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Increased levels of smoking among young adults in the United States motivate research efforts to continually design more effective

and impactful antismoking messages. We draw on Brehm’s theory of psychological reactance (Brehm 1966) and assert that messages

integrating social disapproval themes (Pechmann and Ratneshwar 1994) with the loss of free will as a consequence of smoking are

likely to generate more favorable attitudes toward the ad. Further, we expect that such messages influence intentions to smoke

depending on whether an internal or an external cause is considered responsible for one’s decision to smoke.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the United States, people who smoke cigarettes are on the

rise.  Of all smokers , adolescents and young adults constitute the
highest percentage (United States Department of Health and Hu-
man Services 2000). Because smoking poses a threat to every organ
of the body, these rising numbers are a cause of serious concern.

These rising numbers of young smoker reflects, in part, the
successful marketing strategies of tobacco firms of years past and
it demands more creative anti-smoking messages to counter such
success. Several studies in the literature currently show that mes-
sages which define social disapproval as an outcome of smoking are
more effective in deterring the young from smoking than messages
that blame the tobacco industry ‘making’ people smoke and suffer
(e.g., Pechmann and Ratneshwar 1994). However such research
findings are not undisputed (Pechmann and Riebling 2006). For
example, certain studies have found support for the effectiveness of
messages that implicate the tobacco industry for smoking-related
suffering. Discrepancies as such motivate the need for more re-
search in antismoking messages.

In this manuscript, we build on the existing research stream
which finds support for the effectiveness of social-disapproval
messages. We introduce a concept - novel to marketing – the
construct of free will defined as the ability to make conscious
choice(s) for oneself, and opine that social disapproval messages
that integrate loss of free will as a consequence of smoking are
likely to induce more favorable ad attitudes and impactful mes-
sages. While drawing on the psychological theory of reactance
(Brehm 1966), we predict that associating an act (e.g., smoking) as
a threat to one’s freedom (that is, free will) is likely to produce
negative emotions in an individual and motivate him/her to ward off
the threat (the act or smoking).

Furthermore, we expect that a fundamental need to retain
one’s free will is inextricably associated with one’s ability to build/
maintain a self-image that is approved by society. Therefore mes-
sages that make salient loss of “free will” in addition to social
disapproval as an outcome of smoking are likely to be more
convincing than messages that make salient social disapproval
alone. We hypothesize:

H1: Nonsmokers exposed to messages that emphasize social
disapproval and loss of free will are likely to report more
favorable attitude toward the ad and  lower short term
intention to smoke than those exposed to messages  em-
phasizing  social disapproval alone.

One of two sources can be blamed for the loss of free will: the
self (internal attribution) or tobacco companies (external attribu-
tion). Past studies show that internal attributions help individuals
reaffirm the belief in themselves and in their ability to predict and
to control future events. On the other hand, external attributions
‘hand-over’ power to predict and to control future events to an
external entity. We therefore expect messages with external attribu-
tions to induce negative and self-destructive emotions of fear
because people are likely to feel helpless when an external entity
(rather than the self) is in control of their life decisions. We,
therefore, expect that when nonsmokers believe that the self (vs. the
tobacco industry) is responsible for negative outcomes of smoking,

then they are likely to report lower intentions to smoke. We also
hypothesize:

H2: Nonsmokers exposed to messages which emphasize social-
free will from an internal responsibility perspective are
likely to report more favorable attitude toward the ad and a
lower short term intention to smoke than those exposed  to
messages that suggest an external responsibility.

We created three experimental conditions to test our hypoth-
eses: a social anti-smoking advertisement and two conditions
which emphasized the loss of the smoker’s free-will either assign-
ing the blame to the smoker or the tobacco industry. One hundred
and thirty one graduate students from a major university in the
United States volunteered to participate in this experiment. Results
suggest that emphasizing simply a social perspective in terms of an
anti-smoking campaign may not be sufficient to gain maximum
advertising impact. While attributing blame for loss of free will led
to a more impactful anti-smoking advertisement relative to the
social ad alone (supporting hypothesis 1), there was only a direc-
tional difference in the hypothesized direction between the blame
conditions (not supporting hypothesis 2).  Discussion of these
findings leads to ideas for future research.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
There are two substantively and theoretically important ques-

tions regarding consumers’ response to CSR. First, do consumer
attitudes influence their willingness to reward good corporate
behavior, or punish irresponsible corporate behavior? Second, do
these attitudes ultimately influence the amount they are willing to
pay? With two experimental studies we demonstrate a strong
relationship between ethical behaviour and willingness to pay: the
ethicality of a firm’s behavior is an important consideration for
consumers and influences how much consumers are willing to pay
for the firm’s products. Consumers are willing to pay more for
ethically-produced goods, and more importantly, they demonstrate
a positive-negative asymmetry, whereby consumers will pay sub-
stantially less for unethically-produced goods.

Most marketing research has focused on the relationships
between corporate associations or expectations and consumer re-
sponse (Brown and Dacin 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001;
Creyer and Ross 1997). Most of this research, though, has focused
exclusively on the relationship between favorable corporate actions
and consumer behavior. That is, the work answers the question of
how consumers react to positive CSR activities. One of the most
generally accepted and far reaching phenomenon in psychology is
the asymmetry between positive and negative–bad versus good (for
comprehensive reviews see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer,
and Vohs, 2001; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). That is, negative and
positive information is treated differently. Our research examines
the differences in the relationship between willingness to pay and
positive (versus negative) ethical product information.

Experiments 1 and 2 test the prediction that consumers are
willing to pay more for ethical products and pay proportionately
less for unethical products. The research design involved three
between-subjects conditions where participants evaluated written
scenarios of a coffee company followed by a questionnaire. Coffee
was chosen because the subjects are very familiar with the product,
and the price range tested is well within their financial means,
making the choice as realistic as possible.

The results show that not only are consumers were willing to
pay more for ethically-produced goods, but more importantly, a
positive-negative asymmetry exists whereby consumers will pay
substantially less for unethically-produced goods. The results indi-
cate that when given information about the social behaviors of a
firm, consumers are willing to reward a firm for its behavior, albeit
only marginally more than in an unsure or no-information condi-
tion. However, consistent with previous research in other domains
on positive-negative asymmetries, participants were willing to pay
proportionately less for an unethically-produced good confirming
that negative information (unethical product information) has greater
impact than positive information (ethical product information). The
substantive mean differences between conditions, and the standard-
ized coefficients of the regression results, would suggest that the
functional relationship between ethical behavior and WTP is steeper
in the unethical direction than the ethical direction. Therefore, the
negative effects of unethical behavior have a substantially greater
impact on WTP than the positive effects of ethical behavior. Thus
our positive-negative asymmetry account extends previous re-
search in psychology and economics to show that this asymmetry
persists into the domain of social marketing. These are encouraging

results form a social welfare perspective, as they suggest that firms
should behave in a socially responsible manner.
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