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The area I have chosen to research directly relates to my practice and interest in Creative 

Advertising. I intend to explore three key words, Fear, Shame and Impact in relation to how 

they are used in the world of advertising. I want to look at, more specifically how these 

negative emotions are used within advertising and how they can often leave the audience 

with mixed emotions and in some cases, can leave a positive impression when used 

correctly. By exploring these three key words and demonstrating the points with three 

advertising campaign posters that have used negative emotions, I anticipate being led to a 

question I can potentially research and prepare for my final years independent project.  

Fear  

A good general definition of fear is “an unpleasant emotion or thought that you have when 

you are frightened or worried by something dangerous, painful or bad that is happening or 

might happen.” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Bearing in mind this is an unpleasant emotion 

it is interesting that it is so popular in advertising. As Brooker suggests, “Fear-arousing 

appeals in advertising is common.” (Brooker, 1981, p.29). Why would a company or brand 



push this uncomfortable feeling on its audience? The primary answer is its ability to grab 

attention. “If fear can heighten drive, there is the possibility of greater attention and 

interest in the product and message than if no drive were aroused.” (Ray and Wilkie, 1970, 

p. 55). By creating a situation that evokes fear in the audience, you are creating a universal 

condition, a condition which makes most people feel very uncomfortable. People will find 

themselves searching for a way out of this emotion and back into their comfort zone, but for 

the advertiser in doing this they gain the desired attention with the use of ‘fear appeal’ 

(Zheng, 2020). “Fear appeals operate by making the viewer uncomfortable and 

subsequently offering relief in the form of some sort of action desired by the advertiser” 

(Cochrane and Quester, 2005, p. 12). 

There are several different ways in which fear can be used to target an audience. 

Advertisers can show a person the fear of missing out or being inferior with a low 

risk/impact tactic, an example of which is the television advert (Figure 1) “Don’t be a Doug” 

(EE Network Envy, 2020).  There are other types of fear which may be used in advertising, 

such as the adrenaline or excitement felt at theme parks or with extreme sports. 

Alternatively, they can fill people with dread by using high impact adverts employing fear, 

the kind of fear that scares people or makes them feel vulnerable or anxious. This can be 

either tongue -in-cheek, as with the Phones4u commercial (Figure 2) "missing our deals will 

haunt you" (Phones4u, 2011), or seriously, as seen in many public information commercials. 

These have become a cliché of the 1980’s with advertisements such as (Figure 3) “Charlie 

Says – Strangers” (Public Information Films, 1973) or the AIDS awareness commercial 

(Figure 4) “Aids Monolith” (Public Information Films, 1987), and a host of other fear instilling 

information videos. Finally, political advertising has used fear as a tactic all over the world to 



reduce the popularity of an opponent many times. They use fear of crime, risk of war or 

merely the fear of voting for a reckless, incompetent or dangerous person or party. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Don’t be a Doug. (2020). EE. Figure 2. Missing our deals will haunt 
you. (2011). The Guardian.   
     

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Charley says – Strangers (1973).  

Public Information.      Figure 4. AIDs Monolith. (1987). IMDB.  

 

To look at a specific example in more depth, the anti-smoking campaign entitled (Figure 5) 

“Brown” (CONAC - Chilean Corporation Against Cancer, 2008) represents a particularly 

graphic powerful image. The image shows a distressed young child with his head in a plastic 

bag and a tagline ‘Smoking Isn’t Just suicide, It’s Murder’. This poster is trying to emphasize 

the effects of passive smoking on the most innocent in society, through the use of “negative 

emotional appeals” (Zheng, 2020). In this case a powerful feeling of dread is created, in the 



form of an image of a suffocating child. This signifies not only smokers killing themselves but 

are also committing a horrendous crime against children through passive smoke.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Brown (2008) CONAC (Chilean Corporation Against Cancer).  
 
This advertisement leads to a number of important questions; where is the boundary of 

taste or sensibility when challenging such important issues? Who is the specific target 

market for this advert? A smoker, a parent who smokes, or a non-smoker with children who 

may be affected? I would suggest it is trying to target all parents. Personally, I would like to 

believe that no parent would ever want to put their child in harm’s way, so what better way 

to advertise the effects of passive smoking or just being around a smoking in general, by 

tugging on the heart strings of a parent. I would question the impact on smokers that are 

not parents, and would this image narrow the target audience? 

What is the desired outcome for this campaign? This could be explored further in the future 

with research into the actual campaign and the brief that was set. It is clearly aimed at 

encouraging smokers to consider quitting, reducing the amount they smoke, or think about 

smoking in areas which less affect others. In my opinion this poster advertisement would 

have the desired effect of a high impact ‘fear appeal’ (Zheng, 2020) as the child is in clear 

peril, but is also incorporates shame and guilt from a parent’s perspective, as they may be 

the ones causing this child to be in peril.  



Reflecting on this research around the use of fear in advertising, I find that it is a complex 

emotion that needs to be used carefully and only in specific circumstances, otherwise the 

advertiser may risk the loss of the audience attention or place a potentially destructive 

stigma on to their brand which could have damaging long term effects.  

Shame 

A general definition of the word shame is “an uncomfortable feeling of guilt or of being 

ashamed because of your own or someone else’s bad behaviour.” (Cambridge Dictionary, 

2021). This differs from fear in that it is an emotion caused by an internal stimulus. With 

fear the danger is mostly an external threat, but shame relates to the feelings we have 

about our own actions or thoughts. It is similar to guilt, although guilt is more about the 

negative impact your actions have on someone else. There are many ways in which a person 

can experience shame. Bradshaw’s research in ‘Healing the Shame That Binds You’ (2006) 

proved insightful when looking into this second keyword. Bradshaw attempts to define 

shame and get to the root of the issues behind this powerful emotional feeling.  According 

to him, “there are two forms of shame: nourishing shame and toxic/life-destroying shame. 

As toxic shame, it is an excruciatingly internal experience of unexpected exposure. It is a 

deep cut felt primarily from the inside.” (Bradshaw, 2006, p. 5). This has several 

implications. Whereas Brenè Brown view is “I don’t believe shame is helpful or productive. 

In fact, I think shame is much more likely to be the source of destructive, hurtful behaviour 

than the solution or cure. I think the fear of disconnection can make us dangerous.” (Brown, 

2013). 

 



It is a universal feeling, one that every person will have experienced at some point in their 

lives, and it is a very deep routed emotion if it risks becoming a “sickness to the soul” 

(Bradshaw, 2006. p. 5).  Shame can be built up from many negative feelings about oneself 

such as doing the wrong or a bad thing, creating self-esteem and other mental health issues.   

Shame is also an emotion we experience from a very young age. When a child is 

experiencing shame, maybe for having a tantrum in the supermarket they will simply just 

hide or close their eyes as “Hiding the eyes is a characteristic of shame because shame 

guards against over exposure.” (Bradshaw, 2006, p. 11). This appears to be a defence 

mechanism, one which a child does not fully understand, but as adults we cannot simply 

close our eyes and imagine we are not feeling shame. The experience is inescapable. The 

charity sector has understood this for many years, with advertising campaigns arguably 

over-exposing the audience to shame and guilt, such as (Figure 6) “African 203: Poverty 

Porn” (African Cultural Studies, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. African 203: Poverty Porn. (2020). African Cultural Studies. 

There are also issues around fat-shaming and undermining body positivity. These include 

(Figure 7) ‘Are You Beach Body Ready?’ (Sweney, 2015), and (Figure 8) ‘Cancer Research UK 

obesity campaign’ (Plummer, 2019) linking obesity to increased cancer risk. Both of these 



campaigns appear to have inadvertently triggered the shame emotion, and as will be 

discussed later, resulted in public backlashes.  

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7. Beach Body Ready. (2015). 

The Guardian 

Figure 8. Cancer Research Obesity Campaign.  

(2019). ThirdSector 

 

Brenè	Brown, a research professor at the University of Houston spent many years studying 

emotions such as shame, especially in women. A definition of shame she developed in her 

research was “an intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are flawed and 

therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging" (Brown, 2006, p.45). This, along with the 

information in Bradshaw’s book, makes it seem strange that advertisers would put shaming 

tactics in their advertisements. Does shaming people really sell products or inspire change in 

people’s behaviour? A recent advertisement campaign tried just this (figure 9) “Look Them 

in the Eyes” (GOV.uk, 2021) attempted to challenge recent behaviour of people by making 

them look into the eyes of real-life, suffering Covid patients and rethink their decisions on 

breaking the lockdown rules, with one clear message to “Stay at home” (Matt Hancock, 

2021).  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Look them in the eyes. (2021). GOV.uk 

This advertisement is targeting those people who have broken the rules or those that may 

intend to break the rules in the future. It is a grave reminder that this infection is real and 

affecting people daily. In my opinion, the desired direct emotional response to this style of 

advertisement is shame followed by an extra negative emotion, guilt. As already mentioned, 

shame often gets associated with guilt. According to Huhmann and Brotherton “guilt is 

related to the negative emotion of shame, fear and regret.” (Huhmann and Brotherton, 

1997, p. 35) but they are not the same. “The thing to understand about shame is, it’s not 

guilt. Shame is a focus on self, guilt is a focus on behaviour.” (Brown, 2012). 

The shame and guilt that this advert causes, comes mainly from the image, the strategic 

close up of the faces of the sick, worn out eyes of the people directly affected by this 

terrible disease. Between their image and the government messaging, you are expected to 

feel those negative emotions. It is almost as if they are looking to place blame on the 

audience for this life-threatening situation. To the audience in general public that this 

poster advertisement is aimed at, they will feel shame in a very personal way, with thoughts 

such as “I am bad” (Brown, 2012), and guilt if they know they have done wrong and have to 

admit that to themselves “I did something bad” (Brown, 2012). To those who have not 



broken the rules of lockdown however, this advertisement may come across as patronising, 

or finger pointing and provoke anger as a response. It also splits communities into “I follow 

the rules therefore I am not responsible for this and I did not and therefore I am responsible 

for the virus.” 

There is a clear preference to use shame as an emotional tactic in relation to adverts 

focussed on behavioural issues, especially public information campaigns and charity 

appeals. This is consistent with the definitions relating it to a self-reflective emotion, rather 

than an external threat.  

Impact 

The first two key words are abstract ideas relating to powerful/negative emotions. The final 

key word relates to the effect they have on the audience. To start with, a general definition 

of the word impact is “a powerful effect that something, especially something new, has on a 

situation or person.” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). In relation to this research, the term 

impact describes the link between the idea behind an advert, and the outcome it creates. It 

may be anticipated or judge beforehand, although there is always the risk of an 

unpredictable effect if judged incorrectly.  As Stewart, Morris and Grover warn, “emotion 

can be measured in many different ways that do not always produce the consistent results.” 

(Stewart and Morris and Grover, 2007, p. 120) 

The joy of advertising is that there is always something new just around the corner. Be it a 

new trend or a new political campaign, advertising is constantly changing and evolving. The 

one important element for all advertisements is attention. The advertiser needs to be able 

to grab the attention of the audience and somehow keep it “One of the most widely used 

methods of drawing attention to social advertising is the use of negative 



emotions.” (Borawska and Oleksy and Maison, 2020, p.1). As discussed previously negative 

emotions have the ability to make or break an advertisement. I chose the word Impact as 

one of my key words as negative emotion advertisements will inevitably have some form of 

impact on the audience especially those with an emotional connection. In figure one Brown 

(2008) for example, this advertisement would have a particularly high impact on an 

audience due to the nature of the imagery used, and the fact it includes peril to a child. This 

may also be seen with video campaigns. These advertisements can risk a high impact 

strategy, as even if they push the emotional button too hard, it has the safety net of being 

for an ethical cause. Not all campaigns have this benefit.  

Throughout the research of my three keywords, political advertising involves the 

manipulation of negative emotions and Propaganda techniques. This is an area that is not a 

natural fit for my personal preference in interest but may need to be explored further. In 

(Figure 10), “New Labour New Danger.” (M&C Saatchi, 1997) the ‘impact’ of this wording 

caused much controversy, it divided people. The conservatives, in an attempt to destroy 

their opponents campaign used a “Direct attack ad” (Faber and Tims and Schmitt, 1993. p. 68) 

and ended up destroying their own credibility, thereby suffering their worst defeat. This 

example of such high impact negative emotion just goes to show that boundaries can be 

pushed too far sometimes and can be extremely counterproductive.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. New Labour New Danger. (1997). M&C Saatchi. 

As damaging as this was for the conservative’s campaign, it still managed to serve a 

purpose, and the campaign advertisers felt that it was worth the risk.  

The body-image adverts (Fig 7 and Fig 8) both also received public backlashes as a result of 

the perceived fat-shaming they used to promote their agendas. Although these outcomes 

were probably not intentional, it demonstrates the impact a misguided strategy may result 

in. A similar outcome was received after years of fundraising charity campaigns based on 

guilting the audience into contributing. It eventually became known as poverty porn “a label 

that acknowledges the prurient and voyeuristic nature of such programming as well as the 

objectification of its subjects.” (Feltwell, T et al. 2017, p. 345) and resulted in the entire 

industry moving away from crude imagery and towards one of helping their recipients of aid 

to help themselves.  

It appears that most sectors have realised that using negative emotions such as fear and 

shame in advertising is a delicate balance between high impact and high risk. The benefits of 

high impact advertising are well understood, but this comes with a much bigger risk, the risk 



of your advertisement failing, or even worse the tainting of a company with a stigma that is 

difficult to remove.  

Conclusion  

From the exploration of my three keywords I found that negative emotions play a huge part 

in advertising, sometimes for the greater cause but occasionally they can miss the desired 

outcome, even if unintentional.  My key words were far more complex than first thought, 

there are so many different connotations for the term negative emotions. Take fear for 

example, there are many different characteristics for this one emotion, and I feel I only 

scratched the surface with my research. What particularly sparked my interest throughout 

my research was the use of babies and children in the negative emotional adverts. This led 

me to the question ‘how does the use of babies and children within negative or powerful 

emotional advertisement impact our decision making?’ I could explore this in my practical 

based project in year three by possibly conducting an advertising campaign that includes 

children/babies but does not use negative or powerful emotions such as fear and shame to 

persuade or influence the public.  
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