Academic Writing Exercise Solution

 ‘An appeal to fear is a logical fallacy in which a person attempts to create support for her or his idea by playing on existing fears and prejudices’ (Http: 1)
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)The use of fear appeals is powerful in message generation and has been extensively used in public, non-profit making promotions, for example, anti-drinking and driving, anti-smoking, AIDS prevention, and other health-awareness advertising. However, achieving the correct level of fear is a challenge, where too high a level may be regarded as too threatening and therefore screened out, or where too low a level may not be considered compelling enough to act on.
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)In any promotion based on targeting emotions, the aim is to appeal, either positively or negatively, to the audience’s feelings towards a particular issue, and usually involves a fear being generated and then dispelled through using a particular product. It has been shown that where the individual’s attention is gained through emotion, the probability that the message will be remembered, and that learning will occur and result in adaptive behaviour is greatly increased (Stuteville, 1970; Folkman, Schaefer and Lazarus, 1979; Hyman and Tansey, 1990; Tanner, Hunt and Eppright, 1991; Passyn and Sujan, 2006).

Stephenson and Witte (2001:90) assert that ‘fear appeals are capable of sensitising people to threats and of changing their behaviour’. A significant number of theoretical perspectives have been offered to explain the human reaction and probable response to fear appeals including, the Parallel Response Model (later Parallel Process Model) (Leventhal, 1967), the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 1974; Becker, 1974; Janz and Becker, 1984), the Protection Motivation Theory (Rogers, 1975, 1983; Tanner, Hunt and Eppright, 1991), Prospect Theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981), the Precaution Adoption Process (Weinstein, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1984), and the Transtheoretical Model (Prochaska and Di Clemente, 1982, 1983), to name but a few. Due to limitations imposed on the extent to which this paper can examine and evaluate the various perspectives, it is intended to provide an overview of the research conducted in this area in order to present an argument that supports Stephenson and Witte’s (2001) assertion, and including the use of recent media campaigns to illustrate the line of reasoning pursued.
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It has been suggested that there is an optimal level of fear, that is, a point when the relationship between fear and message acceptance is at its most effective in motivating desired action (Janis and Feshbach 1953; Janis 1967; Myers and Reynolds, 1967). This hypothesis is based on a curvilinear explanation of the relationship between fear and action and maintains that strong fear appeal messages are likely to be less effective than moderate or mild fear appeals. 
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