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This study investigates how consumers’ intentions related to prosocial campaigns were 
accompanied by metacognitive experiences. Two studies examined how the relationship 
between appeal type (self-benefit vs. social benefit) and the level of processing fluency 
(easy vs. difficult) influenced attitudes toward prosocial campaigns. The findings revealed 
that individuals who were manipulated to find self-benefit appeal displayed less favorable 
attitudes toward disfluent prosocial campaigns than those who were manipulated to find 
social benefit appeal. The underlying mechanism of this result was that the extra effort 
invested to understand prosocial campaigns with difficult processing fluency produced 
unpleasant feelings.
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INTRODUCTION

Effective marketing campaigns have become more important than ever with the growth of 
digital marketing. Global spending on digital advertising is expected to be  US$335 billion in 
2020 (Statista, 2019). The recent surge of research related to digital marketing has greatly 
improved our understanding of how to effectively deliver messages to customers through 
digital marketing. Previous studies have, for example, addressed the effects of processing fluency 
of marketing campaigns (Labroo and Kim, 2009; Brakus et  al., 2014). Another research stream 
has investigated the effects of appeal type on prosocial behavior (self-benefit vs. other-benefit; 
White and Peloza, 2009). However, there is a lack of research that explores the interaction 
effects between appeal types and campaign processing fluency. Thus, the current study aims 
to investigate the combined effect of the level of processing fluency and appeal type on 
prosocial campaigns. In particular, there are two different types of appeals to encourage consumer 
participation in marketing campaigns. Self-benefit appeals emphasize what participants for 
social campaigns can gain for themselves, while social benefit appeals stress the benefits to 
the people or organizations who receive benefits (White and Peloza, 2009). Processing fluency 
is generally separated into two levels (difficult-to-process and easy-to-process) based on how 
much effort is needed to process the information presented (Schwarz, 2004).

The current study also aims to determine what kind of advertising strategy increases overall 
consumer preference when the appeal type and the message of the advertisement are incongruent 
(e.g., when they motivate prosocial behavior by increasing self-benefit). More specifically, this 
study investigates how consumers’ thoughts and decisions about prosocial campaigns were 
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accompanied by metacognitive experiences. Although self-benefit 
is a common motivation for prosocial behavior, people may 
struggle to find valid reasons to act out of self-interest or for 
monetary rewards. Thus, investing extra effort into a self-benefit 
appeal may be  viewed as dishonorable (Zhang et  al., 2010). 
To resolve this, we  designed two studies examining how the 
relationship between appeal type and processing fluency 
influenced attitudes toward prosocial campaigns. To manipulate 
the level of processing fluency, two different formats are applied: 
conceptual fluency for Study 1 and perceptual fluency for 
Study 2. The findings were consistent, and they revealed that 
individuals who received a self-benefit appeal showed unfavorable 
attitudes, caused by unpleasant feelings, toward disfluent prosocial 
campaigns that required extra effort.

This research contributes to the literature on branding and 
advertisement by providing the underlying affective mechanisms 
of the effects on attitudes toward prosocial campaigns of the 
relationship between processing fluency and appeal type. For 
business practitioners, the findings also suggest that improving 
processing fluency may increase consumer participation in 
prosocial campaigns.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Appeal Type
Typically, business practitioners and charities use two different 
types of appeals to encourage consumer participation in marketing 
campaigns: self-benefit appeals and social benefit appeals.  
Self-benefit appeals focus on benefits for the donor, while social 
benefit appeals focus on benefits for the people or organizations 
receiving benefits (White and Peloza, 2009). Previous work on 
prosocial behavior was focused primarily on the effects of 
altruism in increasing the motivation to engage in prosocial 
behavior. However, researchers have proved that individuals 
can also be  motivated to participate in prosocial campaigns 
by self-interest or monetary rewards (Ariely et  al., 2009), 
particularly in private prosocial activities. Thus, the current 
study intends to explore the effects of the self-benefit appeal 
on consumer attitudes toward prosocial behavior.

The Moderating Role of Processing Fluency
With appeal type as one variable, we made the level of processing 
fluency the other variable. Processing fluency refers to the 
ease or difficulty with which information can be  processed 
(Schwarz, 2004). More specifically, conceptual fluency refers 
to semantic relatedness or conceptually based knowledge (Shapiro, 
1999). For example, Whittlesea (1993) reveals that semantic 
processing can lead to conceptual fluency by manipulating the 
place of the target word (e.g., boat) either in the predictable 
(e.g., “The stormy seas tossed the boat”) or unpredictable place 
(e.g., “He saved his money and the boat”). Perceptual fluency 
refers to the ease of identifying the perceptual features of a 
stimulus, such as its form, size, or visual details (Jia et  al., 
2016; Graf et  al., 2017). The level of processing fluency in a 
campaign can be  manipulated, for example, by the sharpness 
of text and images (Labroo and Kim, 2009).

Even though processing fluency can be  represented with 
different forms of conceptual and perceptual fluency, recent 
research on processing fluency has proven that the independent 
form of fluency exerts the same influence on consumer judgments 
(Brakus et  al., 2014). However, the level of processing fluency 
was revealed to have contradictory effects on attitudes.  
Easy-to-process stimuli are more positively evaluated (Reber 
et al., 2004; Brakus et al., 2014) through a feelings-as-information 
model. For example, conceptual fluency increases favorable 
attitudes (Schwarz, 2004), specifically in the context of brand 
evaluations and customer-based brand equity (Sirianni et  al., 
2013; Dogerlioglu-Demir et al., 2017). Context congruity increases 
conceptual fluency, which allows the memory of information 
to be  more accessible (Lee and Labroo, 2004). Clear images, 
line drawings, and pictures increase perceptual fluency because 
subjective ease is viewed positively (Reber et al., 2004; Schwarz, 
2004). Managerially, easy processing helps consumers to relate 
immediately to a brand, is more conducive to positive advertising 
through branding (An et  al., 2019), and increases store revisit 
intention (Murray et al., 2019) and recognition and understanding 
of a brand logo (Kim and Lim, 2019). As such, processing 
fluency was predicted to have a positive effect on consumer 
attitudes. Although previous research has discovered the 
effectiveness of easy-to-process text and images, the underlying 
mechanism of processing fluency has not yet been emphasized 
(Carrillat et  al., 2015; Park and Ryu, 2019).

Other research found that difficult to process, rather than 
ease to process, improves the evaluation toward the target 
object. The more effort that people put into a pursuit, the 
more they value it (Festinger, 1962). Greater efforts invested 
to understand the information presented (e.g., consuming energy 
or spending time to read the advertisement) increase the 
valuation of the requested action (e.g., volunteering or donation), 
especially when that action is regarded as a reward for successful 
performance (Norton et al., 2012). This effect can be interpreted 
based on naïve theories reflecting how effortful processing is 
considered more desirable by perceiving the means as 
instrumental to achieving an outcome (Deval et  al., 2012). 
Effort investment theory also postulates that people assume 
difficult tasks require extra effort because they result in greater 
rewards (Klein et al., 2005). Because there is a strong association 
between sacrifice and altruism (Lin-Healy and Small, 2013), 
people prefer prosocial behavior that is accompanied by effort 
and pain (Olivola and Shafir, 2013). However, the joint effects 
of the level of processing fluency and appeal type on prosocial 
campaigns are unclear. This will be discussed in the next section.

Affective Response Within the Interaction 
Effect of Appeal Type and Processing 
Fluency
Metacognitive feelings are influential in judging the 
instrumentality of the means to accomplish one’s goal and 
comprehending one’s evaluation of a target object (Labroo and 
Kim, 2009; Ishikawa et  al., 2019). Previous work on prosocial 
behavior has focused primarily on positive emotions as the 
underlying mechanisms affecting participation in prosocial 
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activities. For example, the “warm glow” as a positive emotional 
response to prosocial behavior (Andreoni, 1990, 1995) increased 
participant satisfaction with sustainable marketing programs 
(Giebelhausen et  al., 2016) and increased purchase intentions 
toward green energy brands (Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez, 
2012). In addition to the effects of positive emotions, other 
research has demonstrated the prosocial behavioral consequences 
of negative emotions (Brief and Motowidlo, 1986; Van Doorn 
et  al., 2014). An unpleasant feeling (Baumeister et  al., 1994) 
stems from self-evaluation or social interaction and is related 
to moral standards (Kugler and Jones, 1992). As such, unpleasant 
emotions can prompt people to perform good deeds in order 
to eliminate those feelings (Xu et  al., 2012, 2014). In some 
other cases, unpleasant feeling appeals decreased purchase 
intention in the context of cause-related marketing campaigns 
(Singh et  al., 2017).

To reconcile the conflicting findings, this study aims to 
investigate how the negative affective response works as a 
booster or suppressor for prosocial behavior in the context of 
processing fluency. For example, Labroo and Kim (2009) studied 
the interacting effects of goal type and processing fluency on 
consumer decision making. When the desired state (e.g., fitness 
is a virtue) conflicts with a temptation (e.g., chocolate 
consumption), participants presented less favorable attitudes 
toward the chocolate advertisement with difficult-to-process 
stimuli. Consistently, Schwarz (2004) revealed that difficult-to-
process stimuli were evaluated less positively when the target 
object is not considered as a means to achieve a goal. More 
fundamentally, the well-documented cognitive depletion theory 
can explain this difficult-to-process reluctance effect (Pearson 
et  al., 2013). Existing conflicts between the desired state (self-
benefit appeal) and a current state of behavior (processing 
prosocial campaign) may lead to cognitive depletion and lead 
people to choose stimuli by putting in less effort. In other 
words, difficult-to-process stimuli, which require extra effort, 
should be  viewed less positively.

Regarding the affective response, we  expect that people 
may experience unpleasant emotions when they are forced to 
process disfluent stimuli and when self-benefit appeals are 
manipulated. Merely thinking about the selfish benefits of 
participating in the prosocial campaign may not increase 
unpleasant feelings (Peloza et  al., 2013). However, we  expect 
that effortful information processing negatively influences 
individual responses. We  can find a basis for this assumption 
from the research on congruity, which also suggests that 
individual responses are sensitive to the degree of congruence 
between personal values and the appeal type in advertisements 
(Dens et  al., 2017). Advertisements that require extra effort 
to process are expected to increase unpleasant emotions, 
resulting in a decrease in prosocial motivations. Findings in 
the previous research suggest that unpleasant feelings are linked 
with unjustifiable efforts in processing fluency (Kivetz and 
Simonson, 2002; Labroo and Kim, 2009). However, this 
assumption was not supported by empirical results. Therefore, 
the current research examines the underlying affective response 
as an explanation for consumers’ attitudes toward 
disfluent advertisements.

In this study, we  predict that a self-benefit appeal would 
not increase participants’ unpleasant feelings toward easy-to-
process stimuli. Existing research on prosocial behavior revealed 
that enhanced fluency originates from the congruence between 
individually pursuing values and messages from advertisements, 
thus promoting engagement in prosocial behavior (Kidwell 
et  al., 2013). Therefore, we  expect that the appeal types would 
not change the attitudes toward campaigns when they are easy 
to process. Similarly, we  expect that the appeal types do not 
induce unpleasant feelings toward campaigns when they are 
easy to process.

Based on the thorough literature review above, we  propose 
the following hypotheses (see Figure  1).

Hypothesis 1: the difficult-to-process campaign will 
increase participants’ unpleasant feelings in the self-
benefit appeal condition more than in the social benefit 
appeal condition. However, the appeal type will not 
affect the participants’ unpleasant feelings in the easy-
to-process campaign.
Hypothesis 2: the difficult-to-process campaign will 
decrease positive participant attitudes toward the 
campaign more in the self-benefit appeal condition than 
in the social benefit appeal condition. However, the 
appeal type will not affect participant attitudes toward 
the easy-to-process campaign.
Hypothesis 3: unpleasant feelings will mediate the 
interaction effect between the level of processing fluency 
and appeal type on participant attitudes toward 
the campaign.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Overview
Two studies tested our hypotheses in the context of prosocial 
campaigns. Study 1 examined how conceptual fluency 
interacted with appeal type in a prosocial campaign, while 
Study 2 examined a similar marketing campaign with 
perceptual fluency. Study 1 and Study 2 received the 
Institutional Review Board approval. Taken together, these 
experiments investigated how processing fluency affected 
motivation toward prosocial behavior and examined the 
affective response underlying the effects of appeal type on 
participation in prosocial campaigns.

FIGURE 1 | The conceptual framework.
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Study 1
The primary objective of Study 1 was to examine how the appeal 
types influenced consumers’ affective responses based on the 
level of conceptual fluency. The authors predicted that, in the 
self-benefit appeal condition, consumers would experience increased 
unpleasant feelings while processing a difficult-to-understand 
message with a lot of medical jargon because the participants 
would not be able to justify investing the extra effort. The authors 
also predicted that the participants would not show different 
affective responses to the easy-to-process campaign.

Procedure
Using Amazon Mechanical Turk, 311 participants in the 
United States (55.6% females; Mage = 37.35 years) were randomly 
assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (appeal: self-benefit 
vs. social benefit)  ×  2 (processing: easy vs. difficult) between-
subjects design. They were instructed that the objective of this 
study was to determine consumer behaviors regarding prosocial 
campaigns. First, the participants were exposed to either the 
social benefit or the self-benefit condition for an advertisement 
requesting volunteers for a local charity, the American Heart 
Association (White and Peloza, 2009). The social benefit condition 
highlighted two altruistic benefits: “Volunteering can generate 
well-being for people and make a difference in the community” 
and “This work is a good way to make a contribution and 
to benefit other people.” On the other hand, the self-benefit 
condition highlighted two personal benefits: “Volunteering can 
help to develop some new skills for your resume as well as 
to make some valuable contacts” and “You can take advantage 
of this activity to develop job skills and social networking” 
(Clary et  al., 1998). Then, the participants were presented with 
campaigns that were either easy or difficult to understand 
(Zhang and Mattila, 2015). To manipulate the level of content 
processing fluency, the participants were asked to read a message 
from the American Heart Association that was either composed 
of scientific jargon or written in simple words. Specifically, in 
the difficult-to-process condition, participants read statements 
such as: “There are various types of cardiovascular disease, 
such as cor pulmonale, cardiac dysrhythmias, and 
cardiomyopathy. In general, the causes of cardiovascular disease 
are diverse, but atherosclerosis and/or hypertension are the 
most common.” In contrast, the participants in the easy-to-
process condition read: “There are different types of heart 
disease, such as heart failure, abnormalities of the heart’s rhythm, 
and diseases of cardiac muscle. In general, heart disease refers 
to conditions that involve narrowed or blocked blood vessels, 
which can lead to a heart attack, chest pain, or stroke.”

After reading the scenarios, we  asked participants to answer 
the manipulation check questions of appeal types with four 
items (α  =  0.913) on seven-point scales (1  =  strongly disagree, 
7  =  strongly agree; White and Peloza, 2009): “To what degree 
is this an altruistic appeal? (reverse coding)”; “To what degree 
is this appeal associated with looking out for the interests of 
others? (reverse coding)”; “To what degree is this an egoistic 
appeal?”; and “To what degree is this appeal associated with 
looking out for one’s own interests?” Then, unpleasant feelings 
experienced during the processing of the campaigns were 

measured with a seven-point scale (1  =  not at all, 7  =  very 
much): “The benefit addressed in the passage makes me feel guilty.”

Results
Manipulation Check
A 2  ×  2 ANOVA on the manipulation checks of the appeal 
conditions revealed that the participants interpreted the scenarios 
as the authors had intended. Participants assessed the self-
benefit appeal as being more focused on self-benefits than the 
social benefit appeal (Mself-benefit  =  4.96 vs. Msocial benefit  =  2.48; 
F(307)  =  264.264; p  <  0.0001). No other effects were  
significant (Fs  <  1).

Unpleasant Feelings While Processing the 
Campaigns
In addition, a 2  ×  2 ANOVA on unpleasant feelings revealed 
a marginally significant interaction (F(1, 307) = 3.635, p = 0.058). 
More critically, as predicted in Hypothesis 1, the participants 
felt more unpleasant toward the difficult-to-process campaign 
when manipulated with the self-benefit appeal than with the 
social benefit appeal (Mself-benefit  =  2.57 vs. Msocial benefit  =  1.59; 
t(307)  =  4.283; p  <  0.0001; see Figure  2). However, for the 
easy-to-process campaign, there was no difference in the 
unpleasant feelings experienced in the social benefit appeal 
condition and the self-benefit appeal condition (Msocial benefit = 1.85 
vs. Mself-benefit  =  2.22; t(307)  =  1.551; p  =  0.122).

Discussion of the Results
The results of Study 1 support Hypothesis 1 in that the difficult-
to-process campaign increased participants’ unpleasant feelings 
in the self-benefit appeal condition more than in the social 
benefit appeal condition. These findings suggest that using the 
self-benefit appeal in prosocial settings can impair feelings 
toward the campaign, which can hamper the success of the 
campaign. However, as predicted, the easy-to-process campaign 

FIGURE 2 | The moderating effect of appeal types and conceptual fluency 
on unpleasant feelings.
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did not influence participants’ affective responses for either 
the self-benefit appeal or the social benefit appeal conditions.

Study 2
In Study 1, we  found that the difficult-to-process conceptual 
processing fluency makes individuals feel more unpleasant in 
the self-benefit appeal condition compared to the social benefit 
appeal condition. In addition to examining how appeal types 
and processing fluency affected unpleasant feelings toward the 
campaign, we  also examined how appeal types and processing 
fluency affected attitudes toward the campaign. In this study, 
we  replicated the results of Study 1  in the perceptual fluency 
context and examined the mediating role of unpleasant feelings 
to explain the effects on attitudes toward the campaign.

Procedure
Using Amazon Mechanical Turk, 197 participants in the 
United States (50.3% females; Mage = 31.88 years) were randomly 
assigned to one of four conditions: 2 (appeal: self-benefit vs. 
social benefit)  ×  2 (processing: easy vs. difficult). The authors 
followed the same procedures as in Study 1; however, in  
Study 2, the level of processing fluency was manipulated by 
the sharpness of text and pictures in the campaign using the 
materials modified from Labroo and Kim (2009). For the difficult-
to-process campaign in Study 2, the authors adjusted the sharpness 
by − 100% for the picture and − 45% for the text. For the 
easy-to-process campaign, the authors used an original clear 
picture and text (see Figure 3). After viewing an appeal scenario 
and a campaign picture, each participant answered all the 
measurements for manipulation checks, attitudes toward the 
prosocial campaign, unpleasant feelings while processing the 
campaign. The manipulation check questions of the appeal 
(α  =  0.800) were measured as in Study 1. The participants then 
indicated their attitudes toward the campaign (α  =  0.937) using 
six seven-point bipolar scales (bad/good, unfavorable/favorable, 
negative/positive, undesirable/desirable, harmful/beneficial, and 
unconvincing/convincing). Unpleasant feelings while processing 
the campaigns were also measured with a seven-point scale 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much; “How much do you feel regret?”).

Results
Manipulation Check
A 2  ×  2 ANOVA on the manipulation checks of the appeal 
conditions revealed that the participants interpreted the appeal 
scenarios as the authors had intended. Participants assessed  

the self-benefit appeal as being more focused on self-benefits  
than the social benefit appeal (Mself-benefit  =  3.87 vs.  
Msocial benefit = 2.72; F(193) = 34.199; p < 0.0001). No other effects 
were significant (Fs  <  1).

Attitudes Toward the Prosocial Campaign
A 2 × 2 ANOVA on attitudes toward the prosocial campaign revealed 
a marginally significant interaction (F(1, 193)  =  3.438, p  =  0.065). 
As predicted in Hypothesis 2, planned contrasts showed that the 
participants rated attitudes toward the difficult-to-process condition 
with a blurred picture less favorably when manipulated with a self-
benefit appeal than with a social benefit appeal (Mself-benefit  =  4.81 
vs. Msocial benefit  =  5.37; t(193)  =  1.927; p  =  0.055; see Figure  4). 
However, there was no difference in the easy-to-process condition 
(Mself-benefit  =  5.25 vs. Msocial benefit  =  5.04; t(193)  =  0.703; p  =  0.483).

Moderated Mediation Analysis
Next, we  conducted a moderated mediation test using appeal 
type as an independent variable (1  =  self-benefit appeal, 
0  =  social benefit appeal), processing fluency as a moderator 
(1  =  easy, 0  =  difficult), unpleasant feelings as a mediator, 
and the attitudes toward the campaign as a dependent variable 
(Process Model 7; Hayes, 2017). A moderated mediation model 
revealed that unpleasant feelings mediated the interaction effect 
on attitudes [95% CI  =  (−0.3411, −0.0044)], supporting 
Hypothesis 3 (see Supplementary Table  1). The conditional 
indirect effect was only significant for the difficult-to-process 
campaign [indirect effect  =  −0.0754, SE  =  0.0539; 95% 
CI  =  (−0.2309, −0.0022)]; it was not significant for the easy-
to-process campaign [indirect effect  =  0.0438, SE  =  0.0450; 
95% CI  =  (−0.0118, 0.1786)]. These analyses suggested that 
the participants had less positive attitudes toward the difficult-
to-process campaign because of unpleasant feelings.

Discussion of the Results
The results of Study 1 were replicated in Study 2 for perceptual 
fluency. The authors also observed an increased negative affect 
in the difficult-to-process campaign, which influenced participant 
attitudes toward the campaign. The participants had less positive 
attitudes toward the difficult-to-process campaign in the self-
benefit appeal condition than in the social benefit appeal 
condition. However, the appeal type did not influence the 
participants’ attitudes in the easy-to-process campaign. In 
addition, the authors found unpleasant feelings to be  an 

A B

FIGURE 3 | Stimuli of Study 2. (A) Easy-to-process campaign and (B) difficult-to-process campaign.
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underlying mechanism in the effect of interaction between the 
level of processing fluency and appeal type in the integrated model.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The present research examined how processing fluency affected 
participation in a prosocial campaign. In the context of prosocial 
behavior, the authors found that participants’ unpleasant feelings 
were generally low in conceptually easy-to-process campaigns, 
regardless of the benefits these campaigns appealed to. However, 
difficult-to-process campaigns increased unpleasant feelings. 
Participants in difficult-to-process campaigns who were 
manipulated with self-benefit appeal conditions had more 
unpleasant feelings than those in the social benefit appeal 
condition. Similarly, the authors found that the participants had 
less positive attitudes toward the perceptually difficult-to-process 
campaign after using more effort to process it. Unpleasant feelings 
mediated this effect on participant attitudes toward the campaign.

These findings contribute to the literature on appeal and 
processing fluency. First, in this research, the authors used 
both conceptual and perceptual processing and demonstrated 
how to increase overall participation in prosocial campaigns. 
Second, the authors demonstrated that unpleasant feelings 
mediated the impact of appeal type and processing fluency on 
prosocial behavior. Previous research found that the means 
were viewed as more instrumental in fulfilling an accessible 
goal when the means were associated with difficult processing 
(Labroo and Kim, 2009). However, the findings of this research 
showed that the means were not viewed as helpful in 
accomplishing a goal when the means were associated with 
difficult processing for those who focused on self-benefits. Third, 
the findings identified a causal mechanism to explain the effects 
of appeal type on prosocial behavior through an affective process. 
Our mediation analysis demonstrated that people motivated 
by self-benefit decreased their prosocial behavior due to unpleasant 
feelings while processing a disfluent campaign.

These findings have important practical implications for 
brands and organizations that use prosocial campaigns. First, 
the authors demonstrated that processing fluency increases 
participation or improves attitudes toward prosocial campaigns. 
Organizations seeking to increase participation in prosocial 
behavior should avoid making advertisements difficult to read 
for self-benefit-motivated consumers. Companies design their 
symbols to influence consumer attitudes toward brands (Pecot 
et  al., 2018). However, if a font or symbol is too complex, 
it is difficult for consumers to process, especially in long 
advertisements. Thus, business practitioners promoting 
prosocial campaigns should avoid using difficult-to-process 
visual stimuli for consumers who are motivated by self-benefit 
appeal. Second, our results suggest that improving processing 
fluency is an effective strategy for companies to improve 
consumer attitudes toward prosocial campaigns. For example, 
by increasing the frequency of consumers’ exposure to an 
advertisement (Janiszewski and Meyvis, 2001) or increasing 
the probability of recalling the advertisement (Moore et  al., 
2005), companies can help consumers to understand difficult-
to-process campaigns, such as those containing jargon (as 
in Study 1).

This research revealed the importance of unpleasant feelings 
in individual responses toward campaigns, which is consistent 
with previous research. However, we expect that negative feelings 
have distinct outcomes, and that they should therefore 
be  identified and investigated individually. For example, guilt 
and shame are both negative emotions that lead people to 
judge themselves as socially undesirable (Tangney, 1995; Tracy 
and Robins, 2004), and these are triggered when people conclude 
that they are not acting in a way that helps them accomplish 
their own goals (Tracy and Robins, 2004). In particular, when 
people experience feelings of guilt, they judge their concrete 
actions negatively (Brown and Weiner, 1984; Blum, 2008). In 
the example of performing poorly on a test (Lewis, 1971, 2000; 
Van Vliet, 2009), the guilt-laden person might reflect on specific 
behaviors (e.g., “I  am  guilty because I  did not study hard last 
night”), while the shame-laden person would reflect on global 
selves or capacity as a whole (e.g., “I  feel shame because of 
my lack of intelligence”). Disappointment and regret are other 
negative feelings also present in the process of individual 
appraisal, but they differ in their effect on negative emotions 
from failed experiences (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007). Thus, 
future research should focus on individual negative emotions, 
which would help clarify the relationship between processing 
advertisements and intention to participate when individuals 
are motivated by specific benefit appeals.

In conclusion, the experiments above demonstrated that 
appeal type shapes motivation to participate in a prosocial 
campaign based on the level of processing fluency. The findings 
revealed that, for people motivated with a self-benefit appeal, 
a difficult-to-process campaign decreases consumer attitudes 
by increasing their unpleasant feelings. Both conceptual and 
perceptual fluency interacted with appeal type to influence 
consumer attitudes toward the campaigns. These findings can 
help both business practitioners and organizations conduct 
successful prosocial campaigns.

FIGURE 4 | The moderating effect of appeal types and perceptual fluency 
on attitudes toward the campaign.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Kim and Kim Appeals and Fluency in Campaigns

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 June 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1221

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The datasets generated for this study are available on request 
to the corresponding author.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and 
approved by Temple University. The patients/participants provided 
their written informed consent to participate in this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

YeK and YrK jointly designed, analyzed, and wrote up this 
paper. YeK and YrK undertook all testing and data collection.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online 
at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01221/
full#supplementary-material.

 

REFERENCES

An, D., Lee, C., Kim, J., and Youn, N. (2019). Grotesque imagery enhances 
the persuasiveness of luxury brand advertising. Int. J. Advert. 1–19.  
doi: 10.1080/02650487.2018.1548198

Andreoni, J. (1990). Impure altruism and donations to public goods: a theory 
of warm-glow giving. Econ. J. 100, 464–477. doi: 10.2307/2234133

Andreoni, J. (1995). Warm-glow versus cold-prickle: the effects of positive and 
negative framing on cooperation in experiments. Q. J. Econ. 110, 1–21.  
doi: 10.2307/2118508

Ariely, D., Bracha, A., and Meier, S. (2009). Doing good or doing well? Image 
motivation and monetary incentives in behaving prosocially. Am. Econ. Rev. 
99, 544–555. doi: 10.1257/aer.99.1.544

Baumeister, R. F., Stillwell, A. M., and Heatherton, T. F. (1994). Guilt: an 
interpersonal approach. Psychol. Bull. 115, 243–267. doi: 10.1037/0033- 
2909.115.2.243

Blum, A. (2008). Shame and guilt, misconceptions and controversies: a critical 
review of the literature. Traumatology 14, 91–102. doi: 10.1177/1534765608321070

Brakus, J. J., Schmitt, B. H., and Zhang, S. (2014). Experiential product attributes 
and preferences for new products: the role of processing fluency. J. Bus. 
Res. 67, 2291–2298. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.06.017

Brief, A. P., and Motowidlo, S. J. (1986). Prosocial organizational behaviors. 
Acad. Manag. Rev. 11, 710–725. doi: 10.5465/amr.1986.4283909

Brown, J., and Weiner, B. (1984). Affective consequences of ability versus effort 
ascriptions: controversies, resolutions, and quandaries. J. Educ. Psychol. 76, 
146–158. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.76.1.146

Carrillat, F. A., D’astous, A., and Couture, M.-P. C. (2015). How corporate 
sponsors can optimize the impact of their message content: mastering the 
message: improving the processability and effectiveness of sponsorship 
activation. J. Advert. Res. 55, 255–269. doi: 10.2501/JAR-2015-007

Clary, E. G., Snyder, M., Ridge, R. D., Copeland, J., Stukas, A. A., Haugen, J., 
et al. (1998). Understanding and assessing the motivations of volunteers: a 
functional approach. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 74, 1516–1530. doi: 10.1037/0022- 
3514.74.6.1516

Dens, N., De Pelsmacker, P., and De Meulenaer, S. (2017). Who do we  help? 
How Schwartz values influence responses to different frames in charity 
appeals. JMDC 11, 131–144. doi: 10.33423/jmdc.v11i4.1506

Deval, H., Mantel, S. P., Kardes, F. R., and Posavac, S. S. (2012). How naïve 
theories drive opposing inferences from the same information. J. Consum. 
Res. 39, 1185–1201. doi: 10.1086/668086

Dogerlioglu-Demir, K., Tansuhaj, P., Cote, J., and Akpinar, E. (2017). Value 
integration effects on evaluations of retro brands. J. Bus. Res. 77, 124–130. 
doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2017.04.010

Festinger, L. (1962). A theory of cognitive dissonance, Vol. 2. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.

Giebelhausen, M., Chun, H. H.,  Cronin, J. J. Jr., and Hult, G. T. M. (2016). 
Adjusting the warm-glow thermostat: how incentivizing participation in 
voluntary green programs moderates their impact on service satisfaction. 
J. Mark. 80, 56–71. doi: 10.1509/jm.14.0497

Graf, L. K., Mayer, S., and Landwehr, J. R. (2017). Measuring processing fluency: 
one versus five items. J. Consum. Psychol. 28, 393–411. doi: 10.1002/jcpy.1021

Hartmann, P., and Apaolaza-Ibáñez, V. (2012). Consumer attitude and purchase 
intention toward green energy brands: the roles of psychological benefits 

and environmental concern. J. Bus. Res. 65, 1254–1263. doi: 10.1016/j.
jbusres.2011.11.001

Hayes, A. F. (2017). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process 
analysis: a regression-based approach. New York, NY: Guilford Publications.

Ishikawa, T., Toshima, M., and Mogi, K. (2019). How and when? Metacognition 
and solution timing characterize an “aha” experience of object recognition 
in hidden figures. Front. Psychol. 10:1023. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01023

Janiszewski, C., and Meyvis, T. (2001). Effects of brand logo complexity, repetition, 
and spacing on processing fluency and judgment. J. Consum. Res. 28, 
18–32. doi: 10.1086/321945

Jia, X., Li, P., Li, X., Zhang, Y., Cao, W., Cao, L., et al. (2016). The effect of 
word frequency on judgments of learning: contributions of beliefs and 
processing fluency. Front. Psychol. 6:1995. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01995

Kidwell, B., Farmer, A., and Hardesty, D. M. (2013). Getting liberals and 
conservatives to go green: political ideology and congruent appeals. J. Consum. 
Res. 40, 350–367. doi: 10.1086/670610

Kim, M. J., and Lim, J. H. (2019). A comprehensive review on logo literature: 
research topics, findings, and future directions. J. Mark. Manag. 35,  
1291–1365. doi: 10.1080/0267257x.2019.1604563

Kivetz, R., and Simonson, I. (2002). Earning the right to indulge: effort as a 
determinant of customer preferences toward frequency program rewards.  
J. Mark. Res. 39, 155–170. doi: 10.1509/jmkr.39.2.155.19084

Klein, E. D., Bhatt, R. S., and Zentall, T. R. (2005). Contrast and the justification 
of effort. Psychon. Bull. Rev. 12, 335–339. doi: 10.3758/BF03196381

Kugler, K., and Jones, W. H. (1992). On conceptualizing and assessing guilt. 
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 62, 318–327. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.318

Labroo, A. A., and Kim, S. (2009). The “instrumentality” heuristic: why 
metacognitive difficulty is desirable during goal pursuit. Psychol. Sci. 20, 
127–134. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02264.x

Lee, A. Y., and Labroo, A. A. (2004). The effect of conceptual and perceptual 
fluency on brand evaluation. J. Mark. Res. 41, 151–165. doi: 10.1509/
jmkr.41.2.151.28665

Lewis, H. B. (1971). Shame and guilt in neurosis. Psychoanal. Rev. 58, 419–438.
Lewis, M. (2000). “The emergence of human emotions” in Handbook of emotions. 

eds. M. Lewis, J. M. Haviland-Jones and L. F. Barrett (New York, NY, US: 
The Guilford Press), 304–319.

Lin-Healy, F., and Small, D. A. (2013). Nice guys finish last and guys in last 
are nice: the clash between doing well and doing good. Soc. Psychol. Personal. 
Sci. 4, 692–698. doi: 10.1177/1948550613476308

Moore, R. S., Stammerjohan, C. A., and Coulter, R. A. (2005). Banner advertiser-
web site context congruity and color effects on attention and attitudes.  
J. Advert. 34, 71–84. doi: 10.1080/00913367.2005.10639189

Murray, J., Teller, C., and Elms, J. (2019). Examining store atmosphere appraisals 
using parallel approaches from the aesthetics literature. J. Mark. Manag. 35, 
916–939. doi: 10.1080/0267257X.2019.1618365

Norton, M. I., Mochon, D., and Ariely, D. (2012). The Ikea effect: when labor 
leads to love. J. Consum. Psychol. 22, 453–460. doi: 10.1016/j.jcps.2011.08.002

Olivola, C. Y., and Shafir, E. (2013). The martyrdom effect: when pain and 
effort increase prosocial contributions. J. Behav. Decis. Mak. 26, 91–105. 
doi: 10.1002/bdm.767

Park, K., and Ryu, G. (2019). The effect of price fluency and duration framing 
in price advertisements. Int. J. Advert. 38, 511–527. doi: 10.1080/ 
02650487.2019.1593734

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01221/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01221/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2018.1548198
https://doi.org/10.2307/2234133
https://doi.org/10.2307/2118508
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.99.1.544
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.115.2.243
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.115.2.243
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765608321070
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.06.017
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1986.4283909
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.76.1.146
https://doi.org/10.2501/JAR-2015-007
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.74.6.1516
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.74.6.1516
https://doi.org/10.33423/jmdc.v11i4.1506
https://doi.org/10.1086/668086
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2017.04.010
https://doi.org/10.1509/jm.14.0497
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.11.001
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01023
https://doi.org/10.1086/321945
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01995
https://doi.org/10.1086/670610
https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257x.2019.1604563
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.39.2.155.19084
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03196381
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.318
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02264.x
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.41.2.151.28665
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.41.2.151.28665
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550613476308
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2005.10639189
https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257X.2019.1618365
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2011.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/bdm.767
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2019.1593734
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2019.1593734


Kim and Kim Appeals and Fluency in Campaigns

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 June 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1221

Pearson, A. R., Dovidio, J. F., Phills, C. E., and Onyeador, I. N. (2013). 
Attitude—goal correspondence and interracial interaction: implications for 
executive function and impression formation. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 49,  
907–914. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2013.03.015

Pecot, F., Merchant, A., Valette-Florence, P., and De Barnier, V. (2018). Cognitive 
outcomes of brand heritage: a signaling perspective. J. Bus. Res. 85, 304–316. 
doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.01.016

Peloza, J., White, K., and Shang, J. (2013). Good and guilt-free: the role of 
self-accountability in influencing preferences for products with ethical attributes. 
J. Mark. 77, 104–119. doi: 10.1509/jm.11.0454

Reber, R., Schwarz, N., and Winkielman, P. (2004). Processing fluency and 
aesthetic pleasure: is beauty in the perceiver’s processing experience? Pers. 
Soc. Psychol. Rev. 8, 364–382. doi: 10.1207/s15327957pspr0804_3

Schwarz, N. (2004). Metacognitive experiences in consumer judgment and decision 
making. J. Consum. Psychol. 14, 332–348. doi: 10.1207/s15327663jcp1404_2

Shapiro, S. (1999). When an ad’s influence is beyond our conscious control: 
perceptual and conceptual fluency effects caused by incidental ad exposure. 
J. Consum. Res. 26, 16–36. doi: 10.1086/209548

Singh, J., Crisafulli, B., and Paurav, S. (2017). “Too bad to be  true’: the effect 
of guilt appeal intensity in cause-related marketing,” in Winter American 
Marketing Association Proceedings; Olando, FL.

Sirianni, N. J., Bitner, M. J., Brown, S. W., and Mandel, N. (2013). Branded 
service encounters: strategically aligning employee behavior with the brand 
positioning. J. Mark. 77, 108–123. doi: 10.1509/jm.11.0485

Statista (2019). Digital advertising spending in the United  States from 2015 
to 2021. Statista—the statstics portal. Available at: https://www.statista.com/
statistics/242552/digital-advertising-spending-in-the-us/

Tangney, J. P. (1995). Recent advances in the empirical study of shame and 
guilt. Am. Behav. Sci. 38, 1132–1145. doi: 10.1177/0002764295038008008

Tracy, J. L., and Robins, R. W. (2004). Putting the self into self-conscious emotions: 
a theoretical model. Psychol. Inq. 15, 103–125. doi: 10.1207/s15327965pli1502_01

Van Doorn, J., Zeelenberg, M., and Breugelmans, S. M. (2014). Anger  
and prosocial behavior. Emot. Rev. 6, 261–268. doi: 10.1177/1754073914523794

Van Vliet, K. J. (2009). The role of attributions in the process of overcoming 
shame: a qualitative analysis. Psychol. Psychother. 82, 137–152.  
doi: 10.1348/147608308x389391

White, K., and Peloza, J. (2009). Self-benefit versus other-benefit marketing 
appeals: their effectiveness in generating charitable support. J. Mark. 73, 
109–124. doi: 10.1509/jmkg.73.4.109

Whittlesea, B. W. A. (1993). Illusions of familiarity. J. Exp. Psychol. Learn. 
Mem. Cogn. 19, 1235–1253. doi: 10.1037/0278-7393.19.6.1235

Xu, H., Bègue, L., and Bushman, B. J. (2012). Too fatigued to care: ego depletion, 
guilt, and prosocial behavior. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 48, 1183–1186. doi: 10.1016/j.
jesp.2012.03.007

Xu, H., Bègue, L., and Bushman, B. J. (2014). Washing the guilt away: effects 
of personal versus vicarious cleansing on guilty feelings and prosocial behavior. 
Front. Hum. Neurosci. 8:97. doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2014.00097

Zeelenberg, M., and Pieters, R. (2007). A theory of regret regulation 1.0.  
J. Consum. Psychol. 17, 3–18. doi: 10.1207/s15327663jcp1701_3

Zhang, L., and Mattila, A. S. (2015). An examination of corporate social 
responsibility and processing fluency in a service context. J. Serv. Mark. 29, 
103–111. doi: 10.1108/JSM-11-2013-0307

Zhang, Y., Xu, J., Jiang, Z., and Huang, S.-C. (2010). Been there, done that: 
the impact of effort investment on goal value and consumer motivation.  
J. Consum. Res. 38, 78–93. doi: 10.1086/657605

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in 
the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be  construed 
as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2020 Kim and Kim. This is an open-access article distributed under 
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution 
or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and 
the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal 
is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or 
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2013.03.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1509/jm.11.0454
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0804_3
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327663jcp1404_2
https://doi.org/10.1086/209548
https://doi.org/10.1509/jm.11.0485
https://www.statista.com/statistics/242552/digital-advertising-spending-in-the-us/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/242552/digital-advertising-spending-in-the-us/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764295038008008
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1502_01
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073914523794
https://doi.org/10.1348/147608308x389391
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.73.4.109
https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-7393.19.6.1235
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.03.007
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2014.00097
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327663jcp1701_3
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-11-2013-0307
https://doi.org/10.1086/657605
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	The Effects of Processing Fluency 
in Prosocial Campaigns: Effort for Self-Benefit Produces Unpleasant Feelings
	Introduction
	Theoretical Background
	Appeal Type
	The Moderating Role of Processing Fluency
	Affective Response Within the Interaction Effect of Appeal Type and Processing Fluency

	Materials and Methods
	Study Overview
	Study 1
	Procedure
	Results
	Manipulation Check
	Unpleasant Feelings While Processing the Campaigns
	Discussion of the Results
	Study 2
	Procedure
	Results
	Manipulation Check
	Attitudes Toward the Prosocial Campaign
	Moderated Mediation Analysis
	Discussion of the Results

	General Discussion
	Data Availability Statement
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Supplementary Material

	References

