredit the opposition will cause the audience to turn away from the opposition’s 

viewpoint.  The reason for this could have to do with anger.  The significant amount of 

anger produced from the disgusting pro-vegetarian image may have even turned the 

subjects away from the idea of becoming a vegetarian, in turn strengthening and 

reinforcing their decision to eat meat. 

Izard wrote that when anger is mixed with disgust, it can turn into a hostile 

experience where the observer feels the need to attack the source of the disgust, who in 

this case would be the message sponsor.  The statistical significance found between the 

neutral and disgusting pro-vegetarian images revealed that the disgusting image itself led 

to a strong element of anger along with disgust.  Anger was high in all four conditions, 

but this likely had something to do with the words used in the ads as well.  However, the 

disgusting pro-vegetarian ad was the only one where the image, in particular, produced a 

statistically significant amount of anger.  This anger may be why the disgusting pro-
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vegetarian image was less effective.  It caused students to become defensive and attribute 

any negative feelings they had to the sponsor of the message, rather than the opposition.   

The results show us that the disgusting ad was more effective for pro-life than for 

pro-vegetarianism.  In other words, when it comes to abortion, strong words and a 

disgusting images should both be present in order to be effective.  If shocking words are 

used without a shocking image, students become angry and develop negative feelings 

toward the organization that is sending the message.  In contrast, the disgusting ad was 

less effective for the issue of pro-vegetarianism.  Further, when it comes to eating meat, a 

disgusting image causes students to become very defensive, as well as a strong 

combination of anger and disgust.  It is important to note, however, that these two issues 

were so different and cannot easily be compared.  The issue of abortion is more often 

seen as a moral one.  On the other hand, eating meat is an everyday occurrence in the 

lives of millions of Americans.  The disgusting ad for pro-life was very effective and the 

disgusting ad for pro-vegetarianism was not as effective for each of the two separate 

issues, but it is best not to compare them.   

Also, the anger that took place with the disgusting pro-vegetarian ad leads us to 

believe that the image in the ad corresponded more with the lay meaning of disgust.  In 

contrast, the image in the disgusting pro-life ad corresponded more with the theoretical 

meaning of disgust.  Nabi found that in everyday life the term disgust corresponds more 

closely with the theoretical meaning of anger or at least a mixture of anger and disgust, 

than it does with disgust alone.  Since the disgusting pro-life image was effective and the 

disgusting pro-vegetarian image was not, these results support Nabi’s paper on the 
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differences between the theoretical and lay meanings of the word disgust as well as 

Izard’s description of what happens when the emotions of anger and disgust interact. 

Overall, when it comes to the emotion of disgust, the lay meaning may be less 

effective than the theoretical one when working with controversial issues, although 

further research should be done and each issue should be separately examined.  

To sum, with the growing trend of shock advertising, there needs to be more 

research done on its effectiveness as a persuasive tool.  We have learned from this study 

that disgust can be an effective tool for persuasion, when used appropriately.  The 

theoretical use of the term produces better results than the lay meaning, because as we 

have seen the lay meaning causes feelings of anger.  This anger when mixed with disgust 

can lead to hostility in the audience, and results that are the opposite of what you had 

hoped for.  From this research we learn that a disgusting image may either repel the 

audience away from the opposing viewpoint or repel the audience away from the 

message sponsor.  There is a very fine line and a researcher needs to understand his 

audience, as well as be careful about the amount of anger that is present.  And 

understanding the audience is a key factor in getting them to accept a point of view and 

follow through with a behavior.  If nothing else, this study revealed that the lay meaning 

of disgust should probably be avoided in certain issues if the intention is to persuade the 

audience to accept your view and discount someone else’s.  However, more research 

should be done to determine whether the lay meaning of disgust is always less effective 

than the theoretical one when trying to persuade. 
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It is important for researchers to know a lot about the issue they are working with 

and how it makes audience members feel before they determine whether or not to use 

disgusting images or shocking tactics.   

Limitations 

A major limitation in this study was that the researcher was not able to gather 

enough information on how the subjects really felt about each of the issues before they 

participated in the study.  It is crucial to know all about the viewers’ feelings regarding 

controversial issues before trying to persuade them to accept the sponsor’s message.  A 

more in depth look into their feelings just on these issues alone would have led to much 

more insight.   

Another limitation was access to a larger group of participants for the main 

experiment, as well as for the posttest.  The posttest did not reveal significant results, in 

part, because so few people took it.  In the future, more time and preparation would work 

to remedy this problem.   

Future Research 

In future studies, more time should be spent looking at the initial feelings of the 

participants before they even fill out the questionnaire.  Controversial public issues are all 

so different and very sensitive, so it is important to know exactly how your audience feels 

about them.  Also, future studies should continue to be used to understand the lay 

meaning of the emotion of disgust and the implications that it has for creating effective 

persuasive messages.  More research should look at the results for the combination of 

disgust and anger and if they are ever effective for persuasion when used together.  

Different levels of disgust should be measured to determine whether strong feelings of 

disgust are more effective than mild feelings of the emotion.   It would also be helpful to 
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study the defensiveness that can sometimes be seen in a significant anger and disgust 

situation and whether it causes audience members to put up walls, discredit the sponsor’s 

message, and not allow themselves to become affected by what they see. 
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APPENDIX A 
SAMPLE OF THE PRE-TEST 

What are your thoughts and/feelings about this image?  

How interested in the image do you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Interested 

How happy does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Happy 

How surprised were you by the image? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Surprised 

How sad does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Sad 

How angry does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Angry 

How disgusted does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Disgusted 

How fearful does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Fearful 

How comfortable does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Comfortable 

How guilty does the image make you feel? 

Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Guilty 
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APPENDIX B 
NEUTRAL PRO-LIFE ADVERTISEMENT 

 

Life is a Gift 

 
 

ABORTION IS MURDER… 
Become pro-life. 

 

 

 

Adapted from www.abortionismurder.org. 
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APPENDIX C 
DISGUSTING PRO-LIFE ADVERTISEMENT 

 

Life is a Gift 
 

 

ABORTION IS MURDER… 
Become pro-life. 

 

 

 

Adapted from www.abortiontv.com. 

 



66 

APPENDIX D 
NEUTRAL PRO-VEGETARIAN ADVERTISEMENT 

 

Just A Reminder 
 

 
This is how your dinner looked 

before it hit your plate. 
It could breathe, feel and had a heart. 

JUST LIKE YOU… 
Go Vegetarian. 

 

Adapted from www.nal.usda.gov. 
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APPENDIX E 
DISGUSTING PRO-VEGETARIAN ADVERTISEMENT 

 

Just A Reminder 

 
This is how your dinner looked 

before it hit your plate. 
It could breathe, feel and had a heart. 

JUST LIKE YOU… 
Go Vegetarian. 

 

 

Adapted from www.peta.org. 
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APPENDIX F 
SAMPLE OF THE MAIN QUESTIONNAIRE 

BEFORE EXPOSURE TO AD 
 
Please indicate your feelings about the death penalty (AdSAM). 
 
Please indicate your feelings about vegetarianism (AdSAM). 
 
Please indicate your feelings about abortion (AdSAM). 
 
AFTER EXPOSURE TO AD 
 
Please indicate how the ad makes you feel (AdSAM) and in your own words. 
 
How disgusted are you by the advertisement? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Disgusted 
 
How angry does the ad make you feel? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Angry 
 
How disdainful do you find the ad to be? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Disdainful 
 
How distasteful do you find the ad to be? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Distasteful 
 
How sad does the ad make you feel? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Sad 
 
How surprised are you by the ad? 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Surprised 
 
Does the ad make you feel sick to your stomach? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Sick 
 
How interesting do you find the ad to be? 
 
Not at All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Interesting 
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APPENDIX G 
POSTTEST 

Which ad and image did you view on-line? 
 
What do you remember about the ad you viewed on-line? 
 
Whether good or bad, how often have you thought about the ad you saw since taking the survey? 
 
Not At All 1 2 3 4 5 All of the Time 
 
How much has your attitude changed regarding this issue in the past week? 
 
Not At All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Much 
 
What is your current attitude toward the issue raised in the advertisement? 
 
How much has your behavior changed regarding this issue in the past week? 
 
Not At All 1 2 3 4 5 Very Much 
 
If your behavior has changed in the past week, please explain how. 
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