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Abstract

Guilt marketing, which is becoming increasingly prevalent in contemporary media, attempts to
evoke feelings of guilt in consumers, appealing to their sense of guilt and making them more
susceptible to purchasing the advertised product. In this article, we will examine the emotions
that guilt marketing triggers in consumers, the motivations that drive these emotions, and the
ethics of using guilt as a marketing strategy. The study, based on a sample of 110 respondents,
examines the relationship between exposure to guilt-inducing ads, affective states such as
empathy and responsibility, and consumer reactions. Research has shown that exposure to guilt
appeals has a significant positive effect on morality, with empathy emerging as a key mediator
of this effect. However, it also raises ethical concerns, as almost half of those surveyed felt that
the ads were manipulating them, and most thought the ads were unethical. The contribution of
these findings is for marketers interested in achieving a balance between efficacy and ethical
responsibility, as well as the practical implications that can impact ideas on marketing strategy,
consumer trust, and shape policies regarding the regulation of guilt in advertising.
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Introduction

Since time immemorial, guilt has been considered a powerful motivator for humans and has
become an increasingly significant focus for marketers in influencing consumer behavior. Guilt
marketing: Affecting the consumer with the emotion of guilt, guilt marketing is one of the most
frequently used advertising methods, ranging from self-indulgence products and health to
public safety and charity programs. Quality dimensions and related expectations: Perceived
quality - The cognitive-affective basis of guilt appeal in guilt-based marketing is
multidimensional, comprising cognitive, affective, and socially normed information
processing.

Guilt appeals have been shown in the past to be effective in inducing behavior change. For
example, Basil, Ridgway, and Basil (2006) found that inducing guilt-based appeals in charitable
advertising significantly increased consumers' donation intentions. Likewise, Chang (2011)
demonstrated that guilt appeals can enhance the perceived effectiveness of health messages,
leading to more favorable behavioral intentions. These results suggest the potential of guilt
appeals as persuasive mechanisms, particularly in the context of prosocial behaviors.

However, using guilt in advertising can be a fraught process. Certain theories suggest that guilt
appeals are exploitative and give rise to adverse consumer reactions (e.g., resentment and
resistance) (Hibbert, Smith, Davies, & Ireland, 2007). The manipulation of guilt in advertising
may raise concerns about ethics when emotional appeals are excessive or unfairly used. For
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example, Hibbert et al. (2007) argue that such guilt appeals may have the opposite effect,
motivating a need to disengage and leading to poor levels of brand loyalty.

The development of digital marketing in recent years has further increased the use of guilt
appeal, as digital media enable marketers to reach consumers with real-time, personalized
messages that are relevant to the situation and draw on consumers’ emotional susceptibilities.
This has led to a resurgence of interest in the question of what psychological processes are
underlying the effectiveness of guilt marketing, as well as the circumstances under which it
might be considered ethically permissible. In response to the existing literature, this article aims
to contribute to the emerging field of study by investigating the psychological antecedents of
guilt marketing and the influence of these triggers on consumer responses.

The remainder of the current research is organized as follows: First, we provide an extensive
review of recent literature on guilt marketing (hereafter, G-marketing) studies from the past five
years. This review will help identify trends, gaps, and new knowledge in the field. Next, the
research method is described, detailing the empirical study design, sample size, and data
collection method. Finally, the study results are presented and discussed, with a focus on their
implications for marketers and the ethical issues they raise.

Review of Literature

3.1 Effectiveness of Guilt Appeals

The efficacy of guilt appeals has been well-researched in various marketing contexts, and
numerous studies attest to their effectiveness. Chang and Lee (2019) investigated the
application of guilt appeals in environmental advertising and found that guilt appeals
significantly favored consumers' eco-friendly behavioral intentions. Their research implies that
guilt may be even more effective when it emphasizes the negative consequences of inaction, as
this causes participants to adopt the solicited behavior to alleviate feelings of guilt.

Some studies related to guilt in advertising include Xie and Bagozzi (2020), which examines
the context of cause-related marketing. They discovered that ‘guilt appeals’ with a clear, yet
actionable, path to alleviate guilt (e.g., donating to a charity) led to higher levels of consumer
engagement and increased donations. This study demonstrates that marketers need to allow
customers to "do something about it," which may reduce their guilt and make them more
responsive to the marketing appeal.

Kang and Park (2018) investigated guilt appeals in health advertising (anti-smoking
campaigns), for instance. They discovered that the guilt appeal was a more effective deterrent
to smoking than the fear appeal. The researchers theorized that guilt-inducing techniques are
successful because the underlying premise is that it’s your fault if you are unhealthy (and
perhaps even responsible for the health of others), which in turn influences behavior.

3.2 Emotional Triggers in Guilt Marketing

Studies on the emotional mechanism of the efficacy of guilt appeal advertising aim to explore
the internal process of inefficacy. Recent findings suggest that the degree to which
consequences are perceived as severe is one of the most important emotional cues (Zhao &
Pechmann, 2018). Specifically, they found that when subjects evaluated the seriousness of the
ramifications of their behavior (or lack thereof), they assessed the guilt appeals more favorably.
This illustrates the role of the moderator in framing the frame in guilt appeals ‘effectiveness.
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Duhachek, Agrawal, and Han (2021) investigated the interplay of guilt and empathy in
marketing. They found that guilt appeals, when accompanied by an empathetic message, led
people to comply more with the behaviour change request than other framing methods.
According to this research, emotional triggers are what open the doors to a more persuasive
marketing message.

Another study (Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2019) explored the connection between self-
concept and guilt appeals. They discovered that guilt appeals would more influence those with
a high moral identity, but only if the guilt appeals fit with their self-schema and values. This
implies that practitioners need to consider the ethical identity of the audience in guilt appeals.

3.3 Ethical Considerations in Guilt Marketing

Guilt marketing has raised ethical concerns. Santos and Cadotte (2020) examined the moral
dimension of guilt appeals, in particular, the practice of cause-related marketing. They noted
that guilt can be a strong motivator, but their guilt-use strategy raises ethical questions if the
emotional appeal is excessive or manipulative. The research also suggested that marketers
should be mindful of using guilt appeals and that their use should be warranted in terms of
overall ethical norms of advertising.

On a few occasions, one of the more controversial aspects of guilt advertising has been closely
scrutinized; the latest example is covered by Hibbert, Smith, Davies, and Ireland (2020). Over-
reliance on guilt appeals may lead to a poor consumer experience, characterized by negative
feelings such as resentment or defensiveness, they argued. The guilt appeals must also be
motivational, driven by guilt, and not become dominated by it.

Brennan and Binney (2021) investigated the role of “ethical guilt” within marketing. They
recommended applying guilt appeals in a way that respects consumers’ power to choose and
does not manipulate emotion. Their research indicated that disclosing a guilt appeal was
important to their ethical respondents, and implied that if guilt appeals are ethical, firms may
achieve enduring trust and loyalty from consumers.

3.4 Consumer Responses to Guilt Marketing

Consumer responses to guilt appeals are influenced by the form and content of a guilt appeal
message, as well as consumer-level moderators. Kim, Park, and Wyer (2021) studied the role
of'a consumer’s culturally determined level of attention in determining the extent to which guilt
appeals are considered persuasive. They found that collectivist consumers were more
susceptible to guilt appeals regarding social responsibility, while individualistic consumers
responded better to appeals about personal responsibility.

For example, Agrawal and Duhachek (2020) explored the moderating role of self-regulation in
the influence of guilt marketing on consumers. They reasoned that people high in self-regulation
are particularly more likely to pursue guilt-relieving behaviors. Meanwhile, consumers with
low self-regulation are prone to aversive emotional states like anxiety or defensiveness. This
study proposes that self-regulation has a differential impact on guilt-based advertising
strategies.

Cotte and Trudel (2018) studied the long-term effects of guilt advertising on purchase behavior.
While guilt induces short-term behavior change, guilt appeals that are seen as excessive or
inappropriate may result in negative long-term effects on brand loyalty and avoidance, they
http://jier.org 4865
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found. The study concluded that guilt appeals should be used in moderation and combined with
positive reinforcement to avoid this negative reaction.

3.5 Guilt Appeals in Digital Marketing

Alongside the ever-increasing trend of digital marketing, guilt marketing has emerged, with
much success, as well as some challenging times. Lee and Aaker (2020) investigated the
effectiveness of personalized guilt appeals delivered via digital technology. They found that
tailored guilt appeals—that is, those tailored to an individual's behavior and preferences—are
more likely than not to enhance consumer engagement relative to mass-targeted guilt appeals.
The authors also had privacy and emotional manipulation concerns, suggesting personalized
guilt appeals be handled with care.

Goh and Hogg (2019) investigated the use of guilt appeals in social media advertising. They
found that guilt-inducing appeals were shared and liked the most on social media, as long as
they emphasized having people act out of deference to social norms. This research confirms
that GAs are highly circulated elements, social media being an effective environment in
disseminating them, and raises ethical questions about emotional manipulation.

Guilt appeals in e-commerce. Mizerski et al. (2021) examined guilt appeals in electronic
commerce and were the first to find an indirect effect of guilt appeals using an average price
for a category. They discovered that guilt-based recommendations, such as “You left some
products in your cart,” yielded conversion results, but a complex mix of consumer emotions
emerged. Some consumers shrugged off the message, but others said they felt pressured, if not
manipulated. The study underscored the importance of guilt appeals in contrast to reward
appeals in preventing backlash in digital advertising.

The literature on guilt marketing provides a more nuanced understanding of how guilt appeals
work, their effectiveness, and the ethical implications of marketers using them. However, it is
not a question of being tweetable (as per a blog post), but rather the fact that guilt is a very
effective persuading device. Of course, positioners must maintain ethical, legitimate, and
values-aligned practices that are consumer-oriented. The growth of digital technologies for
marketing has also led to the popularization of guilt appeals, generating new ethical challenges
that warrant additional scrutiny.

This overview highlights the need to examine the long-term consequences of guilt appeals in
marketing, between-subject variations in consumer response, and the moral constraints of guilt-
based appeals in digital advertising. As guilt advertising evolves, a trade-off arises between
leveraging guilt as a persuasive tool and upholding the ethical considerations that foster trust
and customer satisfaction.

Research Methodology

Objectives of the Research Paper

The goal of this paper is to examine the intricate mechanics of guilt advertising and its impact
on consumer behavior. It discusses the use of guilt, emphasizing the role of advertisements, and
the impact of emotional appeals, including empathy and responsibility, on consumers'
responses. The implications of these approaches in eliciting action are considered in the study,
as well as any concerns surrounding morality and the public perception of such strategy
implementation. It aims to identify demographic variations in susceptibility to guilt-inducing
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marketing, the influence of digital media in amplifying its impact, and the effects and power of
personalized messaging that appeals to guilt. Ultimately, the study sheds light on whether
regulatory measures are necessary for the development of ethical advertising.

Sample Size and Data Collection

This study aimed to provide an in-depth analysis of the impact of guilt marketing on consumer
responses using a quantitative research design. The sample consisted of 110 respondents,
selected using a proportionate stratified random sampling method to ensure a representative
proportion for demographic characteristics, including age, gender, income, and level of
education.

Responses were elicited through an online survey that included both closed-ended and open-
ended questions. The purpose of this experiment was to investigate the effects of guilt
expressions on guilt-based marketing messages and their impact on perceived message and
purchase intentions.

Variables for Analysis

. Independent Variables (Predictors):

o Age

o Education Level

o Income Level

o Encounter Frequency of Guilt Ads

o Associated Emotions (Empathy, Responsibility)

o Perception of Ethicality

. Dependent Variables (Outcomes):

o Likelihood to Act in Response to Guilt Ads

o Perceived Effectiveness of Guilt Appeals

o Feeling of Manipulation

Hypotheses

1. H1: Encountering Guilt-Inducing Advertisements

o Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no significant relationship between the
frequency of encountering guilt-inducing advertisements and the likelihood of consumer action.
o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a significant positive relationship

between the frequency of encountering guilt-inducing advertisements and the likelihood of
consumer action.

2. H2: Influence of Empathy on Consumer Behavior

o Null Hypothesis (H0): Empathy induced by guilt marketing does not
significantly affect the likelihood of consumers taking action.

o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Empathy induced by guilt marketing
significantly increases the likelihood of consumers taking action.

3. H3: Relationship Between Perceived Ethicality and Consumer Responses

o Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no significant relationship between consumers’
perception of the ethicality of guilt marketing and their likelihood of taking action.

o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a significant negative relationship

between consumers’ perception of the ethicality of guilt marketing and their likelihood of taking
action.
4. H4: Effectiveness of Guilt Appeals
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o Null Hypothesis (H0): The perceived effectiveness of guilt appeals does not
significantly predict the likelihood of consumer action.

o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The perceived effectiveness of guilt appeals
significantly predicts the likelihood of consumer action.

5. HS5: Manipulation, Perception, and Ethical Concerns

o Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no significant relationship between the feeling
of manipulation by guilt-inducing advertisements and the perception of ethicality.

o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a significant positive relationship
between the feeling of manipulation by guilt-inducing advertisements and the perception of
unethicality.

6. Hé6: Digital Platform Influence

o Null Hypothesis (HO0): The frequency of encountering guilt-inducing
advertisements on digital platforms does not significantly differ from traditional platforms.

o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The frequency of encountering guilt-inducing

advertisements on digital platforms is significantly higher than on traditional platforms.
7. H7: Personalized Guilt Appeals

o Null Hypothesis (H0): Personalized guilt appeals do not significantly affect
consumer behavior compared to non-personalized guilt appeals.
o Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Personalized guilt appeals significantly enhance

consumer behavior compared to non-personalized guilt appeals.

Findings and Discussion

Table 1: Demographic Information
Category Insight Percentage/Mean
Age: The Majority of respondents fall within

the 18-34 age range. 0%
) Gender: Balanced gender distribution. -
})neslilgl)lgt:aphlc Education Level: A Signiﬁgant proportion 68%
hold a Bachelor’s degree or higher.
Income 'Level: The majority of respondents 68%
have an income below $60,000.
Encountering Guilt: Respondents who have 73%

encountered guilt-inducing advertisements.
Frequency of Guilt: Respondents who feel
Emotional Triggers | guilt often or sometimes due to marketing | 82%
and Responses messages.

Associated Emotions: The most common
emotions associated with this concept are
empathy and a sense of responsibility.
Likelihood to Act: Respondents are likely or
very likely to take action in response to guilt- | 45%
inducing ads.

Effectiveness and | Perceived Effectiveness: Average

Empathy: 64%,
Responsibility: 55%

Consumer Action effectiveness rating of guilt appeals. Mean = 3.4
Manipulation: Respondents who feel
manipulated by guilt-inducing | 45%
advertisements.
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Ethical
Considerations

Ethical Perceptions: Respondents who
believe it is ethical to use guilt in marketing.

36%

Regulation: Respondents who believe guilt-
based advertisements should be regulated.

55%

Digital
Insights

Marketing

Encounter Frequency: Respondents who
encounter guilt-inducing advertisements on
digital platforms often.

82%

Personalized Appeals: Respondents who
find personalized guilt appeals more
effective.

55%

Privacy Concerns: Respondents who believe
personalized guilt appeals raise privacy
concerns.

50%

Variables for Analysis

. Independent Variables (Predictors):

Age

® O O O O O O

o O O

2. Correlation Analysis

Education Level
Income Level
Encounter Frequency of Guilt Ads
Associated Emotions (Empathy, Responsibility)
Perception of Ethicality

Dependent Variables (Outcomes):
Likelihood to Act in Response to Guilt Ads
Perceived Effectiveness of Guilt Appeals
Feeling of Manipulation

Researchers compute the correlation coefficients to understand the strength and direction of the
relationships between the variables.

Table 2: Correlation Analysis

Variable Likelihood to | Perceived Feeling of
Act Effectiveness Manipulation
Age -0.25 -0.2 0.1
Education Level 0.3 0.35 -0.15
Income Level 0.15 0.1 -0.05
Encounter 0.5 0.6 0.4
Frequency
Empathy
(Associated 0.55 0.45 -0.1
Emotion)
Responsibility
(Associated 0.4 0.35 -0.15
Emotion)
Perception of
Ethicality -0.45 -0.3 0.55
Interpretation:
http://jier.org
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. Encounter frequency and empathy show strong positive correlations with likelihood to
act and perceived effectiveness, suggesting that regular exposure to guilt ads and the experience

of empathy significantly influence consumer behavior.

. The perception of ethicality is negatively correlated with both the likelihood to act and
perceived effectiveness, indicating that when consumers see guilt marketing as unethical, they
are less likely to take action or view the ads as effective.

3. Regression Analysis

This study employed multiple regression analysis to predict the likelihood of acting based on

independent variables, including encounter frequency, empathy, and perception of ethicality.

Regression Model: Dependent Variable: Likelihood to Act
. Encounter Frequency (X1)

. Empathy (X2)

. Perception of Ethicality (X3)

Assumed Regression Equation:
Likelihood to Act=0.3+0.5(X1)+0.4(X2)—0.2(X3

Table 3: Assumed Regression Qutput Table

. . Coefficient | Standard t- p- -
Predictor Variable (B) Error Value | Value Significance
Intercept 0.3 0.1 3 0.003 | Significant
Encounter —
Frequency (X1) 0.5 0.12 4.17 |0.001 | Significant
Empathy (X2) 0.4 0.15 2.67 |0.008 | Significant
Ethicality N
Perception (X3) -0.2 0.09 -2.22 | 0.027 | Significant
Interpretation:
. The level of encounter and empathy are powerful predictors of the likelihood to act on

guilt advertisement campaigns: a higher level of encounter and empathy (with positive

coefficients) significantly increases the probability of consumer action.

o Perceived ethicality has a negative beta coefficient, indicating that consumers who view
guilt marketing as unethical are less likely to respond to guilt ads.

Table 4: Summary Table

Likelihood to Act (positive effect).

Analysis Type Key Findings

Correlation Strong positive correlations between Encounter
Frequency, Empathy, and Likelihood to Act.

Regression Encounter Frequency and Empathy significantly predict

Perception of Ethicality Negatively
Likelihood to Act.

Affects the

Hypothesis Testing Summary
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These hypotheses provide a structured approach to examining the relationships between key
variables in guilt marketing, including frequency of exposure, emotional triggers such as

empathy, perceptions of ethicality, and resultant consumer behavior.

Table 4: Hypothesis Testing Summary

Hvpothesis Test Critical
N(})’p Hypothesis Statement Statistic | Value | Decision | Conclusion
i (U] (ta)
There is a significant
positive relationship .
between the frequency of . T.her.e s
. . Reject significant

H1 encountering guilt- | 6 1.982 .
. : . HO positive
inducing advertisements relationshi
and the likelihood of P
consumer action.
Empathy induced by guilt Empathy
marketing  significantly Reiect significantly

H2 increases the likelihood | 4.5 1.982 HOJ increases the
that consumers will take likelihood of
action. consumer action.
There is a significant
negative relationship Perceived
between consumers’ ethicality
perception of the | i Reject | negatively

H3 ethicality of guilt 33 1.982 HO affects the
marketing and  their likelihood of
likelihood  of  taking consumer action.
action.
The perceived Perceived
effectiveness of  guilt Reiect effectiveness

H4 appeals significantly | 4 1.982 H OJ significantly
predicts the likelihood of predicts
consumer action. consumer action.
There is a significant Feelin
positive relationship mani Lgllate d s
between the feeling of Reiect ositiIi/el

HS manipulation by guilt- | 5.2 1.982 J POsItively .
. : 4 HO associated with
inducing advertisements the percention of
and the perception of 1;1 IP
unethicality. unethicality.
The frequency of I .
encountering guilt- S(;lsllt-mducmgare
inducing advertisements Reject . .

Hé6 . . 15.8 1.982 increasingly
on digital platforms is |~ ’ HO ncountered  on
significantly higher than Z. C'(t)zlill E;a:f rn(l)s
on traditional platforms. 1g1tal pratiorms.
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Personalized guilt appeals Personalized
significantly enhance guilt appeals
7 consumer behavior 43 1,982 Reject | significantly

compared to non- | ’ HO enhance
personalized guilt consumer
appeals. behavior.

Key Points:

. Reject HO: Indicates that the null hypothesis has been rejected, meaning the evidence

supports the alternative hypothesis.

. Fail to Reject HO: If the test statistic were less than or close to the critical value, this

would indicate insufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis (though this is not the case in
this table, it’s important to note).

. Conclusion: Summarizes the results of each hypothesis test, indicating whether a
significant relationship or effect was identified.

Conclusion

The reviewed literature demonstrates that guilt is an effective emotion in marketing, influencing
a range of consumer actions. Yet its efficacy is highly context-dependent, and using it comes
with serious ethical challenges. Marketers should scrutinize the intensity and context of guilt
appeals to prevent negative consumer responses and potential backlash. Future studies should
further explore the fine line between effective guilt marketing and emotional coercion, focusing
on establishing ethical boundaries that protect consumers while still achieving marketing
objectives.

Practical Implications of the Research

1. Marketing Strategy Enhancement:

In marketing, empathy and accountability are two key human emotions that drive consumer
behavior. By understanding these, companies can fine-tune their marketing strategies and focus
on their target audience. Knowing this is where we’ll find more profound levels of
understanding, which will empower even more emotionally powerful advertising.

2. Ethical Advertising Practices:

This research highlights the potential ethical issues that consumers perceive in guilt marketing.
Marketers have the opportunity to utilize these insights to find a middle ground between
effectiveness and a level of responsibility in the use of emotions (such as not manipulating or
exploiting consumers ‘ emotions), resulting in sustained brand loyalty, trust, and so on.

3. Consumer Segmentation and Targeting:

The findings that demographic factors explain differences in the response to guilt appeals can
help companies better target the extent to which guilt appeals are likely to be effective. For
instance, younger, college-educated consumers may not respond in the same way to guilt-laden
appeals, allowing marketers to tailor their communication to various demographic segments of
the population.

4. Digital Marketing Optimization:

Consider the highest rational consumers — there is evidence that people encounter more guilt-
inducing messages on digital platforms. This suggests that you may want to optimize digital
http://jier.org 4872
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campaigns to leverage the strengths of the medium. This could involve deploying guilt appeals
to individuals through personalized online ads while being sensitive to privacy and ethical
considerations.

5. Product and Service Development:

A key takeaway for businesses is that understanding emotional triggers can inform the
development of products and services tailored to meet customers' needs. Brands can also
emphasize the environmentally friendly or socially responsible nature of their products or
services, playing on consumers’ sense of duty and guilt.

6. Regulatory Considerations:

The results provide policymakers with generalizability regarding the possibility of guidelines
or regulations related to guilt and emotional appeals in advertising. This will ensure that
advertising is legitimate and will not harm susceptible consumers.

7. Improving Consumer Trust:

Understanding the ethical consumer’s perception of guilt-inducing marketing allows companies
to design effective and ethical campaigns that are also guilt-inducing. This could improve their
consumer and brand relations and minimize rebellion against the perception of manipulation.

8. Enhanced Communication Strategies:

Marketing professionals can create more effective communication strategies if their
understanding of the guilt and action tradeoff is well-developed. This can lead to campaigns
that not only generate attention but also drive significant consumer engagement and conversion.

These practical insights illustrate how the research can be applied to inform the development
of marketing policies, ethical guidelines, and practices, ultimately leading to more effective and
ethical marketing.
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