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Abstract 

 

The Impact of Regulatory Focus on Consumer Responses to 

Fundraising Campaigns for Environmental Causes 

 

Ji Mi Hong, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Wei-Na Lee 

 

 
Non-profit organizations these days have difficulties carrying out their mandates 

due to shrinking government support, limited finances for disseminating messages 

through mass media, and intense competition from a myriad of other charitable 

organizations. Above all, these organizations are faced with a lack of a meaningful set of 

guidelines on how to communicate their environmental cause effectively. Therefore, it is 

important to develop a better understanding of how different types of verbal messages 

and visual images promoting donations influence individuals’ attitudes towards and 

intention to contribute to non-profit organizations.  

Environmental messages for fundraising usually involve some goal to be attained 

and means suggested as the way to attain it. These arguments can be framed in terms of 

either promotion (gain/non-gain), or prevention (loss/non-loss). However, the key 

question here is whether the relative influence of these two message framing varies 

according to the recipient’s chronic regulatory focus considered as people’s predilections 

for distinct forms of self regulation during goal pursuit. In this respect, this research aims 
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to examine the impact of environmental messages and image framing using the 

regulatory focus theory. 

To be specific, this study investigates whether there is a “regulatory fit,” a feeling 

of rightness about what they are doing, by matching certain chronic regulatory focus 

orientation with the compatible regulatory-focused verbal messages (hypothesis 1), or 

visual images (hypothesis 2). In addition, this research also examined whether there is a 

congruent effect between regulatory-focused message and image framing (hypothesis 3), 

as well as whether its interaction effect moderates the relationship between recipient’s 

chronic regulatory focus orientation and their responses to the fundraising ad campaign 

(hypothesis 4). Therefore, the current study uses a moderated multiple regression analysis 

to test the joint and individual effects of three independent variables (chronic regulatory 

focus orientation: promotion vs. prevention X message framing: promotion vs. prevention 

X image framing: promotion vs. prevention) on three dependent variables (attitudes 

toward an ad, attitudes toward a non-profit organization, and willingness to donate). 

According to the results, individuals having a chronic promotion-focused 

orientation are more persuaded by promotion (gain or eagerness) framed message 

emphasizing the potential environmental benefits of doing donation, whereas individuals 

having a chronic prevention-focused orientation are more persuaded by prevention (loss 

or vigilance) framed message highlighting the potential environmental dangers of not 

making a donation. The finding of the regulatory fit would be applied to communication 

strategies for gender specific causes, the localization of the global fundraising campaigns, 

and the consumer segmentation and targeting. This study also extends prior research by 

finding some significant three-way interaction effects: for both promotion and prevention 

orientated individuals, the print ad combined with the promotion-focused message and 

prevention-focused image produced the most persuasive effect on attitude toward non-

profit organization. In other words, a regulatory-focused visual image, especially, the 

prevention-focused image has an important role to weaken the existing regulatory fit 

effects between chronic regulatory focus orientation and regulatory-focused verbal 

message on attitude toward non-profit organization. 
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CHAPTER I:  INTRODUCTION 

According to Nonprofit Sector in Brief (2012), an estimated 2.3 million non-profit 

organizations were operating in the United States in 2010, and approximately 1.6 million 

non-profits were registered with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). They include a 

variety of organizations, such as public/private charities, foundations, social advocacy 

groups, labor unions, and business and professional associations. Of the more than 30 

types of nonprofit organizations registered with the IRS, public charities classified as 

code 501(c) (3) accounted for nearly two-thirds of all enrolled non-profit organizations. 

The number of registered public charities increased more quickly than other types of non-

profits, growing 42 percent over the past decade (Blackwood, 2012). 

These numerous public charities cover a wide range of issues from education, 

health care, human services, international and foreign affairs, to the environment and 

animals (Blackwood, 2012). Among these issues, the environment and human impact on 

the future of the planet ranks high as a key concern of the public (Davis, 1995; Kareklas, 

Carlson, & Muehling, 2012). As a consequence, the effort to target environmentally-

conscious consumers has grown exponentially in the past two decades in non-profit 

organizations (Bortree, Ahern, Dou, & Smith, 2012; Carlson, Grove, & Kangun, 1993). 

For example, environmental non-profit organizations, such as the World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF) and International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), etc., have conducted 

environmental protection campaigns to increase public awareness of the problem and to 

persuade the public to support their programs through monetary donations and pledges.  

Despite the growing public attention to the environment and the important cause 

of environmental public charities, non-profit organizations these days have difficulties 

carrying out their mandates due to shrinking government support, limited finances for 
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disseminating messages through mass media, and intense competition from a myriad of 

other charitable organizations, (Das, Kerkhof, & Kuiper, 2008; Neeli Bendapudi, Singh, 

& Bendapudi, 1996). Above all, these organizations are faced with a lack of a meaningful 

set of guidelines on how to communicate their environmental cause effectively (Das et 

al., 2008). 

Therefore, it is both timely and necessary for non-profit organizations to 

understand how best to communicate with people in order to raise funds for the 

environment. Especially, it is important to develop a better understanding of how 

different types of verbal messages and visual images promoting donations influence 

individuals’ attitudes towards and intention to contribute to non-profit organizations. In 

this respect, this research aims to examine the impact of environmental messages and 

image framing using the regulatory focus theory. The idea of regulatory focus has gained 

influence in psychology and marketing because of its ability to explain and predict a 

variety of psychological processes and behaviors (Haws, Dholakia, & Bearden, 2010). 

Environmental messages for fundraising usually involve some goal to be attained 

and means suggested as the way to attain it. These arguments can be framed in terms of 

either gain/non-gain, or loss/non-loss. For example, one could frame the arguments in 

terms of eagerly pursuing gains (e.g., “With your donation, by the end of 2020, it is 

expected to save up to 50 billion liters of clean freshwater annually— that’s the 

equivalent of 20,000 Olympic-size swimming pools”), or in terms of vigilantly ensuring 

non-losses (e.g., “Without your donation, by the end of 2020, it is expected to lose up to 

50 billion liters of clean freshwater annually—that’s the equivalent of 20,000 Olympic-

size swimming pools”). However, the key question here is whether the relative influence 

of these two message framing varies according to certain boundary conditions, such as 
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the recipient’s chronic regulatory focus representing people’s predilections for distinct 

forms of self regulation during goal pursuit. 

According to research by Higgins and his colleagues, individuals can have two 

different types of orientation in their goal pursuits: promotion and prevention focus 

(Higgins, 1997; Higgins et al., 2001). Past research suggests that promotion-focused 

individuals are sensitive to the presence or absence of positive outcomes and are inclined 

to utilize “approach means” in order to attain their goals. Conversely, prevention-focused 

individuals are sensitive to the absence or presence of negative outcomes and tend to use 

“avoidance means” to pursue their goals1 (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins et al., 1994). 

In addition, people experience “regulatory fit,” a feeling of rightness about what they are 

doing when they pursue a goal in a manner that sustains their regulatory orientation 

(Higgins, 2000; Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, & Molden, 2003). This positive fit 

experience furthermore can be transferred to the subsequent evaluation of a message in a 

persuasion context (Cesario, Grant, & Higgins, 2004). 

Several studies have examined regulatory fit in a for-profit context and found that 

a regulatory fit effect exists between message framing and the recipient’s chronic 

regulatory focus on attitudes toward advertised brands or products, and purchase 

behaviors (Florack & Scarabis, 2006; Jain, Lindsey, Agrawal, & Maheswaran, 2007; Lin 

& Shen, 2012). However, most researchers simply implement verbal message framing as 

a theoretical guide when activating regulatory fit effects. Few have investigated a visual 

image framed by regulatory focus and its fit effects with chronic regulatory focus. Given 

1 When a self-regulatory system has a desired end states as a reference value, the system reduces 
discrepancies and involves attempts to move the currently perceived actual self-state as close as possible to 
the desired reference point. When a self-regulatory system has an undesired states as a reference value, the 
system amplifies discrepancies and involves attempts to move the currently perceived actual self-state as 
far away as possible from the undesired reference point. The former (discrepancy-reducing) system is 
referred to as an approach system, and the latter (discrepancy-amplifying) system is referred to as an 
avoidance system (Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994). 
 3 

                                                 



the fact that most print advertisements consist of both verbal messages and visual images, 

and the audience is simultaneously exposed to both types of information, the role of 

visual image elements in message framing has been neglected.  

Therefore, this research aims to investigate whether matching a certain chronic 

regulatory focus orientation with the compatible promotion-focused or prevention-

focused verbal messages and visual images enhances or reduces message persuasiveness. 

In addition, this research also aims to examine whether the congruency between a 

regulatory focus framed verbal message and visual image can magnify or reduce the 

persuasive effects of the message. Furthermore, as a form of “cause-related” 

communication, fundraising communication for environmental causes is 

characteristically different from for-profit persuasive communication (Das et al., 2008; do 

Paço & Reis, 2012; Marchand & Lavoie, 1998).   

Unlike most for-profit communication that encourages consumers to behave 

mainly based on their own concerns and benefits, cause-related communication attempts 

to persuade potential donors to act in others’ best interest (Das et al., 2008). In addition, 

when considering the fact that potential donors lack the technical expertise or the means 

to make a reliable assessment about the outcome of their donations (Bebko, 2000; 

Zeithaml, 1981), and claim verification would take an unrealistically long time, (Das et 

al., 2008; Galetzka, Verhoeven, & Pruyn, 2006), people tend to have a generalized 

skepticism and antipathy to fundraising messages. For these reasons, it can be difficult 

for non-profit organizations to convince the public of their environmental causes and 

verify the truth of claims in fundraising campaigns (do Paço & Reis, 2012). Therefore, 

research about the regulatory fit effects needs to be understood in this non-profit context.  

The results of this research are expected to suggest practical message and image 

guidelines to help communicators in fundraising campaigns focusing on environmental 
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issues. By extension, the research findings will also add to a growing body of literature 

on the influence of message and image framing on people’s helping behavior and 

altruism. In the following Chapter 2, a review of the literature on regulatory focus, 

regulatory fit, and the effects of message and image framing will be provided. In 

addition, a theoretical framework and justification for predictions will also be established. 

Subsequently, in Chapter 3, the experimental research design and procedure to 

empirically test the hypotheses will be outlined. Results from the empirical research will 

be presented in Chapter 4, and theoretical and practical implications based on the study’s 

findings will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER II:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

II.1. REGULATORY FOCUS THEORY 

From the ancient Greeks to 20th-century psychologists, the hedonic principle that 

people approach pleasure and avoid pain has dominated scholars’ understanding of 

people’s motivation (Aaker & Lee, 2001; Higgins, 1997). However, Higgins argued in 

his research (Higgins, 1997) that studies of motivation have to move beyond the simple 

assertion of the hedonic principle, and he suggested a new concept of regulatory focus 

with an emphasis on how people approach pleasure and avoid pain in substantially 

different strategic ways that have major distinct consequences.  

According to regulatory focus theory, self-regulation is concentrated on desired 

end-states, and the critical characteristic of such self-regulation is its approach motivation 

that is the attempt to reduce discrepancies between current states and desired end-states 

(Higgins, 1997). Even though numerous studies distinguish approaching desired end-

states from avoiding undesired end-states, they neither distinguish between different 

ways of approaching desired end-states nor identify different types of desired end-states 

that relate to different means of approach (Higgins, 1997). In other words, regulatory 

focus is a notion that underlies the hedonic principle but differs radically in that there are 

different ways of approaching different types of desired end-states. 

Higgins (Higgins, 1997, 2000) proposed that all goal-directed behavior is 

regulated by two distinct motivational orientation systems. One is called “promotion” and 

the other is “prevention”; each operates differently when serving fundamentally different 

survival needs, such as nurturance (e.g., nourishment) or security (e.g., protection). The 

human promotion system is related to obtaining nurturance needs and underlies higher 

level concerns with accomplishment and advancement. The promotion system’s hedonic 
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concerns are relevant to the pleasurable presence of positive outcomes (i.e., gains) and 

the painful absence of positive outcomes (i.e., non-gains). In contrast, the human 

prevention system is related to obtaining security needs and underlies higher level 

concerns with safety and fulfillment of responsibilities. The prevention system’s hedonic 

concerns are pertinent to the pleasurable absence of negative outcomes (i.e., non-loss) 

and the painful presence of negative outcomes (i.e., losses) (Higgins, 1997, 2000; 

Higgins et al., 2001; Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003). 

Higgins (Higgins, 1997) also explained these systems with an example of 

interaction modes between caretaker and child. To be more specific, the nurturant 

parenting mode engenders a promotion focus in which self-regulation is concerned with 

accomplishments, hopes, and aspirations (i.e., ideals). It involves the presence and 

absence of positive outcomes. The security parenting mode engenders a prevention focus 

in which self-regulation is concerned with safety, duties, and obligations (i.e., oughts). It 

involves the absence and presence of negative outcomes. Like this, from the interactions 

with their caretakers, children learn the way to regulate themselves in relation to 

promotion-focus ideals or in relation to prevention-focus oughts. Furthermore, their 

chronic characteristic will be reinforced through interactions with other persons, such as 

friends, spouses, coworkers, or employers in every phase of life (Higgins, 1997; Higgins 

et al., 2001).  

However, this distinction between promotion-focus and prevention-focus does not 

apply only to individual’s chronic differences. Momentary situations and tasks are also 

capable of temporarily inducing either the promotion-focus or prevention-focus (Aaker & 

Lee, 2001; Higgins, 1997; Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003). For instance, feedback from 

one’s boss at the office or from one’s teacher in school includes gain/non-gain 

information that is consistent with promotion-related outcomes, or non-loss/loss 
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information that involves prevention-related outcomes, which can activate a situation 

leading to a certain regulatory focus. As one type of task instructions, if-then rules 

concerning which actions produce which consequences also involve the kinds of 

information that evoke one kind of regulatory framed situations. In this respect, previous 

research has successfully activated participants’ situational regulatory orientations using 

tasks such as reflecting on past experiences (e.g., Higgins et al. (2001)), describing 

aspirations or duties (e.g., Higgins et al. (1994)), and reading persuasive information 

framed in gain/non-gain versus loss/non-loss terms (e.g., Aaker and Lee (2001)). Thus, 

the concept of regulatory focus is broader than just chronic characteristics developed 

through the socialization of strong promotion-focus ideals or prevention-focus oughts, 

and therefore, the distinction between promotion focus and prevention focus can be 

applied to both chronic individual differences and momentary situations. 

Individuals with chronic or situationally induced promotion or prevention focus 

employ distinct means of regulating towards a desired end-state (Higgins, 1997, 2000). 

Promotion focus has sensitivity to the presence or absence of positive outcomes and 

therefore individuals are inclined to utilize “approach means (discrepancy-reducing 

system)” in order to attain their goals. Conversely, prevention focus has sensitivity to the 

absence or presence of negative outcomes and people tend to use “avoidance means 

(discrepancy-amplifying system)” in order to pursue their goals. In a series of 

experiments using diverse methodologies, Higgins and his colleagues have also found 

convergent evidence that promotion focus inclines individuals to approach matches to 

desired end-states, whereas prevention focus inclines individuals to avoid mismatches to 

desired end-states (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins et al., 1994) 

To be specific, in order to examine the relationship between regulatory 

orientations and their strategic inclinations, Higgins et al. (1994), in their study 2, asked 
 8 



participants to report on either how their hopes and goals (or sense of duty and 

obligation) had changed over time for priming promotion-focus ideals (or prevention-

focus oughts), and then to read about several episodes that occurred over a few days in 

the life of another student. The character in the episodes was trying to experience a 

desired end-state and used either the strategy of approaching a match or the strategy of 

avoiding a mismatch. The extent to which strategic inclinations were revealed was 

measured by a free-recall technique. They found that the participants remembered the 

episodes better that exemplified approaching a match to a desired end-state than those 

exemplifying avoiding a mismatch when promotion focus was induced, whereas the 

reverse was true when a prevention focus was induced. Higgins et al. (1994) in his study 

3 also investigated the possibility that individuals with chronic promotion focus versus 

prevention focus would use different strategies for friendship. The study found that 

friendship tactics reflecting a strategy of approaching matches were chosen more by 

promotion-focused participants whereas friendship tactics reflecting a strategy of 

avoiding mismatches were selected more by prevention-focused participants.  

In the same vein, these approach means or avoidance means can be discussed with 

regard to strategic tendencies and be replaced with terms called an “eagerness strategy” 

and a “vigilant strategy” (Aaker & Lee, 2001; Higgins, 1997; Higgins, Idson, et al., 

2003). The difference between promotion focus and prevention focus in strategic 

tendencies was verified by Crowe and Higgins (1997) in their signal-detection tasks 

experiment (study 2). They first showed participants a list of 20 nonsense words 

consisting of consonants and vowels. Next, participants were shown another set of 40 

nonsense words including 20 old nonsense words that they had seen before and the other 

20 new nonsense words that they had not seen in the first list. The participants were 

asked to respond “yes” if they believed the test word was in the first list and to respond 
 9 



“no” if they believed the test word was a new distractor. Crowe and Higgins (1997) found 

that individuals in a state of eagerness from a promotion focus have strategic tendencies 

to insure “hits” (saying yes when a signal was presented) and insure against “misses” 

(saying no when a signal was presented). They tried to recognize as many items as 

possible and avoid errors of omission (i.e., a loss of accomplishment), producing an 

inclination to say yes which is related to a “risky bias.” Individuals in a state of vigilance 

from a prevention focus, in contrast, have strategic tendencies to insure “correct 

rejections” (saying no when there was no signal) and insure against “false alarms” 

(saying yes when there was no signal). They tried to avoid errors of commission (i.e., 

making a mistake), producing an inclination to say no which is related to a “conservative 

bias.” 

 

II.2. REGULATORY FIT AND VALUE TRANSFER  

The relationship between a person’s orientation to an activity (i.e., promotion 

focus versus prevention focus) and the above means or strategies used to pursue that 

activity (i.e., eagerness means versus vigilance means) give rise to a new concept of 

“regulatory fit.” Higgins (2000) theorized that independent of valued outcomes, this 

regulatory fit occurs when individuals pursue goals in a strategic manner that sustains 

their regulatory orientation. When there is regulatory fit, the manner of goal pursuit feels 

right and increases the value of what a person is doing; thus his value from fit can be 

transferred to other value experiences (Cesario et al., 2004; Higgins, 2000; Higgins, 

Idson, et al., 2003).  

According to previous studies (Avnet & Higgins, 2003; Förster, Higgins, & Idson, 

1998; Higgins, 2000; Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003; Idson, Liberman, & Higgins, 2000; 
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Idson, Liberman, & Higgins, 2004; Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 1998), the value from 

regulatory fit contributes to a decision being good in the following manner. When 

regulatory fit is higher, people are more strongly motivated during goal pursuit, and then 

the stronger motivation enhances their performance (Förster et al., 1998; Shah et al., 

1998). For example, Shah et al. (1998) framed the task incentive either in terms of 

gaining or not gaining an extra dollar, and examined whether the effect of the regulatory 

focus of incentives on performance is moderated by individuals’ chronic regulatory focus 

(study 1). They found that individuals with a strong promotion focus performed better 

when the incentive was framed in terms of the possibility of gaining extra money than 

when it was framed in terms of the possibility of losing money or not, whereas the 

reverse was true for individuals with a strong prevention focus.  

They also demonstrated that the interaction of chronic regulatory focus and 

regulatory focus framing influences the means by which task goals are pursued (study 2). 

Participants with a predominant promotion focus who were presented with a task 

incentive framed with a promotion focus more vigorously pursued the green anagrams 

whose successful completion gained a point and represented an approach means to goal 

attainment. In contrast, participants with a predominant prevention focus who were 

presented with a task incentive framed with a prevention focus more vigorously pursued 

the red anagrams whose successful completion avoided losing a point and represented an 

avoidance means to goal attainment. Therefore, the research by Shah et al. (1998) 

verified that differences in chronic regulatory focus influence not only the performance 

effects of the regulatory focus of incentives but also which means are used for goal 

attainment, given strong incentives. 

In addition, when regulatory fit is higher, people experience a higher intensity of 

feeling good or feeling bad about prospective experiences of imagined outcomes (Idson 
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et al., 2004) and retrospective experiences of actual outcomes (Idson et al., 2000). Idson 

et al. (2004) proposed that how people imagine they would feel about making a choice is 

affected not only by the outcome’s anticipated pleasure or pain but also by regulatory fit. 

They asked participants to imagine the situation of discount and penalty framing in a 

book store (study 1): within the promotion/discount condition, participants rated how 

they feel about either the choice of getting a discount (gain) or giving up a discount (non-

gain), and within the prevention/penalty condition, participants rated how they feel about 

either the choice of avoiding a penalty (non-loss) or paying a penalty (loss). Idson et al. 

(2004) found that when the participants imagine a gain situation of paying in cash and 

getting the $5 discount, those in a promotion focus would have higher approach 

motivational intensity from fit and thus would anticipate feeling more positive than those 

in a prevention focus. In contrast, when the participants imagine a loss situation of using 

a credit card and paying the $5 penalty, those in a prevention focus would have higher 

avoidance motivational intensity from fit and thus would anticipate feeling more negative 

than those in a promotion focus.  

In study 3 by Idson et al. (2000), participants were asked to complete the anagram 

task and were given randomly either positive or negative feedback about their 

performance. They then rated how they felt about the outcome of their performance on a 

set of negative and positive emotions. Idson et al. (2000) found that when participants 

received positive feedback, the ratings of how good they would feel were more positive 

for participants with a chronic promotion focus than those with a prevention focus, and 

when participants received negative feedback, the ratings of how bad they would feel 

were more negative for participants with a chronic prevention focus than those with a 

promotion focus.  
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Furthermore, there is research suggesting that people assign and are willing to 

spend more money on an object they have chosen when the decision was made with 

higher regulatory fit (Avnet & Higgins, 2003; Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003). In Higgins, 

Idson, et al. (2003), participants with a predominant promotion focus assigned a higher 

price to the mug in the eager-gain than in the vigilant-not lose condition, whereas 

participants with a predominant prevention focus assigned a higher price in the vigilant-

not lose than in the eager-gain condition. The price assigned to the mug when there was 

regulatory fit was almost 50% higher than when there was a non-fit (study 1). In addition, 

when the means used to choose the mug fit participants’ motivational orientation, they 

were willing to pay more for it. The price assigned to the mug when there was regulatory 

fit was almost 70% higher than when there was no regulatory fit (study 2). This figure is 

even higher than in study 1 despite the fact that the participants were now spending their 

own money. 

In line with this notion of regulatory fit and value transfer, Cesario et al. (2004) 

considered how this feeling of rightness is transferred in a persuasion context, and then 

provided several possibilities regarding value transfer mechanism. They proposed that the 

feeling of rightness could be used as evidence in one’s evaluation of the message’s 

perceived persuasiveness, or it could be transferred directly to one’s opinion of the topic 

of the message, which results in more message-congruent attitudes; further, these 

processes would be more enhanced under conditions of fit. 

A body of literature has examined this persuasive effectiveness of regulatory fit in 

a for-profit context (Florack & Scarabis, 2006; Labroo & Lee, 2006; Lin & Shen, 2012). 

Florack and Scarabis (2006) investigated whether the fit between consumers’ 

momentarily activated regulatory focus orientation and the advertising claims framed by 

regulatory focus theory has an impact on their product preferences and the strength of the 
 13 



memory connection between the product category and the advertised brand. Therefore, 

participants who were previously asked to think about negative things they try to avoid 

during holidays had a stronger preference for a brand of sun lotion with a prevention-

focused claim compared to a brand with a promotion-focused claim than did participants 

who were asked to think about positive goals they try to pursue during holidays. 

Lin and Shen (2012) also found that the compatibility between one’s temporarily 

induced regulatory focus and regulatory focus framed messages could enhance message 

effectiveness. They found that promotion-focused individuals are likely to have a more 

favorable ad attitude, brand attitude and purchase intention after reading advertisements 

presenting product attributes in a gain frame than in a loss frame. However, prevention-

focused individuals did not report significantly higher scores on ad attitude, brand 

attitude and purchase intention when they read ads with loss frames than with gain 

frames. Therefore, these results provided partial support for the positive effectiveness of 

the regulatory fit.  

The results from these studies have provided convergent evidence to the previous 

research on regulatory focus theory by showing the congruent fit between advertising 

messages framed by regulatory focus and the chronic regulatory focus of recipients has 

an impact on persuasion. However, considering the fact that these studies were examined 

in the persuasive context of for-profit organizations, the regulatory fit effects need to be 

replicated in an advertising context promoting non-profit causes.  
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II.3. MESSAGE AND IMAGE FRAMING EFFECTS IN A FUNDRAISING CONTEXT  

II.3.1. Regulatory-Focused Message Framing  

For matching ones’ desired end states and outcome sensitivities characterized by 

their chronic regulatory focus, previous studies have suggested that promotion- and 

prevention-focused messages can be presented in either a gain/non-gain or non-loss/loss 

frame (also known as an eagerness or vigilance frame in some streams of literature) via 

the ad headline or body copy. A promotion message frame emphasizes the positive 

behavioral outcomes of complying with the message advocacy, whereas a prevention 

message frame emphasizes the negative behavioral outcomes of noncompliance.  

As seen from the previous literature, most researchers simply use message 

framing as a theoretical guide when activating situational regulatory focus. To be 

specific, in the study by Lin and Shen (2012), the framing of product attributes was 

manipulated through regulatory focus theory in their print ads for a hypothetical 

backpack (e.g., “Gain comfort with a durable backpack” for the gain frame, and “Don’t 

get back pain from a flimsy backpack” for the loss frame), or shampoo brand (e.g., “Stay 

one step ahead of fashion” for the gain frame, and “Don’t be left behind by fashion” for 

the loss frame). Florack and Scarabis (2006) also used a promotion focus frame with a 

gain claim (e.g., “Give sunburn no chance. Brand X provides safe protection. Brand X—

For double protection”), whereas promotion focus frame was displayed with a loss claim 

(e.g., “Enjoy the warm rays of the sun. Brand X for a healthy tan. Brand X—Enjoy the 

sun”).  

These message manipulations using regulatory focus framing are not confined to 

the experimental research for advertisements. In the research by Aaker and Lee (2001), 

the promotion and prevention focus framing was manipulated through contents of the 

website by varying the emphasis on promotion benefits (e.g., “Enhancing energy levels”) 
 15 



and prevention benefits (e.g., “Reducing risk of heart disease”). Sherman, Mann, and 

Updegraff (2006) used articles either entitled “Great Breath, Healthy Gums Only a Floss 

Away,” emphasizing the potential benefits of regular flossing for the gain-framed 

message, or “Floss Now and Avoid Bad Breath and Gum Disease,” highlighting the 

potential dangers of not flossing for the loss-framed message.  

Some studies have also confirmed the congruency effect between recipients’ 

chronic regulatory focus orientation and promotion- or prevention-framed messages in a 

non-profit context. Those studies, however, are limited only to public health issues, such 

as promoting adolescents’ antismoking (Zhao & Pechmann, 2007) or promoting flossing 

(Sherman et al., 2006). Even though these kinds of health promotion messages also came 

from non-profit organizations that value social benefit, given the fact that unlike this 

health communication that encourages the public to behave mainly based on their own 

health related concerns and benefits, a fundraising message should attempt to persuade 

potential donors to make a contribution to the charities for the common good by spending 

their own time and resources; thus, the research about the regulatory fit effects needs to 

be replicated in donation situations. 

Therefore, this study aims to apply this regulatory fit and value transfer theory to 

non-profit fundraising messages promoting environmental causes and then expects the 

results as follows based on the above literature review. Individuals having a chronic 

promotion-focused orientation will be more persuaded by a promotion (gain) framed 

message, whereas individuals having a chronic prevention-focused orientation will be 

more persuaded by a prevention (loss) framed message. Therefore recipients will have 

more positive attitudes toward the ad itself and its sponsor, and higher intention to 

donate. The current research proposes the hypotheses as follows: 
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H1: Regulatory-focused verbal message framing moderates the relationship 

between recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation and their (a) attitude 

toward the ad, (b) attitude toward the non-profit organization, and (c) willingness 

to donate. 

 

II.3.2. Regulatory-Focused Image Framing 

Compared to the regulatory-focused verbal message framing, few studies have 

investigated the effects of a visual image framed by regulatory focus and its fit effects 

with chronic regulatory focus. Given the fact that image display is widely used in 

charitable appeals to enhance persuasiveness (Isen & Noonberg, 1979; Perrine & 

Heather, 2000; Thornton, Kirchner, & Jacobs, 1991), research may have ignored the 

power of visual elements that influence the impact of promotion (gain) and prevention 

(loss) framed messages on individual’s perceptions and behaviors in the non-profit 

context.  

One simple function that images can perform might be to amplify the verbal 

portion of a persuasive message. In line with the above notion, several studies have 

examined whether the presence versus the absence of an image illustrates a point in an 

argument, and consequently reinforces the symbolically expressed message content. For 

example, according to the picture superiority effect argued by Nelson, Reed, and Walling 

(1976), verbal text paired with imagery is more memorable than verbal text alone. This is 

because images produce more elaborate processing with accompanying implications for 

strengthening the impact of verbal persuasive appeals. More directly relevant to this 

project is the research by Zillmann and his colleagues. A series of investigations 

demonstrate that the addition of a picture to a news story is sufficient to elevate the 
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perceived risk of various threats including melanoma (Zillmann & Gan, 1996), farm 

failure and roller coasters (Zillmann, Gibson, & Sargent, 1999), as well as tick-borne 

diseases (Gibson & Zillmann, 2000).  

A complementary framework can be found in dual coding theory developed by 

Paivio (Paivio, 2008), which posits the existence of two mental systems: the verbal and 

the nonverbal. The function of both systems is to encode and store information gleaned 

from interaction with the environment. The verbal system achieves this aim by 

processing language and symbols. The nonverbal system is much broader in that it 

concerns itself with all non-symbolic types of information including auditory, haptic, 

gustatory, emotional, and visual. Thus, dual coding theory suggests two means by which 

the image might influence belief change about the message either by emotional impact on 

the nonverbal system or by supplementing message content that is processed by the 

verbal system (Delprato, 2009). 

In the context of charitable appeals, some studies have also focused on the 

persuasive effects of pictorial images (Isen & Noonberg, 1979; Perrine & Heather, 2000; 

Seo, Dillard, & Shen, 2013; Thornton et al., 1991). Perrine and Heather (2000) noted that 

people were more likely to place money in a donation box when vivid information was 

presented, which supports previous research showing that vivid information can increase 

the persuasive power of a message. Thornton et al. (1991) also empirically investigated 

effects of a negative photograph that is frequently seen in emotional appeals, intending to 

increase recipients’ altruism toward a needy recipient. They found that the use of a 

negative photograph showing a tragic child with tears on his cheek was more effective in 

grabbing attention and eliciting greater contributions by enhancing their compassion and 

responsibility, compared to the non-photographic condition.  
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However, some researchers argued that these vivid appeals with a negative picture 

do not necessarily guarantee positive attitudes and behaviors. Isen and Noonberg (1979), 

for instance, examined the influence of vivid pictures on contributions to charity and 

suggested that people who saw the picture contributed less than people who did not see 

the picture. The unpleasant pictures may have generated reactance or may have elicited 

negative moods in the potential donors. Brehm's theory of psychological reactance 

predicted that, if our sense of freedom is threatened, then we will attempt to restore it 

(Burgoon, Alvaro, Grandpre, & Voulodakis, 2002). In Isen and Noonberg’s study, if 

potential donors perceived a picture of a handicapped child as a clear demand for 

sympathy and donations, reactance against this manipulation would result in a desire to 

restore a sense of freedom of action. The likely consequence of this reactance would be 

less sympathy and fewer donations. 

The important point to note is that previous studies (e.g., Isen and Noonberg, 

1979; Thornton et al., 1991) have focused on the persuasive effects of visual images 

mainly through comparing a negative picture condition with a non-picture condition 

without examining the effects of a positive picture. For this reason, this research aims to 

investigate the extended role of images by including positively framed picture 

information as well as negatively framed picture information. Furthermore, the interest of 

this research lies beyond a discourse of the picture’s superiority effects; this study starts 

from the point of view that as is the case with verbal messages, visual images also can 

serve as a framing means triggering one’s regulatory focus orientation.  

To be specific, a picture of deforestation showing mountains and forests that have 

been extensively damaged because of indiscriminate reclamation evokes a negative end 

state causing recipients to realize that the environmental destruction is problematic and 

thus specific actions are needed to rectify the situation. In contrast, a picture of forest 
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with densely planted green trees provokes a positive end state leading recipients to 

consider this greenification as an aspiration or accomplishment, and thus specific actions 

are needed to pursue this positive outcome. 

Likewise, this research suggests that the visual image should be considered as a 

meaningful means of framing a specific desired end state and outcome preference that 

might be matched with one’s chronic regulatory focus in the context of advertising. 

Therefore, the second goal in this research is to examine whether there is also a 

regulatory fit effect between recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation and the 

compatible promotion-focused or prevention-focused visual image. As is the case in the 

message framing manipulated by regulatory focus, current research formulates 

hypotheses about the visual image framing as follows: 

H2: Regulatory-focused visual image framing moderates the relationship between 

a recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation and their (a) attitude toward an 

ad, (b) attitude toward a non-profit organization, and (c) willingness to donate. 

 

If so, what is the joint effect of messages (promotion vs. prevention) and images 

(promotion vs. prevention) framed by regulatory focus theory on fundraising-related 

persuasion? On one hand, regulatory-focused visual images could intensify the impact of 

compatible regulatory-focused verbal messages, and consequently produce increased 

persuasive effects. In contrast, rather than amplifying the advocacy of the messages, 

images having the same regulatory foci could evoke negative cognitive responses as 

definitive of reactance.  

On the other hand, there might be positive contrasting or negative interfering 

effects between inconsistent regulatory-focused information in the verbal messages and 

visual images. In order to anticipate the relationship between verbal message framing and 
 20 



visual image framing, it is necessary to examine a series of studies reporting congruent or 

incongruent stimuli effects between words and pictures (Chang & Lee, 2009; Edell & 

Staelin, 1983; Heckler & Childers, 1992; Houston, Childers, & Heckler, 1987; Schneider 

et al., 2001; Seo et al., 2013; Smith & Shaffer, 2000; Unnava & Burnkrant, 1991).  

There is one research stream supporting the positive congruent effect of stimuli 

(Chang & Lee, 2009; Edell & Staelin, 1983; Schneider et al., 2001). For example, Chang 

and Lee (2009) investigated the influences of message framing (positive message vs. 

negative message) and image valence (positive picture vs. negative picture) on a 

charitable appeal. The results indicated that a pictorial image corresponding to the 

message was shown to increase the impact of message framing, especially when both 

were presented negatively. The thought-listing analysis provided evidence of information 

processing that the number of thoughts and the thought valence of participants depend on 

whether the message and the image are congruent. Compared with message–image 

incongruency, message–image congruency enabled participants to generate more 

thoughts. Participants who viewed the negative congruent messages were more likely to 

have favorable thoughts, and those who read the positive congruent message were 

inclined to have unfavorable thoughts.  

In contrast, Seo et al. (2013) demonstrated a negative congruent effect between 

message and image. They examined the interaction effects of message framing (gain vs. 

loss) and visual image (image vs. no image) on persuasion as it related to the use of 

dental floss and the use of sunscreen. They found out that images consistent with loss-

framed appeals seem to lessen the overall favorability of the cognitive response. Rather 

than amplifying the advocacy of the appeal, as they supposed, respondents may have 

judged inclusion of the image as heavy handed and may have induced reactance, and 

thus, been critical of the message. 
 21 



In addition, in light of the position supporting negative interfering effects, a visual 

picture can reduce the ability to process a message if the images are inconsistent with 

message information. Under such circumstances, by occupying individuals’ working 

memory with information incongruent with the message, the pictorial image may make it 

more difficult for individuals to process and remember the message arguments (Smith & 

Shaffer, 2000). In a charitable giving context, the use of an incongruent picture might 

induce a bad mood, produce reactance, or be too cognitively complex, thus distracting 

potential donors and thereby resulting in decreased contributions (Isen & Noonberg, 

1979). 

Nevertheless, some studies argued positive contrasting effects between the 

incongruent information in the message and image. According to Houston et al. (1987) 

and Heckler and Childers (1992), when incongruent verbal information with prior 

expectations or schemata caused by an accompanying pictorial image is presented, 

individuals will engage in more effortful or elaborative information processing for 

resolving the discrepancy; therefore, the incongruency mechanism can be considered as a 

useful conceptual basis for examining the persuasive effects of visual and verbal 

advertising components. 

Given the contradictory results discussed above, further research is needed to see 

whether the persuasive effects of a verbal message may be strengthened or weakened by 

a visual image that is consistent with the verbal information. Therefore, this research 

aims to examine the congruent versus incongruent effects between the verbal message 

and visual image both framed by regulatory focus; thus the third hypothesis is proposed 

as follows:  
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H3: Regulatory-focused visual image framing moderates the relationship between 

regulatory-focused verbal message framing and recipients’ (a) attitude toward an 

ad, (b) attitude toward a non-profit organization, and (c) willingness to donate. 

 

Going one step forward, how does the above joint effects of message (promotion 

vs. prevention) and image (promotion vs. prevention) both framed by regulatory focus 

vary depending on a recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation? Therefore, this 

research also aims to investigate whether matching a certain chronic regulatory focus 

with the compatible promotion-focused or prevention-focused verbal messages and visual 

images enhances or reduces message persuasiveness. The final hypotheses are 

represented as follows: 

H4: Regulatory-focused verbal message and visual image framing moderate the 

relationship between a recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation and their 

(a) attitude toward an ad, (b) attitude toward a non-profit organization, and (c) 

willingness to donate. 

In summary, the purpose of this research is to examine the impact of regulatory fit 

on consumer response to fundraising campaigns for environmental causes; therefore, this 

study aims to investigate whether matching a certain chronic regulatory focus orientation 

with the compatible regulatory-focused verbal messages (hypothesis 1) or visual images 

(hypothesis 2) enhances or reduces message persuasiveness. In addition, this research 

also aims to examine the congruent or incongruent effects between regulatory-focused 

messages and image framing (hypothesis 3) as well as whether the combined message 

and image framing moderate the relationship between recipients’ chronic regulatory 

focus orientation and their attitude and behavior intention to donate (hypothesis 4).
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CHAPTER III:  METHODOLOGY 

III.1. OVERVIEW OF EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH DESIGN 

This research aims to examine whether there is the regulatory fit effect between a 

recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation and the compatible regulatory-focused 

message framing or visual framing. This study also aims to investigate whether the 

congruent or incongruent fit between the message and image both framed as promotion 

or prevention focus enhances or reduces the persuasive effects of advertising framing. 

Finally, this study aims to see the relationship between the recipient’s chronic regulatory 

focus orientation and two types of message and image framing. Therefore, the current 

study uses a moderated multiple regression analysis to test the joint and individual effects 

of three independent variables (chronic regulatory focus orientation: promotion vs. 

prevention X message framing: promotion vs. prevention X image framing: promotion 

vs. prevention) on three kinds of dependent variables (attitudes toward an ad, attitudes 

toward a non-profit organization, and willingness to donate). 

 

III.2. PRETEST AND STIMULI DEVELOPMENT 

Before confirming fundraising messages for the main experimental survey, this 

research conducted a pretest for choosing the most effective and responsive 

environmental topic among various pollution-related issues. The pretest examined three 

different sets of fundraising messages including forest, air, and water issues. Each 

message of these environmental issues was framed by regulatory focus theory, thereby 

being manipulated through verbal differences in the copy at first.  

Therefore, the forest ad was made into a promotion-focused message (“With your 

donation to the Worldwide Forest Association, each year we could save more than 12-15 
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million hectares of forest, the equivalent of 18 million football fields, from continued 

logging, mining and land conversion”) and a prevention message (“Without your 

donation to the Worldwide Forest Association, each year we could lose more than 12-15 

million hectares of forest, the equivalent of 18 million football fields, from continued 

logging, mining and land conversion”).  

The air issue consisted of the promotion and prevention-focused messages 

(“With/Without your donation to the International Clean Air Council, each year we could 

save/lose the lives of more than 5 million children who have suffered from air pollution-

related diseases”), and the water issue also included promotion and prevention-focused 

messages (“With/Without your donation to the Global Freshwater Association, each year 

we could save/lose the lives of more than 5 million poor people who have suffered from 

waterborne diseases”).  

Among the three sets of stimuli, there was significant mean difference between 

the promotion-focused message (M=4.58) and prevention-focused message (M=3.02) 

only in the forest issue [t(df=15)=2.230, p=.041<.05], while failing to manipulate the 

regulatory-focused message framing in the air issue [t(df=16)=1.391, p=.183>.05] as well 

as the water issue [t(df=15)=0.795, p=.439>.05]. As a result, this research chose the forest 

issue as the most effective and responsive environmental issue and then selected the 

promotion and prevention-focused messages for the main experimental stimuli. 

Consequently, in the main study, participants who were exposed to the promotion-

focused condition read how their donation promotes forest protection. In contrast, 

participants who were exposed to the prevention-focused condition read how their 

donation prevents forest destruction.  

For image manipulation through regulatory focus theory, the visual images were 

framed by pictures concentrating on the forest clothed in a dense growth of trees and 
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shrubs for the promotion-focused condition, or focusing on the extensively damaged 

forest from indiscriminate reclamation for the prevention-focused condition. Aside from 

those message and image differences, the other ad components, such as the size, color, 

and location of the font and picture were carefully controlled. In addition, for indicating 

the advertiser, a fictional environmental organization called “Worldwide Forest 

Association” was developed, and its logo was placed in the bottom right-corner of the ad 

image. Through using the fictional non-profit organization, this study effectively 

controlled potential donors’ bias of the existing organizations. The experimental stimuli 

used in this research are attached as appendices 1 through 4. 

 

III.3. PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

This research involved a total of 418 participants who were recruited from the 

Department of Advertising Participant Pool at The University of Texas at Austin. The 

online experimental survey was executed by providing participants with a Qualtrics URL 

created for this research. In the first phase of the survey, participants were provided with 

research information and asked to proceed with the survey if they agreed to the research 

consent form. Upon arrival in an experimental session, participants were randomly 

exposed to one of the four advertisements that had been manipulated by the verbal 

message and picture image both framed by regulatory focus theory. They were asked to 

review the advertisement for at least 60 seconds; after looking at the ad message and 

image, they were asked to complete a series of manipulation check items. Subsequently, 

they were given questionnaires measuring dependent variables, such as attitude towards 

the ad, attitude towards the non-profit organization, and willingness to donate. In 

addition, they were also asked to answer the questionnaires for identifying their chronic 
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regulatory focus. At the end of the survey, there was a series of background questions to 

obtain demographic information on the participants.  

 

III.4. MEASURES 

III.4.1. Chronic Regulatory Focus  

This research used a composite scale developed by Haws et al. (2010). Haws et al. 

(2010) assessed five chronic regulatory focus measures using the criteria of theoretical 

coverage, internal consistency, homogeneity, stability, and predictive ability. As a result, 

they suggested insights for a composite scale that selectively used measures from the 

RFQ (Higgins et al., 2001), BIS/BAS (Carver & White, 1994), and Lockwood scales 

(Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002) to overcome limitations found in each scales. The 

ten items (five each for promotion and prevention focus) in the composite scale cover the 

key tenets of regulatory focus theory, including distinguishing between approach and 

avoidance within each regulatory focus (RFQ items), describing key concepts such as 

ideal and ought selves in the measures (Lockwood items), and measuring self-regulation 

for promotion and prevention focus. In addition, the composite scale includes both 

cognitive and emotional measures (BIS/BAS items) to provide a broad-based assessment 

and uses items that are past, present, and future oriented. In consideration of the 

representativeness of this scale, this research used the composite scale created by Haws et 

al. (2010) to assess recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation.  

Items that are related to promotion focus are “When it comes to achieving things 

that are important to me, I find that I don’t perform as well as I would ideally like to do 

(R),” “I feel like I have made progress toward being successful in my life,” “When I see 

an opportunity for something I like, I get excited right away,” “I frequently imagine how 
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I will achieve my hopes and aspirations,” and “I see myself as someone who is primarily 

striving to reach my ideal self—to fulfill my hopes, wishes, and aspirations.” 

In this research, participants were asked to indicate the extent to which each of the 

above statements describes themselves by using Likert scales with endpoints of 1 (“not at 

all true”) and 9 (“very true”). Cronbach’s Alpha for the promotion focus scale including 

above five items was 0.679, so it indicated that the scale has an acceptable reliability. 

However, the calculated Cronbach’s Alpha value changed from 0.679 to 0.797 when one 

item of “When it comes to achieving things that are important to me, I find that I don’t 

perform as well as I would ideally like to do (R)” was removed from the scale. Therefore, 

this research averaged the remaining four items except for the reverse item to determine 

the participants’ chronic promotion regulatory focus orientation. 

The scale for measuring recipients’ chronic prevention orientation included five 

items, such as “I usually obeyed rules and regulations that were established by my 

parents,” “Not being careful enough has gotten me into trouble at times (R),” “I worry 

about making mistakes,” “I frequently think about how I can prevent failures in my life,” 

and “I see myself as someone who is primarily striving to become the self I ought to be—

to fulfill my duties, responsibilities and obligations.”  

Participants were also asked to indicate the extent to which each of the above 

statements describes themselves at the Likert scales with endpoints of 1 (“not at all true”) 

and 9 (“very true”). Cronbach’s Alpha for the chronic prevention focus scale including 

above five items was 0.386, so it indicated that the scale has low reliability. However, the 

calculated Cronbach’s Alpha value changed from 0.386 to 0.589 when the item “Not 

being careful enough has gotten me into trouble at times (R)” was removed from the 

scale. Therefore, this research averaged the remaining four items except for the reverse 

item to determine the participants’ chronic prevention regulatory focus orientation. 
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III.4.2. Attitudes toward Ads 

Three distinct dependent variables were used to measure persuasion effects in the 

fundraising context. The first measure aimed to assess the participants’ attitudes toward 

the ads by asking participants how much they perceived the advertising message to be 

persuasive, convincing, effective and interesting. Participants were asked to rate the 

advertisement on eleven 7-point semantic differential scales anchored by bad/ good, 

unattractive/ attractive, unpleasant/ pleasant, unconvincing/ convincing, unbelievable/ 

believable, unfavorable/ favorable, not irritating/ irritating (R), uninteresting/ interesting, 

ineffective/ effective, dislike very much/ like very much, and uninspiring/ inspiring. This 

measurement was adopted from previous studies by Cesario et al. (2004), and Jain et al. 

(2007) and was revised for this research. This research averaged these eleven items to 

determine the participants’ attitude toward the ads, and the Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.918 

indicating the scale has high reliability. 

 

III.4.3. Attitudes toward Non-Profit Organization 

The second dependent variable was attitude toward non-profit organization. This 

measurement was adopted from the attitude toward charitable organizations scale used by 

Webb, Green, and Brashear (2000) and was revised for this research purpose. 

Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with each of the following 

statements on a 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree): “The 

money given to the Worldwide Forest Association goes for good causes,” “Much of the 

money donated to the Worldwide Forest Association is wasted (R),” “My image of the 

Worldwide Forest Association is positive,” “The Worldwide Forest Association have 
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been quite successful in helping the needy as a charitable organization,” “The Worldwide 

Forest Association perform a useful function for society.” Cronbach’s Alpha for attitude 

toward non-profit organization scale including the five items was 0.687, so it indicated 

that the scale has an acceptable reliability. However, the calculated Cronbach’s Alpha 

value changed from 0.687 to 0.713 when the item regarding “Much of the money donated 

to the Worldwide Forest Association is wasted (R)” was removed from the scale. 

Therefore, this research averaged the remaining four items except for the reverse item to 

determine the participants’ attitude toward non-profit organizations. 

 

III.4.4. Willingness to Donate 

The third dependent variable was willingness to donate. This measure was 

adopted from Baek and Reid (2013) and was modified into five items to meet the 

standard of this research. Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with each of 

the following statements on a 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = 

strongly agree): “I plan on donating money to the Worldwide Forest Association,” “I 

won’t consider donating to the Worldwide Forest Association in the future (R),” “I would 

recommend donating to the Worldwide Forest Association to my friends or relatives,” “I 

intend to support the Worldwide Forest Association in a way other than financial 

donation,” and “I am likely to make a donation to the Worldwide Forest Association in 

order to support the environmental cause.” Cronbach’s Alpha for these five items was 

0.760; therefore, the five items were averaged to form an index for willingness to donate.
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CHAPTER IV:  RESULTS 

IV.1. MANIPULATION CHECKS 

To ensure whether the ad manipulations of verbal messages and pictorial images 

are successful in framing the promotion-focused and prevention-focused orientation, a 

manipulation check process was conducted. This measurement was adopted from Baek 

and Reid (2013) and modified into a 7-point semantic differential scales for the research 

purpose. Specifically, participants were asked to indicate the extent to which their 

thoughts at the time of ad message or image exposure were about “avoiding negative 

outcome (1) versus approaching positive outcome (7),” “preventing negative outcome (1) 

versus promoting positive outcome (7),” “protection (1) versus advancement (7),” “safety 

(1) versus aspiration (7),” “responsibility (1) versus accomplishment (7),” “security (1) 

versus improvement (7),” and “loss (1) versus gain (7).” Cronbach’s Alpha for the 

message manipulation check scale including seven items was 0.749, and the image 

manipulation check scale including seven items was 0.844. It indicated that both scales 

have high reliability. 

In the case of the verbal message framing, the results indicated there was a 

successful message manipulation by regulatory focus theory by showing a statistically 

significant mean difference between promotion (M=3.9097) and prevention message 

(M=2.7672) [t(df=415)=11.111, p=.000 < .01]. In the case of the image framing, the 

mean score for the promotion-framed image (M=3.9275) was greater than the mean score 

for the prevention-framed image (M=2.5592). Thus, the difference between two 

regulatory-focused image conditions was statistically significant, and it indicated a 

successful manipulation for the regulatory-focused image framing [t(df=392)=11.191, 

p=.000 < .01]. 
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IV.2. MODERATED MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS 

To determine whether the two types of message and image framing moderate the 

relationship between recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation and their attitudes 

toward ad, attitude toward non-profit organization, and willingness to donate, this 

research conducted the moderated multiple regression analysis. For setting up for this 

analysis, this study first used dummy coding for categorical variables: the message 

framing and image framing (0= promotion frame, 1= prevention frame).  

For dealing with the variable of recipient’s chronic regulatory focus, the mean 

differences between promotion and prevention orientations were calculated by 

subtracting averaged promotion scores from averaged prevention scores (that were 

measured by a composite scale from Haws et al, 2010) so that the smaller difference 

score was considered as the promotion-focused recipient while the larger difference score 

was considered as the prevention-focused recipient. In addition, these calculated mean 

difference scores were dealt with as the continuous variable and mean-centered for 

reducing the multicollinearity between the interaction and the predictors.  

And then this study created seven interaction terms by multiplying the continuous 

independent (chronic regulatory focus) and dummy coded moderator variables (message 

and image framing) together: chronic regulatory focus, message framing, image framing, 

chronic regulatory focus x message framing, chronic regulatory focus x image framing, 

message framing x image framing, chronic regulatory focus x message framing x image 

framing. Subsequently, these interaction terms were added to the multiple regression 

model to predict the dependent variable. Through the process above, this research 

determine whether the effect of an independent variable on a dependent variable depends 

on the value of a moderator variable. 
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One important point to note is that this study used chronic regulatory focus as a 

form of continuous variable rather than as a form of dichotomization of the data based on 

the notion that dichotomization of continuous data is unnecessary for statistical analysis 

and in particular should not be applied to explanatory variables in regression models 

(Irwin & McClelland, 2003; Royston, Altman, & Sauerbrei, 2006). Nevertheless, in 

advertising research as well as marketing and throughout the social sciences, variables 

measured by continuous scale are often converted into categorical variables by grouping 

values into two or more categories.  

For example, in three recent issues of Journal of Marketing Research, Journal of 

Marketing, and Journal of Consumer Research, 46% of the articles in which a predictor 

variable is measured continuously include at least one categorization of a continuous 

predictor variable. Almost all (88%) these instances are dichotomizations. Median splits 

are the most popular method of dichotomization (66%), though authors also employ other 

methods, such as picking a cutoff point or dividing at the middle of a scale (Irwin & 

McClelland, 2003).  

However, according to Royston et al. (2006), dichotomization may create rather 

than avoid problems, notably a considerable loss of power and residual confounding, as 

well as the use of a data-derived ‘optimal’ cutoff point leads to serious bias. Therefore, 

using chronic regulatory focus as a form of continuous variable it is expected in this 

study to reduce statistical errors created by the forced dichotomization.  

 

IV.3. SAMPLE PROFILE 

This research recruited 418 participants from the Department of Advertising 

Participant Pool in the University of Texas at Austin. Among a total of 418 students, 108 
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(25.8%) participants were exposed to the stimulus of promotion message and promotion 

image condition, 105 (25.1%) participants were exposed to the promotion message and 

prevention image condition, each of 106 (25.4%) and 99 (23.7%) participants were in the 

prevention message and promotion image condition and in the prevention message and 

prevention image condition respectively.   

The demographic characteristics of the sample were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics in SPSS. Specifically, the sample consisted of 152 (36.4%) male and 262 (62.7%) 

female students with an average age of 23 years ranging from 23 to 35. The majority of 

subjects were white (55.5%), followed by Hispanics (19.9%) and Asian (16%). 

Participants’ household income in 2013 ranged from less than $25,000 (22.0%) to 

$100,000 or more (39.2%). 

 

IV.4. HYPOTHESIS TESTING 

H1a, H1b, and H1c proposed that the relationships between recipient’s chronic 

regulatory focus orientation and dependent variables depend on the verbal message 

framing manipulated by regulatory focus (promotion-focused vs. prevention-focused). 

The results of the multiple regression analyses indicated the two-way interaction between 

recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation and regulatory-focused verbal message 

framing was a significant predictor of their attitude toward non-profit organization. In 

other words, this result supports H1b and means that there is a significant regulatory fit 

effect on the attitude toward non-profit organization [B = .294, β = .254, t(409) = 2.518, p 

=.012< .05]. 

For ease of explication, this research plotted the relationships between chronic 

regulatory focus orientation and regulatory-focused verbal message framing as displayed 
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in Figure 1. This interaction shows that promotion-focused individuals are likely to have 

a more favorable attitude toward non-profit organization after reading advertising 

message promoting forest greenification in a gain frame than message preventing forest 

destruction in a loss frame. In contrast, prevention-focused individuals are likely to have 

a more favorable attitude toward non-profit organization after exposed to prevention 

message than promotion one. These results are consistent with regulatory fit effects from 

the previous research (Avnet & Higgins, 2003; Cesario et al., 2004; Förster et al., 1998; 

Florack & Scarabis, 2006; Higgins, 2000; Higgins, Kruglanski, & Pierro, 2003; Idson et 

al., 2000; Idson et al., 2004; Labroo & Lee, 2006; Lin & Shen, 2012; Shah et al., 1998). 

 

 

Figure 1: The Interaction Effect between Verbal Message Framing and Chronic 
Regulatory Focus on Attitude toward Non-Profit Organization 

In case of H1a, there was a regulatory fit effect between chronic regulatory focus 

orientation and regulatory-focused verbal message framing on the attitude toward the ad 

[B = .419, β = .274, t(409) = 2.707, p =.007< .05] even though the set of predictors failed 

to explain a significant amount of the variability in attitude toward the ad [R2 = .028, 
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AdjR2 = .012, F(7, 409) = 1.703, P = .107 > .05]. This interaction was also plotted in the 

Figure 2 for better understanding as follows. When it comes to H1c, there was no 

significant regulatory fit effect between chronic regulatory focus orientation and 

regulatory-focused verbal message framing on the third dependent variable of willingness 

to donate. 

 

 

Figure 2: The Interaction Effect between Verbal Message Framing and Chronic 
Regulatory Focus on Attitude toward Ad 

One of the interesting things about the results is that main effect of the regulatory-

focused verbal message framing was not significant both on the attitude toward the ad (β 

= -.204, p > .05) and the attitude toward the non-profit organization (β = -.113, p > .05), 

while the main effect of the chronic regulatory focus was significant for two types of 

dependent variables. To be specific, chronic regulatory focus was a significant negative 

predictor of attitude toward the ad [B = -.227, β = -.204, t(409) = -2.054, p =.041< .05]. 

This result indicates that when individuals are exposed to the same message and 

image framing condition, promotion oriented individuals are likely to have a more 
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favorable attitude toward an ad (.227 higher score) than prevention oriented individuals. 

In addition, chronic regulatory focus was also a significant negative predictor of the 

attitude toward the non-profit organization [B = -.177, β = -.209, t(409) = -2.120, p =.035 

< .05]. This result represents that when individuals are exposed to the same message and 

image framing condition, promotion oriented individuals are likely to have a more 

favorable attitude toward non-profit organizations (.177 higher score) than prevention 

oriented individuals.  

It was hypothesized that as is the case in message framing, the visual image 

framed by regulatory focus theory moderates the relationship between recipient’s chronic 

regulatory focus orientation and their responses to dependent variables (H2abc). In 

addition, it was also hypothesized that the persuasive effects of verbal message are 

moderated by an accompanied visual image that is consistent with the compatible 

promotion or prevention framed verbal message (H3abc).  

However, the result revealed that there was not any regulatory fit effect between 

recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation and regulatory-focused visual image 

framing on the attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the non-profit organization, and 

willingness to donate; therefore, H2abc were rejected. In addition, the congruent effects 

between message (promotion vs. prevention) and image (promotion vs. prevention) 

framing both manipulated by regulatory focus theory were not statistically significant on 

any dependent variables; therefore, H3abc were also rejected.  

As we expected in H4b, the results suggested that the relationships between 

regulatory-focused message framing and image framing vary depending on recipient’s 

chronic regulatory focus orientation. According to the results of the moderated multiple 

regression analysis, the three-way interaction between regulatory-focused message, 

regulatory-focused image and chronic regulatory focus orientation was a significant 
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predictor of the attitude toward non-profit orientation [B = -.366, β = -.229, t(409) = -

2.227, p =.027 < .05].  

To be specific, in the case of promotion oriented individuals, regardless of what 

kind of message framing they are exposed to, a prevention framed image exerts a more 

favorable influence on their attitude toward non-profit organization than a promotion 

framed image. In the case of prevention oriented individuals, regardless of promotion or 

prevention-focused message framing, a prevention framed image also has a significant 

positive impact on their attitude toward non-profit organization. In other words, visual 

image framed by regulatory focus has an important role to undermine the original 

regulatory fit relationship between chronic regulatory focus orientation and regulatory-

focused verbal message framing; especially, prevention-focused image has a decisive 

impact on attitude toward non-profit organization. These relationships are represented in 

the following Figure 3 and Figure 4. However, three-way interaction effects between 

chronic regulatory focus orientation and the two framing using message and image were 

not statistically significant on the attitude toward ad and willingness to donate; therefore, 

this research failed to confirm H4a and H4c.   
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Figure 3: Three-Way Interaction Effects on Attitude toward Non-Profit Organization: 
The Relationship between Verbal Message Framing and Visual Image 
Framing under Promotion Oriented Individuals 

 

 

Figure 4: Three-Way Interaction Effects on Attitude toward Non-Profit Organization: 
The Relationship between Verbal Message Framing and Visual Image 
Framing under Prevention Oriented Individuals 
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CHAPTER V:  DISCUSSION & SUGGESTIONS  
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

This study applied the regulatory fit and value transfer theory to non-profit 

fundraising campaigns for an environmental cause, and then investigated whether there is 

a regulatory fit effect by matching certain chronic regulatory focus orientations with 

compatible regulatory-focused verbal messages (hypothesis 1) or visual images 

(hypothesis 2). In addition, this research also examined whether there is a congruent 

effect between regulatory-focused message and image framing (hypothesis 3) as well as 

whether its interaction effect moderates the relationship between recipient’s chronic 

regulatory focus orientation and their responses to three dependent variables (hypothesis 

4): attitude toward ad, attitude toward non-profit organization and willingness to donate. 

The results of this research are expected to enhance our understanding of the 

individual and joint effects of regulatory-focused framing using verbal messages and 

visual images, as well as their relative effects with a recipient’s chronic regulatory focus 

orientation on fundraising campaigns from non-profit sector. The following discussion 

contains a short summary of the key findings of the experiment, followed by a discussion 

of the theoretical and practical implications of the results for consumer research in non-

profit sector. Furthermore, this study suggests several ideas for the future research based 

on the discussion, and then reveals the theoretical and experimental limitation on this 

research.    

 

V.1. THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

According to the results of this research, there is a regulatory fit effect between 

recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientation and the compatible regulatory-focused 
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verbal message on attitude toward ad and non-profit organization. To be specific, 

individuals having a chronic promotion-focused orientation have been found to be more 

persuaded by promotion (gain or eagerness) framed message emphasizing the potential 

environmental benefits of doing donation, whereas individuals having a chronic 

prevention-focused orientation are more persuaded by prevention (loss or vigilance) 

framed message highlighting the potential environmental dangers of not making a 

donation. 

This finding is consistent with the results of the previous literature related to the 

initial regulatory focus research (Avnet & Higgins, 2003; Cesario et al., 2004; Förster et 

al., 1998; Higgins, 2000; Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003; Idson et al., 2000; Idson et al., 

2004; Shah et al., 1998) as well as the follow-up studies (Cesario et al., 2004; Florack & 

Scarabis, 2006; Lin & Shen, 2012; Sherman et al., 2006; Zhao & Pechmann, 2007) which 

have reported strong persuasive effects of regulatory fit on participants’ attitudes toward 

the message and its sponsor.  

An interesting point about the results is that the main effect of regulatory-focused 

verbal message framing was not significant either on the attitude toward the ad or the 

attitude toward the non-profit organization, which offers conflicting results with previous 

studies. Literature up to now has suggested that either promotion- (positive benefit or 

gain) focused or prevention- (negative benefit or loss) focused message framing enhances 

persuasiveness of the communication, as compared with information presented neutrally, 

but most of these studies reported that a negatively framed message is more effective on 

persuasion (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, & Unnava, 2000; Davis, 1995; Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 

1991). 

For example, Davis (1995) examined how the framing of environmental 

communication influences attitudes and responsible behavior, such as recycling, and then 
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found that a loss frame was more likely to motivate people to engage in responsible 

behaviors. This is because negatively framed messages tend to be perceived as “more 

important, salient, vivid, fear-inducing, and/or consequential” (p. 286). A similar finding 

was also found in the fundraising context. Presenting outcomes that emphasize negative 

consequences, mistakes, or inertia increases potential donors’ sense of confronting guilt 

and responsibility as well as causes them to be more concerned about loss aversion; it 

consequently enhances altruism attitude and intention (Chang & Lee, 2010; Miller & 

Krosnick, 2004) 

However, in contrast to these results reporting the superior effectiveness of 

negative framing (i.e., loss framing), the current research shows that the relative influence 

of the regulatory-focused message framing varies according to the recipient’s chronic 

regulatory focus orientation. Especially, the effect of a promotion or prevention-focused 

message kicks in when each message framing is fitting with compatible chronic 

regulatory focus orientation. Why this phenomenon happened can be explained by the 

research examining the processes underlying this regulatory fit effect.  

Evans and Petty (2003) demonstrated that when a message frame matches one’s 

regulatory focus, individuals tend to elaborate the message more by being motivated to 

spend more time on processing information that is relevant for their regulatory goals. 

According to Cesario et al. (2004), regulatory fit makes people experience a feeling of 

rightness, and this positive emotion can be transferred to the persuasion context, thereby 

increasing perceived message persuasiveness and positive opinions toward the advocated 

proposal.  

Indeed, Lin and Shen (2012) suggested that when people’s goal orientations 

match with message frames, they were more likely to find such messages easier to 

process or read; therefore, this processing fluency is a significant factor mediating the 
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relationship between chronic regulatory goals and message frames. Lee, Keller, and 

Sternthal (2010) also comprehensively examined the regulatory fit and value transfer 

mechanism by which a sense of feeling right is transferred into the following judgments 

or evaluations. They showed that messages that fit with recipients’ orientations are easier 

to process, and this fluent processing of the fit message may offer a “feel right” 

experience that enhances engagement. This increased engagement intensifies favorable 

attitudes and evaluations of the message advocacy.  

Based on these findings, future research needs to study the process mechanism 

that underlies the regulatory fit effect in the non-profit fundraising context. To be 

specific, examining whether potential donors use this simple “feeling-just-right” 

heuristics or processing fluency cue in their donation related decision making process, or 

whether other variables, such as responsibility, sympathy, and guilt which might be 

aroused in donation situation, play an important role in mediating this regulatory fit 

effect. 

One more interesting result in this research is that the effect of the regulatory fit 

and value transfer phenomenon was not significantly applied to the willingness to donate 

measure. Several studies carried out in the context of for-profit organizations have 

reported that the fit between an advertising claim and consumers’ chronic regulatory 

focus has an impact on dependent variables not only at the attitudinal level, but also at the 

behavioral level, such as product preferences (Florack & Scarabis, 2006) or purchase 

intention (Lin & Shen, 2012). However, in this research, the regulatory fit effect only 

exerts an influence on potential donors’ attitudes toward an ad and its sponsor, not on 

their willingness to donate, which might be used in predicting direct donation behavior.  

When it comes to explaining why the effects of regulatory fit were not statistically 

significant on the intention to donate variable, it is possible to assume that as a form of 
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“cause-related” communication, fundraising campaigns for environmental causes are 

characteristically different from for-profit persuasive communication. According to Das 

et al. (2008), donations to charities have characteristics that are similar to a specific social 

dilemma: a social fence. The social fence exists when the short-term negative 

consequences of a specific act prevent us from performing this act, even though it would 

entail long-term benefits for the collective. Thus, people tend to choose to do nothing 

rather than to do something in the social fence situation. When considering a donation 

situation, potential donors are faced with the choice between self-interest and other-

interest, and their short-term tendency is to keep the money for themselves instead of 

giving it to public charity. Unlike most for-profit communication that encourage 

consumers to behave mainly based on their own concerns and benefits, cause-related 

communication attempt to persuade potential donors to act in others’ best interest.  

In addition, compared to the for-profit sector, an audience tends to have more 

generalized skepticism around fundraising messages from non-profit organizations. 

According to Galetzka et al. (2006), who applied Darby and Karni’s (1973) Search-

Experience-Credence (SEC) framework to the service area, fundraising for a charity is 

considered as a service with predominantly credence attribute in which consumers should 

have the most skepticism2. This is because consumers often lack physical evidence of the 

service process (Bebko, 2000) and specified standards to evaluate the actual service 

outcome (Zeithaml, 1981). Das et al. (2008) also argued that the fact that donors cannot 

2 Darby and Karni (1973) identified three categories of goods: search, experience, and credence. Search 
goods have characteristics that can be determined by information search prior to purchase or use. 
Experience goods have characteristics that cannot be determined by searching but that require use 
experience. Credence goods have characteristics that cannot be verified by the average consumer, not even 
after purchase and consumption, because she/he lacks the technical expertise or the means to make a 
reliable assessment, or because claim verification would take an unrealistically long time. Among these 
three product categories, consumers should be most skeptical of credence goods claims, moderately 
skeptical of experience goods claims, and not skeptical of search goods claims (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 
1998). 
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directly monitor the impact of their donation has created a generalized skepticism around 

fundraising messages from non-profit organizations. 

These social dilemma and generalized skepticism in fundraising situations can 

prevent the regulatory fit effect from being translated to persuasion at the behavioral 

level. Therefore, in the current study, recipients might have difficulty indicating their 

willingness to donate directly on the spot even though they have experienced a positive 

attitude influenced by the regulatory fit. In this respect, future research should investigate 

whether framing the outcomes of environmental appeals as benefiting the individual 

(independent self-construal), or benefiting the individual’s family (interdependent self-

construal), or benefiting all humans (the metapersonal self-construal) has a differential 

impact on the effectiveness of fundraising messages, and how their relative influences 

vary depending on the regulatory-focused message framing. Furthermore, given the fact 

that skepticism erodes the credibility of advertising claims and undermines fundraising 

efficiency (Kim & Lee, 2009), future research is needed to consider potential donor’s 

skepticism as an important moderator in the cause-related communication from the non-

profit sectors.  

Finally, this paper also extends prior research by finding some significant three-

way interaction effects among chronic regulatory focus, regulatory-focused message 

framing and regulatory-focused image framing. This finding shows that the combination 

of independent variables was a significant predictor of the attitude toward non-profit 

orientation. To be specific, in the case of promotion oriented individuals, regardless of 

what kind of message framing they are exposed to, a prevention framed image exerts 

more favorable influence on their attitude toward non-profit organization than a 

promotion framed image. In the case of prevention oriented individuals, regardless of 
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promotion or prevention-focused message framing, a prevention framed image also has a 

significant impact on their attitude toward non-profit organization positively.  

In other words, a regulatory-focused visual image has an important role to weaken 

the existing regulatory fit effects between chronic regulatory focus orientation and 

regulatory-focused verbal message on attitude toward non-profit organization. This 

finding has to do with the idea that a picture is worth a thousand words (Edell & Staelin, 

1983; Houston et al., 1987; Mitchell, 1983; Schneider et al., 2001). When processing 

information in a print ad, the picture is the component initially processed (Mitchell, 

1983), and visual elements provide hypotheses or expectations as to the nature of the 

verbal appeal (Houston et al., 1987). Particularly, a prevention-focused image is proven 

to act the same way as the negative image that increases altruism toward a needy 

recipient, and thus facilitates charitable giving behaviors (e.g., child poverty, Chang & 

Lee, 2009; world hunger, Thornton et al., 1991). Accordingly, the use of a prevention-

focused photograph depicting a situation or a person in need is more effective in eliciting 

greater contributions by grabbing potential donor’s attention, and motivating their 

compassion and responsiveness, as well as enhancing self-relevance regarding the serious 

consequences if no action is taken. 

Furthermore, the crucial point to note is that among four experimental conditions, 

for both promotion and prevention orientated individuals, the print ad combined with the 

promotion-focused message and prevention-focused image produced the most persuasive 

effect on attitude toward non-profit organization. This finding provides evidence 

contradictory to a common belief, the ‘verbal-visual congruency effect,’ that message and 

picture components of the advertisement should convey the same information (Chang & 

Lee, 2009; Edell & Staelin, 1983; Schneider et al., 2001). One explanation for the 
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contrasting result could be discussed in research about the incongruent effects (Heckler & 

Childers, 1992; Houston et al., 1987; Seo et al., 2013).  

For example, Houston et al. (1987) reported a study examining the effects of 

presenting consistent versus inconsistent pieces of information between the verbal and 

visual portions of print ads. Based on schema theory, they suggested that visual elements 

provide hypotheses or expectations as to the nature of the verbal appeal, and the 

presentation of unexpected verbal information would make the audience attempt to 

resolve the discrepancy by determining the meaning or purpose of the unexpected verbal 

element. Through this process, more importantly, the increased amount of thought served 

as an important influence on the recall and recognition of various piece of information 

presented in the print ad, as well as enhanced the persuasive impact of the claim. It is 

possible to attribute this positive incongruent effect to the psychological reactance to the 

congruent stimuli in the advertisement. According to Seo et al. (2013), respondents 

judged an inclusion of the image consistent with loss-framed appeals as heavy handed, 

and it may have induced reactance; thus, they were critical of the message. Therefore, the 

likely consequence of this reactance about the advertisement including message and 

image both framed by the same regulatory focus orientation would result in less 

sympathy and fewer donations. 

In addition, given the fact that a prevention-focused image might act as a fear 

appeal, the current study supporting the incongruent effect between ad components could 

also serve as an illustration of the Extended Parallel Processing Model (EPPM). 

According to the EPPM (Witte, 1992; Witte & Allen, 2000), the effectiveness of a fear 

appeal depends on two distinct processes: threat appraisal and coping appraisal. In the 

threat appraisal process, for a fear appeal to work, people who are exposed to a fear 

appeal should appraise the threat as severe and see themselves as susceptible to the 
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danger that the fear appeal warns against. A second precondition for the effectiveness of 

the fear appeal is related to coping appraisal. Besides seeing a specific threat as severe 

and susceptible, recipients should believe that the represented action in the appeal is an 

effective counter-measure against the threat (the perceived response-efficacy), as well as 

that they are able to carry out the proposed measure successfully (the perceived self-

efficacy).  

Based on the context of EPPM, it assumes that as a prevention-framed image in 

this research, the picture of forest that has been extensively damaged would be an 

element initially processed and evoke fear arousals causing recipients to realize that the 

environmental destruction is so severe and problematic that a certain action is needed for 

solving the matter. Further, this prevention-framed image would increase recipients’ need 

for information about potential consequences and ways to improve the situation.  

At this point in time, a subsequently processed promotion-focused message, 

“With your donation to the Worldwide Forest Association, each year we could save more 

than 12-15 million hectares of forest the equivalent of 18 million football fields, from 

continued logging, mining and land conversion,” could be a helpful cue for recipients to 

evaluate the coping behavior represented in advertisement. In other words, as a coping 

appraisal, recipients might consider whether the proposed action of donation to that non-

profit organization is an effective way to solve the deforestation, or whether they believe 

themselves to have an ability to make a proposed donation or not. Through this 

mechanism, it is expected that for both promotion and prevention oriented individuals, 

the print ad combining a promotion-focused message and a prevention-focused image 

will produce the most persuasive effect on attitude toward non-profit organization. 
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V.2. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this study have several practical implications. First, this research 

suggests that persuasiveness of fundraising campaigns would be strengthened when 

donation benefits in the verbal message are framed to match the chronic regulatory 

orientations of potential donors. Therefore, as various situational factors might influence 

the temporary accessibility of the recipients’ promotion or prevention orientations, it will 

be beneficial to focus on the fit between message framing and individuals’ chronic 

regulatory focus in developing the verbal part of a headline and body copy for 

fundraising advertising.  

Especially, it has clear implications for advertising localization in global 

marketing. The focus of advertising messages in the non-profit sector has to be tailored to 

the cultural background of the potential donors. For instance, it is known that people in 

individualistic cultures (e.g., United States) are more promotion-focused compared to 

people in collectivistic cultures (e.g., China) (Aaker & Lee, 2001). Therefore, 

communicators for public charities should consider the influence of cultural background, 

which may be related to the chronic regulatory focus. 

In addition, this regulatory fit effect can be applied to communication strategies of 

the non-profit organizations dealing with gender specific issues. According to 

Sassenberg, Brazy, Jonas, and Shah (2013), gender roles and gender stereotypes indicate 

that females are sensitive, caring, dependent, and submissive, which indicates that a 

security-oriented strategy is perceived as appropriate for them. In contrast, male roles and 

stereotypes include the characteristics daring, competitive, ambitious, and persistent, 

suggesting that an achievement-oriented strategy is perceived as appropriate for males. In 

other words, there is a regulatory fit between females and a prevention focus, as well as 

males and a promotion focus. Therefore, public causes mainly targeting women (e.g., 
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breast cancer, sexual abuse, and domestic violence) need to be framed in terms of 

prevention-focused messages, whereas messages promoting specific causes for man (e.g., 

testicular cancer, and gay right) need to be developed in the light of promotion focus.  

Furthermore, non-profit organizations are able to utilize the regulatory fit between 

their program characteristics and participants on their communication strategies. For 

example, the nature of the sport charity events (e.g., the American Cancer Society’s 

Relay for Life, or the Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation’s Race for the Cure) 

tend to have a promotion-focused orientation in that sport activities naturally promote a 

healthier lifestyle through participants’ challenge, competition, and achievement. 

Accordingly, a campaign slogan and communication strategy putting an emphasis on a 

positive goal to be attained might appeal more to promotion-focused individuals that are 

considered as a main target participant of the charity sport event. On the other hand, if 

non-profit organizations devise a volunteer activity for disaster relief that is related to 

obtaining security needs, a prevention-focused message might be more appropriate for 

prevention-focused people with underlying higher level concerns with safety and 

fulfillment of responsibilities. 

Secondly, contrary to expectations, there is no regulatory fit effect between 

regulatory-focused visual images and recipients’ chronic regulatory focus orientations. 

However, this research finds out that a regulatory-focused visual image, especially a 

prevention-focused picture, has an important role to undermine the existing regulatory fit 

effects between regulatory-focused verbal message framing and recipients’ chronic 

regulatory focus orientations. Interestingly, the print ad combined with a promotion-

focused message and a prevention-focused image produced the most persuasive effect on 

attitude toward the non-profit organization for both promotion and prevention orientated 

individuals.  
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Based on this finding, this research recommends advertising practitioners to aim 

at inconsistency effects between promotion-focused verbal messages and prevention-

focused visual images in their fundraising campaigns, especially when it comes to the 

non-profit organizations dealing with more universal causes such as environmental and 

children that are not gender, or culture specific. To be specific, the use of the prevention-

focused image that is inconsistent with the information of the message framing would be 

more effective in grabbing attention and eliciting more elaborative cognitive processing 

to solve the discrepancy. Furthermore, the promotion-focused message proceeded after 

the accompanying image could provide recipients with increased self-efficacy and serve 

as an effective remedy to solve this negative arousal evoked by the prevention framed 

picture.  

 

V.3. LIMITATIONS 

The theoretical and practical limitations of this research are as follows. First, this 

study only examines the effects of message and image framing promoting environmental 

causes; thus the generalization of the findings varies according to non-profit 

organizations’ inherent nature of causes. Especially, a prevention-focused visual image 

can strengthen or weaken communication effectiveness of message depending on how 

message recipients perceive whether the nature of charitable issues can be improved or 

remedied by their donations. 

For example, in this research, a prevention-focused image of deforestation might 

arouse a negative end state leading recipients to realize that the environmental damage is 

so serious that specific actions are needed to solve the problem. Further they might 

consider the proposed donation as an appropriate and effective means of preventing the 
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environmental destruction; therefore, the negatively framed picture has a positive 

communication effect on the donation related decision-making process. However, with 

the photograph of children who are suffering from polio, which was employed by Isen 

and Noonberg (1979), participants may have reacted negatively to the image because 

they perceived that little or nothing could be done to help the person depicted when 

requests are made for the purpose of prevention of birth defects.  

For this reason, non-profit organizations have to keep in mind that even though 

most prevention-focused images might stimulate more sympathy and compassion toward 

the figure or situation in the ads, consequently, provoke more helping behavior, the 

specific cause or purpose of a solicitation may contribute to the prevention-focused visual 

image backfiring. Therefore, future research should investigate whether the varying 

nature of charitable contexts would influence the relationship between message and 

image framing effects differently.  

Secondly, this research did not consider the potential donors’ other characteristics, 

such as issue involvement, that might affect their responses to different message frames. 

According to the previous literature, loss-framed messages (e.g., by not taking this blood 

test, you can fail to find out your current cholesterol level) were found to be more 

persuasive for highly involved individuals who process the messages in detail, whereas 

gain-framed messages (e.g., by taking this blood test, you can find out your current 

cholesterol level) were more persuasive for low involved individuals (Maheswaran & 

Meyers-Levy, 1990). Therefore, further research could examine how recipients’ issue 

involvement on supporting environmental causes, or making donation as a socially 

responsible behavior influences people’s response to the advertising message and image 

both framed by different regulatory foci (promotion or prevention). 
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Thirdly, this research used a picture of forestation as a promotion-focused image 

and the picture of deforestation as a prevention-focused image. As mentioned above, the 

results showed that for both promotion and prevention oriented individuals, the 

prevention framed image exerts a more favorable influence on their attitude toward a 

non-profit organization regardless of what kind of message framing they are exposed to. 

However, this superiority effect of the negatively biased image could be attributed to the 

greater salience and distinctiveness of the prevention-focused image in this research. 

Even though the current research tried to make two different regulatory-focused images 

under the same condition to create an identical intensity of the positive or negative 

valence, the prevention-focused image would have been perceived as more salient, vivid, 

fear-inducing, and consequential.  

Finally, the present research employed student samples for facilitating the data 

sampling and having full control over the exposures in a laboratory-like setting. When 

considering the fact that most students tend not to have enough money to make a 

monetary donation, and they are more likely to engage in volunteer work for non-profit 

organizations rather than make a money contribution, the findings of the current research 

need to be confirmed with other generations. In addition, had this research suggested 

other available ways for participants to help charities’ causes, such as volunteering, 

donating their old clothes or donating their blood, the results may have been different in 

the way of increasing their intention to engage in helping behavior. Therefore, 

replications of this research by using another population or presenting other options to 

support the causes will undoubtedly contribute to the generalizability of the findings and 

a better understanding of fundraising communication. 

Also, participants were exposed to fundraising messages and images in 

circumstances where more forced viewing conditions would typically be expected. 
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Compared to real-world settings where many stimuli compete for an individual’s 

attention, in most experimental situations including this study, participants are only given 

the manipulated ad stimulus that is isolated from any other advertisements and editorial 

material. Under natural viewing conditions, the promotion or prevention-focused 

message might interact with other pictorial structures as well as the accompanying image 

within the same advertisement. Therefore, the message would be processed somewhat 

differently in a magazine where much of the content is photographs or visual images. For 

this reason, the findings of this research may be reconsidered in terms of the contextual 

effect or ad clutter in the media.  

Despite the above theoretical and practical limitations, the findings of this 

research are expected to enhance our understanding of the individual and joint effects of 

regulatory-focused framing using verbal messages and visual images, as well as their 

relative effects with a recipient’s chronic regulatory focus orientation on fundraising 

campaigns. Therefore, the current study will contribute to suggesting practical message 

and image guidelines to help communicators in non-profit organizations promoting 

environmental causes. By extension, this research will also add to a growing body of 

literature on the influence of message and image framing on people’s helping behavior 

and altruism. 
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APPENDIX1. PROMOTION MESSAGE AND PROMOTION IMAGE CONDITION 
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APPENDIX2. PREVENTION MESSAGE AND PROMOTION IMAGE CONDITION  
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APPENDIX3. PROMOTION MESSAGE AND PREVENTION IMAGE CONDITION  
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APPENDIX4. PREVENTION MESSAGE AND PREVENTION IMAGE CONDITION  
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APPENDIX 5. EXPERIMENTAL SURVEY MEASURES 
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