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We examine the impact of affective ads about global warming after a delay. We found that once emotions cooled-off, there are no

differences in pro-environmental behavior between affective and non-affective ads. Cautioning that emotions cool-off is not effective,

unless people provide a non-binding commitment just after watching the affective ad.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the internet age, visual emotional appeals have gained a 

broader audience, and hence attracted great attention from marketing 
researchers, as many short videos or ads are shared online, gener-
ally watched only once. These videos, which often request immedi-
ate action (e.g., a video about world hunger followed by a donation 
request), have become an important tool to promote action on public 
policy issues. One important question is whether these social-mar-
keting emotional materials will motivate the same action after a time 
delay once emotions have cooled off. This is especially important 
for environmental policies as many actions (e.g., purchasing a green 
product) are likely to be taken only after a time delay. 

Climate change may be an appropriate target for interventions 
using emotional ads because it has almost all the hallmarks of an 
issue about which people are likely to experience scarce moments 
of emotional arousal to motivate pro-environmental action (Loew-
enstein and Schwartz 2010). Prior research has addressed the effect 
of emotion-evoking stimuli on environmental issues, focusing on in-
tentions or attitudinal measures (Hartmann et al. 2016; Leiserowitz 
2004; Lowe et al. 2006; Matthes, Wonneberger, and Schmuck 2014). 
However, studies that only provide hypothetical opportunities for 
taking action may actually understate the effect of emotion-evoking 
stimuli by not providing real opportunities to dispel negative emo-
tions (Witte and Allen 2000). Furthermore, in most prior research, 
attitudes and intentions have been measured immediately follow-
ing the emotion-evoking stimulus, raising the question of whether 
changes in attitudes or behavioral intentions would continue over 
time. We tackle these issues by measuring actual behavior immedi-
ately following, or with a delay after, an emotion-inducing stimulus. 

We introduce two interventions to offset the effect of the time 
delay using tools that expand the literature of social marketing. First, 
as practitioners may assume that warning people about the conse-
quences of time delay is an effective tool, we examine the effect of 
warning that emotions affect behavior, but this effect diminishes over 
time. Second, we examine whether intentions, through non-binding 
commitments adopted at a moment of emotional arousal, would 
translate into actions after emotions have cooled off. 

Study 1 examines the differential impact of sadness-evoking and 
non-emotional videos, adding a time delay between videos and par-
ticipants’ decisions.  Participants (N = 687) were randomly assigned 
to watch either a sadness-evoking video or a non-emotional video, 
both previously pretested. Participants were randomly assigned to 
donate all or part of an announced $30 prize to the World Wildlife 
Fund (WWF), either immediately or one hour after they watched 
the video. We found that those who watched the sadness-evoking 
video offered to donate 25% more money right after they watched 
the video than one hour later, p = 0.03. Time had no impact on those 
who watched the non-emotional video, p = 0.57. Participants who 
watched the emotion-evoking video offered to donate more money 
(30%) than participants who watched the non-emotional video when 
donations were made just after watching the videos, p < 0.01. How-
ever, one hour after watching the videos, there was no difference in 
donations, p = 0.89. Reported sadness mediated the decrease in do-
nations, after the delay, by participants who watched the emotion-
evoking video. Based on ELM theory (Petty and Cacioppo 1990), we 
found that people with lower (vs. higher) concern for global warming 

are more affected by sadness-evoking ads and, therefore, by the effect 
of a time delay. This result was replicated in the following studies.

Study 2 examines an informative intervention in which partici-
pants (N = 520) are warned of the effect of emotions on behavior 
(“When time has passed since people have watched the video, and 
the emotions that the video evokes have cooled down, people are 
less likely to donate, and when they do donate, they donate smaller 
amounts”). We also examined whether an active choice may increase 
donations (alone or with the warning) by asking participants whether 
they would like to postpone their donation decision. This study used 
the same sadness-evoking video from study 1, with a one-day time 
window between parts. We found that participants donated 45% 
more right after watching the emotion-evoking video than when 
asked to make a donation the day after (p < 0.01). When presented 
with the possibility of postponement, participants offered a donation 
34% higher than those who could only donate the next day, p = 0.03, 
but very similar to participants who could only donate right after 
watching the video, p = 0.56. This suggests that choosing may be a 
useful strategy to avoid the diminution of donations following a de-
lay. We found that explicitly warning participants that emotions will 
diminish and affect their donations has no effect (p = 0.63).

Study 3 adds a non-binding commitment just after participants 
(N = 476) watched the sadness-evoking video (“We would like to 
ask you how much you would like to donate in the second part of 
the study”). We found that adding a non-binding donation caused 
participants to donate, one day later, an amount very similar to what 
they proposed the previous day (r = 0.96). This high correlation re-
sulted in higher donations on the second day of the study compared 
to participants who watched the same video but did not indicate any 
intention the previous day (30.8% difference; p < 0.01). 

In summary, these studies reveal that sadness-evoking videos 
induce greater donations to an environmental organization than 
non-affective videos, but this effect disappears once emotions have 
cooled off after a delay. In addition, cautioning people that emotions, 
and their effects on behavior, cool off is not effective unless people 
provide a non-binding commitment just after watching the affective 
ad so that they can translate their initial intention into action after 
the time delay. Our results help explain why emotion-evoking ads 
that seek to promote pro-environmental behavior, such as reducing 
energy use, often fail to produce sustained behavioral change, and 
they suggest that if a sustained response is sought, behavioral com-
mitments may need to be elicited in moments of high emotion. 
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