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Abstract 

The following work aims to examine the relative effect of emotional messages in plant-based food 

marketing. Based on the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) we assume that 

persuasive communication can either happen through a central (informational) or peripheral (emotional) 

route. Research has shown that marketing for meat-based products predominantly uses emotional 

messages, whereas marketing for plant-based products heavily relies on informational messages 

(Papies et al., 2020). Considering the relevance of a plant-based diet from an environmental, health, 

animal, and business perspective, we aim to shed light on consumers’ decision-making processes and 

the possibility to boost plant-based product consumption through more emotional messages. We extend 

current literature by investigating the relative effectiveness of emotional, informational, and combined 

advertising for plant-based meat alternatives. Specifically, we hypothesize that emotional messages 

have a more positive effect on the consumers’ product attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, and 

brand recall than informational messages. Furthermore, we hypothesize that the motivation, ability, and 

opportunity to process information moderate this effect, and eating simulation, activation, moral 

obligations, and ad’s credibility potentially mediate this effect. Using an online-based survey with a self-

made experimental manipulation we collected data from 211 participants. While we found no support 

for our hypotheses, the findings yield some important theoretical and practical implications. Whereas 

the benefits of focusing on emotional messages in marketing communication for plant-based products 

are limited, the results suggest that enhancing eating simulation, activation, and ad’s credibility has a 

positive effect on consumers’ attitudes and intended behavior. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Aim of the Research 

“Meat is stealing our generation’s future”, - 16-year-old Swedish environmental activist Greta 

Thunberg used these words when convincing her parents to stop eating animals (Chiorando, 2019). 

Facts about climate change and the movement towards self-destruction made Greta’s parents realize 

the devastating impact of animal agriculture on the future of humanity. Moreover, facts show that not 

only is eating meat leading to climate disaster, but it also makes us vulnerable to various physical 

diseases (Greger & Stone, 2015). For many years until now the consumption of animal products is a 

seemingly integrated part of our diet. However, scientific findings prove to us the harmfulness of such a 

diet and the significant value of a plant-based diet (a diet that includes limited or no animal products). 

While the positive benefits of a plant-based diet are well researched, this has not led the majority of 

consumers to change their diet. Leading causes are a lack of awareness and ignorance (Williams, 2008; 

Macdiarmid et al., 2016). 

In fact, the majority of food choices can be characterized as mindless because they are not 

driven by nutritional needs but instead by external factors like marketing cues or our social environment 

(Chandon & Wansink, 2012). According to Harris et al. (2009), one of the most influential factors shaping 

our eating behavior is food advertising. From a theoretical perspective, the advertising message plays 

a decisive role in consumers’ decision-making process and is one of the first brand-owned touchpoints 

in the customer journey (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). From practical experience, the advertising message 

is feasible to manipulate. Therefore, the following research concentrates on the advertising message 

which is part of the promotional dimension of the marketing mix presented by Kotler and Keller (2016). 

From a critical perspective, it must be noted that all facets of the marketing mix (i.e., product, price, 

promotion, and place) are closely interrelated and difficult to separate in a pure form. 

Through advertising techniques, marketers can appeal to consumers’ “minds” through 

information-heavy messages and/or “hearts” through emotional messages and context (e.g., Shiv & 

Fedorikhin, 1999). Furthermore, research has shown that marketing for meat-based products 

predominantly uses emotional messages, whereas marketing for plant-based alternatives heavily relies 

on informational messages (Papies et al., 2020). Therefore, the aim of our research is to shed light on 

consumers’ decision-making processes and to investigate the relative effectiveness of informational, 

emotional, and combined (i.e., informational and emotional) advertising for plant-based meat 

alternatives.  
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1.2 Relevance of the Topic 

Our research is highly relevant from multiple perspectives. We are currently consuming a diet 

that is not only causing ecological disaster but also leading to chronic disease among us and the death 

of countless animals. The following chapter sheds light on the relevance of our research from four 

different perspectives; Figure 1 provides an introductory overview.  

 

Figure 1  

The relevance of our research from four different perspectives. 

 

From an environmental perspective, animal agriculture is one of the major contributors to air 

pollution, exhaustion of natural resources, and climate change (Djekic, 2015). In fact, statistics show 

that in 2010 animal agriculture was responsible for 24% of global greenhouse gas emissions and 20% 

of global CO2 emissions (Environmental Protection Agency, 2021). More recent research that considers 

deforestation due to animal farming even claims that animal agriculture is responsible for 87% of the 

total greenhouse gas emissions (Rao, 2021). Even though the 87% do not reflect the scientific 

consensus, the growing impact of animal farming on greenhouse gas emissions cannot be denied. For 

instance, it produces two extremely environment-unfriendly gasses: methane (product of enteric 

fermentation and manure storage), which affects global warming 28 times more than CO2, and nitrous 

oxide (product of manure storage and use of fertilizers), with an effect on global warming 265 times 

Environmental 
 Devastating effect of our 
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resources 
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 Air pollution 

Health 
 Enormous health-

benefits of a plant-based 
diet 

 Severe health-risks of 
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diet 

 

Animal 
 70 billion land animals 

killed every year 

 No rational justification 
for killing animals 
 
 

 

Business 
 Change of consumer 

culture 

 Increasing demand for 
plant-based products 

 Growing and highly 
profitable market 
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more than CO2 (Grossi et al., 2019). One of the biggest contributors of livestock gas emission worldwide 

is cattle, representing around 62% of the sector’s emission, compared to 7-11% produced by pigs, 

poultry, buffalos, and small ruminants altogether (Petrovic et al., 2015; The Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, 2018). Moreover, the production of meat products is highly energy-

consuming and requires a vast amount of resources, such as grains, crops, land, water, and other raw 

materials (Godfray et al., 2018; Djekic, 2015). For example, the water footprint related to the production 

of animal products is more than one quarter of the water footprint of humanity (Hoekstra, 2012). 

Interestingly, “the water footprint of any animal product is larger than the water footprint of a wisely 

chosen crop product with equivalent nutritional value” (Hoekstra, 2012, p. 3). Ultimately, the combination 

of enormous air pollution and exhaustive consumption of natural resources is resulting in a rapidly 

progressing global catastrophe - climate change. Overall, the science clearly shows the devastating 

effect of animal agriculture on our environment. Therefore, solutions are needed to push consumers to 

a more sustainable diet. By focusing on consumer’s decision making, the present work may have 

important implications for businesses and may help to influence consumers’ eating habits and reduce 

the ecological footprint of our diet. 

The relevance of our research can also be underlined from a health perspective. According to 

Hartmann and Siegrist (2017), health claims are even more convincing for consumers to switch to a 

plant-based diet than environmental claims. The American Dietetic Association (Melina et al., 2016) and 

the Association of UK Dieticians (2014) have categorically stated that a plant-based diet is nutritionally 

adequate, healthy, and safe for all stages of life including childhood and pregnancy. It is important to 

state that every nutrient and vitamin (except Vitamin B12 and Vitamin D) that we need to be healthy can 

be obtained from a plant-based diet (Rittenau, 2019). Moreover, science shows that a whole-food, plant-

based diet is the healthiest way to live (Campbell & Campbell II, 2016; Greger & Stone, 2015). 

Furthermore, it was discovered that high intakes of red meat increase the risk of cardiovascular disease 

and colorectal cancer (Godfray et al., 2018). Greger and Stone (2015) demonstrate that the 15 leading 

causes of premature death can be linked to our diet. Even though some authors claim the prevalence 

of diseases is primarily defined by our genes, there is evidence that a plant-based diet can prevent and 

even reverse some of the most common diseases like heart disease, cancer, and diabetes. However, 

not often do we get professional advice to withdraw from eating animal products (Greger & Stone, 2015). 

The reasons a whole-food, plant-based diet is not more promoted by doctors is twofold. Firstly, most 

health care professionals are simply not aware of the benefits of a plant-based diet. According to Kris-

Etherton et al. (2014), only a quarter of medical schools in the US offer a single course in nutrition. Six 
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out of seven graduating doctors felt they were inadequately trained to advise patients regarding their 

diet (Vetter et al., 2008). Secondly, the businesses operating in the health care system profit from 

treatment and not from prevention (Campbell & Campbell II, 2016). No one profits from lifestyle medicine 

other than the patient, so it is not part of medical education or practice (Hyman et al., 2009). Greger and 

Stone (2015) fittingly satirize: “A doctor a day may keep the apples away” (p. 2). Because advice from 

health professionals is scarce, it is important to have other ways to influence consumers’ diet. Even 

though plant-based meat alternatives may not be the healthiest options (in comparison to a whole-food 

plant-based diet) because they are highly processed, they can help consumers with their transition to a 

more plant-based diet and contribute to reducing disease rates. Therefore, the present work may have 

a significant impact on the health of consumers and a meaningful effect on fighting lifestyle diseases.  

In a society in which most people consume animal products and where conformity is valued, a 

plant-based diet is often dismissed as “extreme” (Francione & Charlton, 2013). Yet many consumers 

feel a cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) when consuming animal products, which leads us to the 

animal perspective. According to the nonprofit organization Faunalytics (Sanders, 2018), humans kill 

more than 70 billion animals a year for food. This excludes the number of fish and other aquatic animals 

we consume, which is estimated to be around 2,7 trillion (Rowland, 2017). This section does not provide 

a lengthy presentation of industry practices or statistics but aims to explain the underlying logic why 

consuming animal products should be considered unethical. Francione and Charlton (2013) argue that 

even though humans matter more than animals, we have a moral obligation not to impose unnecessary 

suffering on animals. If there is a conflict that necessitates deciding between a human and an animal, 

we must favor the interests of the human. However, if there is no situation of conflict there is no need to 

harm the animal. Following this logic all suffering imposed for mere pleasure, amusement, or 

convenience is unnecessary. If we are not eating animals to survive and be healthy (see the previous 

paragraph), the question is, how do we morally justify taking the life of an animal? The best justifications 

are taste, habit, tradition, and convenience. According to Rittenau et al. (2021), none of these reasons 

are a valid justification to cause pain and suffering to animals. If we agree that causing unnecessary 

harm to animals is wrong, we are obligated to adopt a plant-based diet because every time we buy 

animal-based products we directly support an industry that is causing death and suffering. Even “free-

range”, “cage-free” and other “humanly slaughtered” products include unnecessary harm because there 

is no humane way to kill someone who does not want to die (Rittenau et al., 2021). The quality of life 

we give them becomes irrelevant when we take their life away from them or, as Regan (2005) puts it: 

“The truth of animal rights requires empty cages, not larger cages” (p. 10). Nudging consumers into 
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more ethical choices can, therefore, contribute to reduce unnecessary suffering for animals and urge 

businesses to change.  

The change in consumer culture and the increased demand for plant-based alternatives has 

already caused several businesses to revise their strategy and re-conceptualize their product portfolio 

towards a more sustainable and ethical range of products. The plant-based industry is expected to grow 

and reach USD 74,2 billion by 2027 (Meticulous Research, 2020). Therefore, the present research is 

also highly relevant from a business perspective. There is a growing number of businesses that either 

offer plant-based alternatives to their traditional products or focus entirely on plant-based products. In 

the most recent past, numerous restaurants introduced plant-based products and fast-food giants 

continue to make big bets on meatless alternatives. For example, Burger King introduced a vegan 

“Whopper” in 2019 (Glenza, 2019) and McDonald’s announced the introduction of a “McPlant” line in 

November 2020 (Sandler, 2020). Most recently, Burger King temporarily turned an entire store into a 

plant-based restaurant (Burger King, 2021). As one of the largest food providers in the world Swedish 

furniture giant IKEA aims to be 50% plant-based by 2025 (IKEA, 2020). Furthermore, German food 

manufacturer Rügenwalder Mühle – a company traditionally known for producing meat – made more 

revenue with vegetarian and plant-based products than with their traditional meat products for the first 

time in their 186-year-old history (Terpitz, 2020). Similarly, companies like Beyond Meat and Impossible 

Foods that focus entirely on the development of plant-based foods have seen significant growth over 

the past few years (Meticulous Research, 2020). The present research may significantly contribute to 

the marketing of these products and help businesses to generate profits. 

 

1.3 Position of our Research Within Existing Research 

Given the relevance of the topic, we briefly introduce the most relevant literature and position 

our work within it. In a typical purchase situation in a restaurant or supermarket consumers are 

confronted with a myriad of marketing messages that influence the way they reach a decision. To gain 

a deeper understanding of consumers’ decision-making processes we aim to shed light on cognitive 

and affective processing modes. According to a number of dual-process theories, cognitive processes 

can be classified as either fast, automatic, and unconscious, or slow, deliberative, and conscious 

(Evans, 2008). The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) helps us to 

understand the circumstances under which consumers are more likely to reach conscious or 

unconscious decisions. Therefore, the model provides a pivotal and valuable framework for our study.  
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Existing literature on plant-based products is extremely scarce. Therefore, we integrate research 

concerning the food industry in general. The literature shows that marketing for unhealthy foods 

predominantly uses emotional messages, whereas marketing for healthy foods heavily relies on 

informational messages (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015). Furthermore, pioneering research suggests that 

this is well transferable to meat-based products and plant-based alternatives (Papies et al., 2020). 

Whereas meat-based foods are often described by words related to eating experiences, plant-based 

foods were more likely to be described by informational content such as ingredients (Papies et al., 2020). 

Papies et al. (2020) further demonstrate that emotional messages have the potential to increase the 

appeal of plant-based foods. However, their results were based on four ready-made meals available in 

UK supermarkets and limited to text-based descriptions. We contribute to the literature by extending this 

research to a more universal context and including visual appeals. More specifically our research 

question is: Can emotional messages advertising plant-based meat alternatives increase product 

attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, and brand recall more successfully than informational 

messages? 

 

1.4  Structure of the Work 

The present work is composed of six chapters. Following the introduction (Ch. 1 “Introduction”) 

we conduct a literature review to describe and explain important terms and definitions and lay the 

theoretical foundation of the work (Ch. 2 “Literature Review”). Based on the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986), we emphasize how marketers can profit from emotional advertising messages. Following a more 

detailed literature review and applying the theories discussed, we identify a research gap. Until now, the 

relative effectiveness of emotional, informational, and combined advertising for plant-based alternatives 

has been under-researched. To address the research question and the lack of empirical evidence we 

derive eleven hypotheses (Ch. 3 “Model Development and Deriving Hypotheses”). Subsequently, we 

create an online-based survey and develop our own experimental design to test the hypotheses. To be 

fully transparent about the research procedure, the subsequent chapter describes the research 

philosophy, research method, research subject, data collection, and analytical approach (Ch. 4 

“Methodology”). Hereafter follows a descriptive and analytical presentation of the results (Ch. 5 

“Results”). Then, we critically reflect on the results and develop implications for theory and practice. 

Finally, we take into account the limitations of the study and provide directions for future research (Ch. 

6 “Discussion”). We conclude the paper with a short conclusion (Ch. 7 “Conclusion”).  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Terms and Definitions 

2.1.1  Informational vs. Emotional Messages  

First, the key literature about the construct of emotional and informational advertising is 

introduced and reviewed as it is the focal concept of our study. The basic distinction between 

informational and emotional appeals stems from Copeland's (1924) proposition that consumers buy 

products for either utilitarian or emotional reasons. Accordingly, consumers seek utilitarian (functional) 

and emotional benefits from advertising (Shimp & Andrews, 2013). Information is the main utilitarian 

benefit consumers search for. Some of the emotional benefits that advertising can provide relate to 

consumers’ personal expression and self-esteem (Shimp & Andrews, 2013). Therefore, to provide these 

benefits, advertising message appeals can be categorized into two main areas: rational (functional) and 

emotional (Zhang et al., 2014). In the literature, these two constructs have many different names. For 

example, Stafford and Day (1995) use multiple terms to describe these constructs interchangeably, e.g., 

rational vs. emotional, thinking vs. feeling, informational vs. transformational. To avoid confusion and 

remain consistent throughout the paper, we decided to use the most common descriptions and refer to 

them as informational messages vs. emotional messages. 

According to Zhang et al. (2014), advertising that uses informational messages targets 

consumers’ rationale by communicating factual (i.e., verifiable) and objective claims about product 

attributes. Hadjimarcou (2012) echoes this description and adds that informational messages rely on 

“hard information and facts” (p. 57). For instance, cognitive claims in a food context typically convey the 

type of product taste and its intensity (e.g., sweet or spicy, strong or mild), product performance (e.g., 

health benefits and nutritional value), practical relevance (e.g., advantages of consuming the product), 

and quality (e.g., craftsmanship, products used, etc.) (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015; Roose et al., 2018). In 

contrast, emotional messages target consumers’ emotions and feelings that motivate purchase behavior 

(Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015). Such messages are affect-based rather than cognitive-based (Puto & 

Wells, 1984). According to Roose et al., (2018), emotional messages can be applied in verbal 

expression (e.g., text) as well as in the form of visual expression (e.g., images). In addition, they can 

also be used to communicate a product’s taste (e.g., how mouthwatering a product is). 
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2.1.2  Product Attitude 

To clearly define the construct of product attitude (as well as brand attitude in the next part), we 

look at the concept of attitudes first. Petty and Cacioppo (1986) and Szmigin and Piacentini (2015) refer 

to attitudes as beliefs and evaluations of something or someone. These evaluations can be based on 

“behavioral, affective, and cognitive experiences, and are capable of influencing or guiding behavioral, 

affective, and cognitive processes” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, p.127). Therefore, product attitude in our 

context refers to consumers’ evaluation of the food product.  

2.1.3  Brand Attitude 

The construct of brand attitude is widely used by consumer psychology research (e.g., Keller, 

1993; Schmitt, 2012; Faircloth et al., 2001; Szmigin & Piacentini, 2015). Faircloth et al. (2001) defined 

brand attitude as “consumer's overall evaluation of the brand” (p. 62). This implies that consumers may 

have strong or weak, favorable or unfavorable opinions about a brand which are related to a multitude 

of beliefs about it, e.g., “product-related or non-product-related attributes; functional, experiential, or 

symbolic benefits; and overall brand attitudes” (Keller, 1993, p. 5). 

2.1.4  Brand Recall 

Brand recall is defined as the ability of consumers to retrieve brand information from their 

memory when presented with “the product category, the needs fulfilled by the category, or some other 

type of probe as a cue” (Keller, 1993, p. 3). In other words, it is about how well consumers can remember 

the brand after some time has passed. Typically, one of the goals of advertising is to be on “top of 

consumers mind” (i.e., has a strong brand recall) by being strongly associated with a certain product 

category. 

2.1.5  Purchase Intention 

The term of purchase intention is rather self-explanatory and refers to how likely a consumer is 

to purchase a specific product or a brand. According to the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), 

the factors that predict purchase intention are attitude (evaluation of the behavior), subjective norm 

(social pressure due to expectations of relevant other individuals about performing the behavior), and 

perceived behavioral control (perceived ease to perform the behavior). 
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2.2 Theoretical Foundations  

2.2.1  Elaboration Likelihood Model 

Dual-process theories of social cognition emerged in the 1980s and have their roots in cognitive 

psychology (Evans, 2008). The social cognition literature is less concerned with issues concerning 

cognitive architecture and evolution but concentrates more on issues regarding consumers’ free will and 

consciousness. There are several dual-process theories in cognitive and social psychology (Evans, 

2008). They all have in common the distinction between cognitive processes that are unconscious, 

automatic, and fast and those that are conscious, deliberative, and slow (Evans, 2008). The labels 

attached to the different kinds of thinking are very diverse because different authors have proposed 

different names for the two modes of processing (Evans, 2008); Table 1 provides a non-all-inclusive 

overview. Even though there are very fine distinctions that should not be ignored, they are often used 

as synonyms in the literature. In line with Petty and Cacioppo (1986) and for the sake of simplicity, we 

refer to central and peripheral processing. 

 

Table 1  

Labels attached to dual-process theories in the literature based on Evans (2008, p. 257). 
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One of the seminal and most influential theories within social cognition is the ELM by Petty and 

Cacioppo (1986). We choose to introduce this theory because it provides a comprehensive framework 

for organizing, categorizing, and understanding the basic processes behind persuasive communication. 

Thereby the model contributes to our understanding of consumers’ decision-making processes that will 

be essential when trying to influence consumers’ purchasing behavior and attitudes towards a more 

plant-based diet.  

Prior to its development, the field of persuasive communication and attitude formation was 

characterized by conceptual differences. According to Petty et al. (1983), it was clear that two opposite 

ways of thinking had emerged in the academic literature. These distinct paths described the process of 

persuasion either as resulting from extensive consideration of problem-relevant arguments, or the use 

of various heuristic cues (Petty et al., 1983). The ELM was one of the first theories that attempted to 

integrate the conflicting research findings under one conceptual umbrella and thereby provided a 

comprehensive framework for understanding attitude change (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).  

The ELM explains two ways how persuasive communication can lead to attitude change in 

individuals: (1) The central (informational) route, and (2) the peripheral (emotional) route. Whereas the 

central route requires the careful and thoughtful assessment of information, the peripheral route is based 

on simple and on more emotional messages (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Even though Evans (2008) does 

not include the ELM in his list he agrees that emotional processing would be placed in System 1 rather 

than System 2 because emotions are specifically linked to automatic processes (Hassin et al., 2005). 

According to Petty, Cacioppo, and Schumann (1983), “research clearly indicates that neither the central 

nor the peripheral approach alone can account for the diversity of attitude-change” (p. 136). Therefore, 

the question arises under what conditions persuasive communication occurs via each of the two routes. 

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) view the extent of elaboration as a continuum and suggest that persuasion 

will occur via the central route when elaboration likelihood (i.e., the probability that one analyzes a 

message carefully) is high and via the peripheral route when elaboration likelihood is low. 

Furthermore, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) assume that persuasion via the central route is more 

enduring than persuasion via the peripheral route. Also, the central route is believed to be more 

predictive of consumers’ subsequent behavior. The effect of the persuasion is typically measured by 

attitudinal and/or behavioral effects. Figure 2 illustrates the model in a very simplified form. 
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Figure 2  

The Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion in a simplified form based on Petty and Cacioppo (1986, p. 126). 

 

 

2.2.2  Motivation, Ability, and Opportunity 

The question whether elaboration likelihood is high or low depends on certain variables that 

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) defined. Elaboration likelihood mostly depends on the individual’s motivation 

and ability to process information (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). MacInnis et al. (1991) define motivation “as 

consumers’ desire or readiness to process information in an ad” (p. 34). In contrast, ability refers to 

“consumers’ skills or proficiencies in interpreting information” (MacInnis et al., 1991, p. 34). When an 

individual is motivated and able to process information, persuasion will more likely occur via the central 

route. Conversely, individuals with a lower ability to process information (e.g., a lack of knowledge) and 

a lower motivation to process information (e.g., a lack of interest) are more likely to be influenced by 

simple and emotional messages (MacInnis et al., 1991).  

Of course, individuals are not always motivated to carefully analyze every message they receive 

(McGuire, 1968). Considering the amount of information we are nowadays bombarded with, such 

behavior would be highly time-consuming and irrational (McGuire, 1968). Therefore, several 

researchers have raised the notion of a “cognitive miser” (e.g., Kerr & Schultz, 2010; Schumann et al., 

2012). According to Schumann et al. (2012), individuals have a default setting for low elaboration. The 

motivation to process information can be influenced by a variety of factors including personal relevance, 
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the general need for cognition (NFC), the source of the information, and the information itself. Especially 

in a high involvement consumption context where consumers actively engage in extensive research 

(e.g., when buying a new car) the motivation to process information is high (Szmigin & Piacentini, 2015). 

Conversely, in a low involvement consumption context where extensive research may be less essential 

(e.g., when buying a water bottle) the motivation to process information is typically low. The ability to 

process information is mostly affected by the complexity of information and the knowledge consumers 

are drawing on (Petty & Cacioppo, 1983). It is important to note, that the motivation and ability to process 

information do not have to correlate. It is possible that the motivation to process information is high, but 

the ability to process information is low (e.g., someone with limited technical knowledge who wants to 

buy solar panels). Likewise, it is possible that the ability to process information is high, while the 

motivation to process information is low (e.g., a hungry nutrition expert who wants to buy a quick snack).  

As a practical implication, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) suggest matching executional cues (i.e., 

how the advertising is designed) with consumers’ elaboration likelihood. For example, when consumers 

are likely to process information, the advertising should include strong and issue-relevant arguments. 

Conversely, when consumers are unlikely to deeply process information, advertising should rely more 

on emotional messages and less on informational messages. Furthermore, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) 

recommend to proactively enhance consumers’ motivation (e.g., through provocative claims) and ability 

(e.g., through repetition) because enhanced levels of processing lead to more enduring attitudes. 

Haugtvedt and Petty (1992) found that the attitudes of highly involved subjects in comparison to low 

involved subjects were more resistant to change and decayed less over time. 

Batra and Ray (1986) and other authors later added the opportunity to process information to 

the set of variables determining elaboration likelihood. The factors influencing the opportunity primarily 

include the time available for looking at the information and potential distractions (MacInnis et al., 1991). 

High opportunity implies that the amount of attention directed to processing information is not impeded 

through time constraints or distraction. Especially in the present media landscapes, where consumers 

are bombarded with a myriad of advertising messages and ads are often only visible for a couple of 

seconds, the opportunity to process information becomes an important factor in the formation of 

attitudes and behavior. 

In sum, the motivation, opportunity, and ability (MOA) to process information all influence the 

level of elaboration likelihood. When all MOA levels are high, elaboration likelihood is likely to be high 

as well. When MOA levels are low, elaboration likelihood is likely to be low as well. Likewise, all possible 

MOA levels and combinations in between lead to an equivalent level of elaboration likelihood on the 
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continuum. MOA levels can be evaluated before and after advertising exposure (MacInnis et al., 1991). 

Pre-exposure levels of MOA are influenced by consumers’ individual characteristics and situational 

effects and are independent of the advertising itself. Therefore, measures of MOA have been employed 

as moderating variables in many studies in relation to the ELM (Batra & Ray, 1986; Petty et al., 1983). 

Ultimately, elaboration likelihood does not only depend on an individuals’ motivation, ability, and 

opportunity but also on the message type (e.g., informational vs. emotional messages). If a message is 

highly emotional and issue-relevant information is missing, attitude formation via the central route 

becomes less likely, even though an individual has a high motivation, ability, and opportunity (Bitner & 

Obermiller, 1985).  

 

2.2.3  Literature on the ELM 

The ELM is well-constructed, and it clearly and simply articulates the persuasion process. It has 

been used in more than 125 articles and chapters in the mass-media advertising and marketing literature 

(Schumann et al., 2012). Before we address some important limitations concerning the ELM (Ch. 2.2.4 

“Limitations of the ELM”), we give a comprehensive overview of some of the most influential studies 

conducted in relation to the ELM in the present chapter. This will help us to gain a more detailed 

understanding of consumers’ decision-making processes and equip us with the necessary tools to 

develop our own experimental design later.  

Some of the most important variables used and manipulated in relation to the ELM concern the 

advertising message (e.g., informational vs. emotional message), source (e.g., high vs. low credibility), 

channel variables (e.g., offline vs. online), and receiver (e.g., high vs. low involvement) (Schumann et 

al., 2012). For example, in one of the most cited articles in the advertising literature, Petty et al. (1983) 

have shown that different persuasive messages may be more or less effective, depending on 

participants’ involvement with them. In line with the ELM, Petty et al. (1983) found that under conditions 

of high involvement, informational messages were more effective than emotional messages, but under 

low involvement, the opposite was true. Using a magazine ad for edge disposable razors they 

demonstrated that for low involvement individuals, emotional messages (i.e., the celebrity status of the 

endorsers) had a significantly greater effect on product attitude than informational messages (i.e., the 

quality of the arguments). Moreover, they found that informational and emotional messages together 

had an even stronger effect on product attitude in this group (Petty et al., 1983). 
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Andrews and Shimp (1990) found similar results when testing advertising for low-alcohol beer. 

Like Petty et al. (1983), they manipulated the argument strength, participants’ involvement, and the 

favorability of source information. Even though low involvement subjects seemed to like strong 

arguments more than weak arguments (such as high involvement participants), their product attitudes 

were significantly influenced by the source characteristics (unlike high involvement participants). Low 

involvement subjects exhibited significantly greater attitude change when exposed to the advertisement 

supported by the more attractive source (i.e., recent graduates of a major university (attractive) vs. high 

school graduates (unattractive)). Thereby, Andrews and Shimp (1990) underline the importance of 

peripheral cues for low involvement individuals.  

Similar results were found by Allison et al. (2017) who transferred the ELM to a crowdfunding 

setting. They examined how entrepreneurs successfully persuade potential funders and found that 

issue-relevant information, such as the entrepreneurs’ education or product-specific information mostly 

matters when funders have the adequate ability and motivation to process information. Otherwise, 

peripheral cues were more successful. This was especially true for first-time funders, as well as when 

entrepreneurs asked for smaller amounts of money. Embracing group identity and characterizing the 

venture as a personal dream (i.e., peripheral cues in this case) worked exceptionally well for campaigns 

seeking relatively small contributions. Allison et al. (2017) thereby confirm the postulates of the ELM 

and support the relative supremacy of emotional messages when the ability and motivation to process 

information are low.  

While the motivation to process information was manipulated in these studies, other authors 

claim the motivation to process information primarily depends on individuals’ general characteristics. 

Independent of the situation some individuals show a tendency to process content using information, 

emotions, both, or neither (Sojka & Giese, 1997). Two important concepts that have been introduced in 

this realm are individuals’ NFC and preference for affect (PFA). Based on these constructs, Sojka and 

Giese (1997) introduced four different processing styles: thinking processors, feeling processors, 

combination processors, and passive processors (Figure 3). Whereas thinking processors prefer 

informational messages, feeling processors heavily rely on affective and emotional messages. 

Integrating these findings in the ELM it can be said that thinking processors show a high elaboration 

likelihood, whereas feeling processers typically have a low elaboration likelihood.  
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Figure 3 

Classification of individuals according to their processing style (Sojka & Giese, 1997, p. 439). 

 

Building on this research, Ruiz and Sicilia (2004) showed that advertising messages are more 

effective when they match consumers’ general processing style. For example, thinking processors have 

shown a significantly higher brand attitude and purchase intention when presented with an informational 

advertising instead of an emotional advertising. Surprisingly, Ruiz and Sicilia (2004) could not find 

similar support for the hypothesis that feeling processors are more effectively influenced by emotional 

messages. A potential explanation may be the chosen product category because they used digital 

cameras, a product that is characterized through high involvement and more cognitive in nature. Thus, 

the emotional message might have not demonstrated as much effectiveness as the informational one. 

Nevertheless, the results by Ruiz and Sicilia (2004) are highly relevant to understand consumers’ 

decision-making process because they emphasize that individual characteristics such as the overall 

NFC may play an important role in determining the effectiveness of informational and emotional 

messages. 

The notion that informational messages are relatively more effective is also supported by one of 

the most recent studies conducted by Li et al. (2021). They transferred the ELM to a medical setting and 

used the model to understand what factors influence a patient’s decision to engage in online health 

communities. They regarded information about the technical quality and the quality of the medical 

service as central cues and electronic word of mouth (eWOM) as peripheral cue. According to Li et al. 

(2021) both had a significant effect on patient’s decision-making, however, the informational messages 

had a stronger positive effect. From a critical perspective, it must be said that eWOM could also be 

interpreted as informational content because reviews provide valuable information for consumers. Also, 

similar to Ruiz and Sicilia (2004) they used a product category that is highly cognitive in nature.  
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In contrast, Matthes et al. (2014) applied the ELM to a product that is less cognitive in nature, 

i.e., low involvement product. They investigated the effect of informational and emotional messages on 

the brand attitude of a laundry detergent. Using an experimental study, they compared the effect of an 

informational ad emphasizing the environmental benefits of the laundry detergent and an emotional ad 

presenting a pleasant natural scenery (see Figure 4). Moreover, they included a combined ad using 

both strategies, and a control stimulus just depicting the laundry detergent (Matthes et al., 2014). 

 

Figure 4 

Informational and emotional advertising stimulus used by Matthes et al. (2014, p. 1892). 

 

 

According to Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez (2009), most experts recommend using 

informational messages in green advertising assuming consumers are highly involved and concerned 

about environmental effects. Yet, Matthes et al. (2014) demonstrate that emotional ads are more 

powerful. The emotional and combined ad had a highly significant and strong positive indirect effect on 

brand attitude through ad evaluation, whereas the informational ad only had a barely significant indirect 

effect. Following Matthes et al. (2014), the informational ad was only successful when consumers scored 

high on green purchase behavior or green product attitudes (i.e., high involvement). The results are 

especially interesting for our study because they are based on a product that is characterized by 

relatively low involvement. It indicates that informational messages promoting environmental claims – a 

strategy that is often copied by plant-based products as we will see in Ch 3.1 “Status quo of food 

advertising” – has a significantly less positive effect on brand attitude than emotional messages.  
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The overall tendency that high involvement products may benefit more from informational 

messages, whereas low involvement products benefit from emotional messages is further supported by 

Akbari (2015). Using a laptop and sunscreen as a high and low involvement product respectively, Akbari 

(2015) empirically investigated the effect of informational and emotional messages on attitude towards 

the ad and purchase intention. In summary, the results suggest that both messages have a positive 

effect on both variables. Even though Akbari (2015) designed all messages in text form without 

incorporating any visual appeals, she could demonstrate that for the laptop informational messages 

were more influential, while for the sunscreen emotional messages had a more significant effect. 

Likewise, Zhang et al., (2014) showed that emotional messages led to higher purchase intention for 

experience-based services (e.g., restaurants, airlines), whereas informational messages were more 

effective for credence services (e.g., dentists, hospitals). This is in line with the contingency approach 

by Holbrook and Shaughnessy (1984) which assumes that the relative effectiveness of informational 

and emotional advertising highly depends on the type of product.  

Moreover, Lee and Heere (2018) used the ELM in a sports consumption setting. As value-

expressive (symbolic) products, such as attending a football game or wearing a jersey, are primarily 

consumed for affective and self-expressive purposes (Mano & Oliver, 1993), Lee and Heere (2018) 

suggest that emotional advertising guides sport consumer behavior more effectively than informational 

and combined advertising. Their results confirmed that emotional messages have a significantly greater 

effect on ad attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, and merchandise consumption than 

informational advertising. While the findings are limited to a United States college football setting, there 

is little reason to assume that the symbolism connected to sports is limited to this setting (Lee & Heere, 

2018). On the one hand, the ticket purchase for sporting events may be considered a high involvement 

decision because there are many things to consider (e.g., date, time, location, seat category, etc.). On 

the other hand, sports consumption can be characterized as very emotional, and therefore, qualifies as 

a high involvement feeling product (such as sports cars, jewelry, and luxury clothing) (Lee & Heere, 

2018). Therefore, the results do not contradict previous ELM research and support the suggestion that 

especially products that are less cognitive in nature can benefit from emotional appeals (Akbari, 2015). 

In line with prior research (Matthes et al., 2014), Lee and Heere (2018) also suggest that combined 

advertising has a more positive effect than informational advertising alone. This finding implies that 

emotional and informational content does not necessarily interfere with each other, and emotional 

messages do not diminish when combined with rational information (Lee & Heere, 2018). 
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In summary, the present chapter has shown the diverse application of the ELM in the literature. 

The accumulated research has shown that consumers’ involvement as well as previous experience, 

individual characteristics (Ruiz & Sicilia, 2004), and the product category play a key role in consumers’ 

decision-making process. At first glance, the literature has shown inconsistent and somewhat 

contradicting results. While some authors suggest informational messages to be superior (Li et al., 2021; 

Ruiz & Sicilia, 2004), others recommend the use of emotional messages (Lee & Heere, 2018; Matthes 

et al., 2014).  

However, the studies advocating for informational messages were primarily based on products 

that are rather cognitive in nature, and therefore, characterized by high involvement (e.g., digital 

cameras, laptops, or medical services). Conversely, when studies used products that are typically 

characterized by either low involvement (e.g., low-alcohol beer, laundry detergent, or sunscreen) or 

affect (e.g., sports consumption) emotional messages seemed to influence attitudes stronger than 

informational messages. Nonetheless, the transferability to other product categories like plant-based 

meat alternatives remains unclear. To gain a deeper understanding of the ELM in a food context we will 

go into a more detailed analysis in Ch. 3.3 “Current State of Research”. 

 

2.2.4  Limitations of the ELM  

Over the past three decades, the ELM has not been without criticism. The model was introduced 

by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) more than 30 years ago and has been modified, revised, and extended 

(Kitchen et al., 2014). Therefore, it is appropriate to question the model’s validity and relevance (Kitchen 

et al., 2014). Without understanding the model’s limitations, “there will likely be uncontrolled conceptual 

drift that decreases the usefulness of the ELM” (Schumann et al., 2012, p. 59). Therefore, the following 

chapter outlines the main points of critique and shows how other dual-processing theories can help to 

complement the ELM; Table 2 provides a quick first overview. 
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Table 2  

Limitations of the Elaboration Likelihood Model and how we address them, based on Bitner and Obermiller (1985) and 

Kitchen et al. (2014). 

 

 

Firstly, the ELM focuses on the media landscape of the 1980s, however, the forms and 

distribution of advertising have changed dramatically (Kitchen et al., 2014). Thus, managers who rely 

on the ELM as a framework may risk overlooking new technological developments and digital trends 

(Kitchen et al., 2014). While this may be a valid concern, several other dual-process theories use a 

similar distinction more than 20 years later. For example, Strack & Deutsch (2004) differentiate between 

an impulsive and reflective system and Evans (2006) distinguishes between heuristic and analytic 

processing modes. Considering the prevalence of central and peripheral cues in the current media 

landscape, such a differentiation perfectly makes sense. Our analysis of the current advertising 

landscape (Ch. 3.1 “Status quo of Food Advertising”) discloses that a differentiation between 

informational and emotional messages is still adequate and accurate. The majority of advertising 

messages can still be defined as informational, emotional, or both (Zhang et al., 2014). Schumann et 

al. (2012) recognize: “It is rare for a model or theory to have such consistency over its lifespan” (pp. 58-

59). Therefore, this limitation does not critically affect our application of the ELM.  
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Secondly, the ELM only focuses on the two extremes of the continuum – high elaboration 

likelihood and low elaboration likelihood (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985; Kitchen et al., 2014). However, 

depending on an individual’s motivation, ability, and opportunity also possible levels in between should 

be taken into consideration. According to Kitchen et al. (2014), a continuum inherently “ought to show a 

natural progression from high to low involvement” (p. 2039). Even though several studies were 

conducted to examine the effect of moderate elaboration likelihood, this one effect is not sufficient to 

explain the myriad of effects that occur along the way on the continuum (Kitchen et al., 2014). By 

controlling for consumers’ motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information we aim to account 

for individual levels of elaboration likelihood.  

Thirdly, central and peripheral cues can be processed simultaneously (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985; 

Kitchen et al., 2014). While the ELM presents the two routes as alternatives, literature shows that central 

and peripheral cues can be highly interactive. Whereas issue-relevant arguments may be processed via 

the central route, images or background music may be simultaneously processed via the peripheral 

route. Rather than viewing affect and cognition as a dichotomy on a continuum, Sojka and Giese (1997) 

conceptualized an independent but interactive relationship between both. Viewing affect and cognition 

as points along a continuum automatically implies that they are negatively correlated. However, it is very 

unlikely that individuals solely rely on either information or emotions in their decision-making processes 

(Sojka & Giese, 1997). As mentioned in Ch. 2.2.3 “Literature on the ELM”, Sojka and Giese (1997) 

introduced four different processing styles. Whereas thinking processors prefer informational messages, 

feeling processors heavily rely on affective and emotional messages. Extending the research by Petty 

and Cacioppo (1986), Sojka and Giese (1997) also introduced combination processors who are 

comfortable using either processing style (see Figure 3). 

Several other studies have shown that the central and peripheral routes of persuasion are not 

mutually exclusive. For instance, Lee and Heere (2018) and Matthes et al. (2014) have underlined that 

combined messages can work just as effectively as emotional or informational messages alone. 

Furthermore, Strack and Deutsch (2004) describe how reflective (central) and impulsive (peripheral) 

processes can interact at various stages of processing. Even though Strack and Deutsch (2004) focus 

on social behavior and not on the formation of attitudes we can use this dual-processing approach to 

complement the ELM. Finally, in response to this criticism, Petty et al. (1987) argued that the ELM does 

not preclude simultaneous processing. According to Petty et al. (1987), the ELM merely suggests that 

in some situations peripheral cues dominate central cues and vice versa. We address this limitation by 

including a “combined” condition where we combine central and peripheral cues. This way we 
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acknowledge simultaneous processing and eliminate one of the most frequently raised concerns 

regarding the ELM. 

Furthermore, the ELM does not define central and peripheral cues (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985). 

Even though Petty and Cacioppo (1986) are clear about the distinction between two different ways of 

processing information (i.e., the central vs. peripheral route), they never define what is deemed as 

central and what can be considered peripheral. Bitner and Obermiller (1985) critically note that 

marketers and practitioners cannot directly control the processing style but only the specific cues. Thus, 

to increase communication effectiveness it would be greatly beneficial to know which cues are 

processed centrally and which cues are processed peripherally. 

This in fact leads to another problem because different individuals may process the same cues 

differently (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985). Whereas one person may process background music 

peripherally, another person may process the music centrally. Bitner and Obermiller (1985) note that “in 

an environment where attention is free to roan, many peripheral cues such as music, images, humor, 

may attract enough attention to elicit central processing of their own” (p. 3). Especially in the absence 

of central cues, peripheral cues can be processed via the central route (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985). For 

example, Petty and Cacioppo (1980) used the model’s attractiveness as a peripheral cue in a shampoo 

ad. Yet, their results indicated that subjects used attractiveness as a central cue to prove the shampoo’s 

performance. Even though this criticism is highly valid there is a scientific consensus about which cues 

are objectively central and which are not. Whereas informational messages relate to the audience’s self-

interest, emotional messages stem from the experiential side of consumption (Kotler & Armstrong, 

2009). As outlined in Ch 2.1 “Terms and definitions”, we regard messages concerning a product’s 

quality, economy, value, or performance as informational messages and messages provoking negative 

or positive emotions as emotional messages.  

Finally, in line with Greenwald and Leavitt (1984), Petty and Cacioppo (1986) argue that the 

peripheral route of processing results in less enduring attitudes that are less predictive of subsequent 

behavior. However, this assumption is based on weak empirical evidence. Research has shown that 

peripheral messages can also lead to long-term attitude change (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985). As we 

argue in favor of peripheral messages, we willingly accept this criticism of the ELM. From the viewpoint 

of our study, this “weakness” can be considered a “strength” for our research. 

In summary, this chapter has shown some important and valid limitations of the ELM. While we 

must accept that peripheral messages can also be processed via the central route and vice versa, we 
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found ways to address the remaining five limitations. Whereas limitations number 1-4 (see Table 2) 

could be eliminated through the complementation of other dual-process theories and more up-to-date 

research, limitation number 6 even turned out to be beneficial for the purpose of this study. Having 

understood the theoretical background and being aware of potential limitations, in the next chapter we 

narrow our focus to the literature concerning foods and beverages, and the emerging research around 

plant-based products. 
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3. Model Development and Deriving Hypotheses 

3.1 Status quo of Food Advertising 

As research regarding plant-based products is relatively scarce we mostly refer to literature 

about food and beverages in general. We review the existing research and check to what extent it has 

been applied to a plant-based context. Based on this we identify a research gap and derive our 

hypotheses.  

The current practice in communicating the benefits of food products shows the following pattern: 

healthy foods are predominantly advertised through informational messages that emphasize health 

benefits, whereas unhealthy products heavily rely on emotional messages that appeal to consumers’ 

feelings. Bublitz and Peracchio (2015) observed this pattern in food and beverage marketing. According 

to Bublitz and Peracchio (2015), healthy food ads use cognitive methods to inform about healthiness by 

informing consumers about the nutritional value and related health benefits. In contrast, unhealthy food 

ads focus on conveying pleasure and indulgence by using sensory experience and encouraging 

impulsive behavior (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015). Also, Maddock and Hill (2016) found that unhealthy 

food ads usually adopt messages of happiness and wellbeing, although in reality these foods can 

depress mood rather than improve. Similarly, Turnwald et al. (2017) investigated meal names from the 

menus of restaurants in the US and discovered that healthy dishes were less likely described with 

emotional messages than regular dishes.  

The ELM provides a solid framework to explain the observed differences and the popular choice 

of informational messages for healthy food advertising. Since the generally accepted norm in society is 

to aim for a healthy lifestyle and diet, the informational messages, that are processed via the central 

route, can guide the wanted behavior and long-term attitude change (Petty et al., 2009). Healthy food 

messages aim to inform people about the potential benefits, therefore, informational messages are more 

popular than emotional ones for this product category. The same logic applies in reasoning emotional 

unhealthy food advertising. As these products do not provide any health benefits, the aim is to appeal 

to consumers’ hedonic needs and short-term rewards by guiding consumer attitudes and behavior via 

the peripheral route. This way people are lured into spontaneous indulgent behavior without considering 

harmful long-term consequences. 
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Papies et al. (2020) showed that this overall pattern is well transferable to meat-based products 

and plant-based alternatives. Whereas meat-based products are predominantly advertised by emotional 

messages (similar to unhealthy foods), plant-based products heavily rely on informational messages 

(similar to healthy food). Appendix 1 illustrates these findings by showcasing one of the most recent 

marketing communications from Beyond Meat and Kentucky Fried Chicken. By analyzing the words 

used in descriptions of ready meals available in UK supermarkets, Papies et al. (2020) demonstrated 

that the labels of meat-based products contain significantly more sensory and action words (such as 

taste) than vegetarian foods. Furthermore, the labels of meat-based products contained fewer factual 

claims about ingredients or health facts, compared to the non-meat counterpart foods (Papies et al., 

2020).  

In addition, Hoek et al. (2011) report that the main barriers to eating meat alternatives in the 

Netherlands and UK are the unfamiliarity with meat substitutes and the lower sensory attractiveness in 

comparison to meat. Until recently meat substitutes were mostly aimed at and consumed by vegetarians 

and vegans and emphasized nutritional and ethical aspects (Hoek et al., 2004). Even though meat-

eaters acknowledge the environmental and ethical benefits this is not something of major importance to 

them (Bryant, 2019; Hoek et al., 2011; Lea & Worsley, 2003). To make plant-based alternatives more 

attractive for non-vegetarians and non-vegans, Hoek et al. (2011) strongly advise against the 

communication of environmental and ethical arguments but to significantly improve the sensory appeal 

and resemblance to meat.  

Several studies also mention the enjoyment of eating meat (Lea & Worsley, 2003), the relatively 

high price of plant-based alternatives (Bryant, 2019; Hoek et al., 2011), practical reasons, and social 

concerns (Lea & Worsley, 2003) as barriers to eating plant-based alternatives. However, these reasons 

lie outside the scope of this study and will be disregarded in the following. Instead, we keep our focus 

on the promotional aspect.  
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3.2 Practical Examples 

Positioning healthy products in a more exciting way should theoretically change consumers’ 

likelihood to consume these products in a favorable way (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015). Hitherto, there are 

relatively few producers of healthy foods that have leveraged emotional messages in their marketing 

communication so far.  

Englund et al. (2020) collected evidence of 13 health-branding campaigns of food and beverages 

in the US between 1990 and 2016. The health-branding strategies of these campaigns aimed to show 

that healthy food can be fun, enjoyable, and socially rewarding. For example, in 2010 Bolthouse Farms 

launched a campaign to increase sales and intake of baby carrots. Their famous catchphrase “Eat ‘Em 

Like Junk Food” appealed to consumers’ hedonic needs for instant gratification, which usually is 

experienced when consuming junk food (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015; Englund et al., 2020)1. The 

company developed an innovative campaign, including TV, print, and digital ads to make baby carrots 

appear like Cheetos, Doritos, and other unhealthy snack foods. The campaign did not promote any 

health benefits, e.g., that carrots are rich in beta carotene or that they can help in losing weight. CEO of 

Bolthouse Farms, Jeffrey Dunn, explains his campaign saying it is a “silly use of advertising dollars to 

tell people that vegetables are healthy” (McGray, 2011). According to Dunn (2015), the campaign was 

an instant hit, generating significant media attention and boosting sales by up to 13%. 

Another more recent example of branding and advertising something healthy in a more 

emotional way is the American start-up Liquid Death. The California-based company sells mountain 

spring water in tallboy cans with heavy-metal branding and tells people to “Murder Their Thirst” 2. Their 

marketing messages say nothing about the health benefits of drinking water. Instead, they rely on edgy 

and controversial communication that appeals to consumers’ sense of humor and/or disgust. According 

to the mission statement on their website, their goal is taking “the world’s healthiest beverage and 

making it just as unnecessarily entertaining as the unhealthy brands across energy drinks, beer, chips, 

and candy” (Liquid Death, 2021). 

These examples verify theoretical assumptions that emotional messages can work – and 

potentially work even better than informational messages – to promote healthy products. However, both 

companies’ success is based on multiple components and, more importantly, a high marketing budget. 

                                                

1 The following video provides a quick and fun overview of the campaign: Baby Carrots: Eat Em Like Junk Food 

2 The following video gives an impression of Liquid Death’s marketing: Liquid Death: Hey Kids, Murder Your Thirst 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDewR2jM138
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYkKBXqqunE


 

33 

Liquid Death raised USD 23,0 million in funding (Cutchin, 2020), and Bolthouse Farms reportedly spent 

about USD 25,0 million on their campaign (Englund et al., 2020). However, many healthy food marketers 

face the substantial challenge of a restricted budget compared to the tremendous sums spent by the 

unhealthy food industry (Pettigrew, 2016). Therefore, the question arises whether their success can be 

replicated by simple and inexpensive advertising messages. The following chapter aims to answer this 

question by analyzing the current state of research and reviewing examples from academia. More 

importantly, at the end of the chapter, we assess whether these examples can be transferred to plant-

based alternatives.  

 

3.3 Current State of Research 

In this chapter, we focus on the current state of research regarding our research question. In the 

first part of this section, we examine if and how emotional messages can increase the appeal of healthy 

products. In the second part of this section, we assess whether there is reason to assume that this is 

transferable to a plant-based setting. Together, this will lay the ground for identifying the research gap 

that will be addressed in the next chapter (Ch. 3.4 “Research gap and Deriving Hypotheses”).  

Based on the existing literature, we can see that applying emotional messages to plant-based 

product marketing could be a feasible and easily achievable practice. It can be as easy as changing the 

name of a product. An experiment conducted by Wansink et al. (2005) confirmed that perceptions of 

foods get improved when restaurants change descriptions of their menus, e.g., from “Grilled Chicken” 

to “Tender Grilled Chicken” (p. 395). One of the ways to ensure the effectiveness of this approach is to 

focus on conveying the pleasure that food can provide. This idea was proposed by Pettigrew (2016) as 

one of the means to promote a healthy diet and to fight the global obesity crisis. Pettigrew (2016) puts 

fault on commercial marketing that normalized unhealthy foods and at the same time trusts in its power 

to implement new methods to encourage healthy food consumption. When figuring out the drivers for 

food choices, Chandon and Wansink (2012) show that nutrition ranks last after taste, cost, and 

convenience. Since health-focused approaches often are inadequate motivators for people to engage 

in a healthy diet, the concept of food pleasure has a high potential to fix this. Therefore, pleasure related 

to preparing, eating, and sharing healthy foods is the way to reframe healthy foods (Pettigrew, 2016). 

Turnwald et al. (2017) also aimed at busting the notion of “the healthier, the less tasty” and 

increasing vegetable consumption by using flavorful, exciting, and indulgent descriptions. Their study 
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was based on a discovery by Crum et al. (2011) who showed that when people consume something 

with an indulgence mindset, they feel fuller and more satisfied, compared to when people consume 

something with a belief that it is healthy. Thus, Turnwald et al. (2017) found that labeling vegetables 

with indulgent descriptors (e.g., “sweet sizzlin' green beans and crispy shallots”) made people choose 

vegetables significantly more often than vegetables labeled with basic (e.g., “green beans”), healthy 

(e.g., “light ‘n’ low-carb green beans and shallots”) or healthy positive descriptions (e.g., “healthy energy-

boosting green beans and shallots”) (p. 1217). Therefore, not only can indulgent framing make a 

consumer feel more satiated after consuming a product, but it can also increase selection and 

consumption intention of a product when it uses indulgent labeling (compared to healthy labeling). 

Similar findings were presented by Vadiveloo et al. (2013) in their research about health claims 

vs. taste importance in food consumption and self-reported satiety. In line with the findings from Crum 

et al. (2011), respondents themselves believed that foods with health labels are less filling than the 

same foods with taste labels. Therefore, healthy foods with “hearty” labels were consumed significantly 

more often than the ones with “healthy” labels (Vadiveloo et al., 2013). Interestingly, this direction of the 

effects depends on the personal value for food taste. Individuals who have high taste importance, eat 

more and feel fuller when consuming hearty-labeled vs. healthy-labeled meals, whereas individuals who 

have low taste importance eat less but feel just as full when consuming hearty-labeled meals (Vadiveloo 

et al., 2013). That means that, even though the effectiveness of the taste messages varies individually, 

this advertising approach has the potential to increase healthy food consumption. 

Moreover, taste is also discussed in the field of sensory perception within marketing. Yet, this 

time, unhealthy food ad techniques cannot be successfully applied for healthy food advertising. Elder 

and Krishna (2010) examined the effect of verbal sensory advertising on the perceived taste of unhealthy 

products (chewing gum, potato chips, and popcorns). The experiment used two types of ads: one 

described different sensory experiences of the product (taste, smell, texture) called multiple-sense ad, 

the other described only taste experiences called single-sense ad. The results showed that the ad 

mentioning multiple sensory experiences increased taste perception and positive thoughts about senses 

(Elder & Krishna, 2010). Therefore, unhealthy foods are more appealing when not only the taste but 

also the sensory experience of consuming them is highlighted. However, these outcomes cannot be 

applied to healthy products. In fact, the findings by Roose and Mulier (2020) show the opposite trend – 

the study conducted on cherry tomatoes advertising found that single-sense ads increase taste 

perceptions and advertising effectiveness more than multiple-sense ads. It was also found that multiple-

sense ads evoke more negative thoughts than single-sense ads used for healthy food. When the level 
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of persuasion in healthy food advertising is high, it can be perceived as “overselling” (Roose & Mulier, 

2020). Also, the study shows the practical application of these results as the same effect was found 

both, in verbal ads (e.g., slogans) and visual ads (e.g., pictures) (Roose & Mulier, 2020). Therefore, 

consumers are drawn to choose healthy products when only one sense, e.g., taste, is promoted in the 

ads.  

Another creative advertising strategy to promote healthy products is to portray them in a fun and 

enjoyable way. For example, Samson and Buijzen (2020) found that fruits and vegetables depicted as 

ripe and enjoyable, and communicated through hedonic and pleasure messages stimulated attention, 

memory, and emotions. This method is especially popular among children and adolescents, where 

cartoon characters and premiums are used in food advertising to nudge the young consumers’ 

purchasing behavior (Kelly et al., 2010). Yet, advertising techniques directed towards children differ from 

those directed towards adults because of their different cognitive and social development stages 

(Piaget, 1964), where each of them requires unique researchers’ and marketers’ attention. For this 

reason, we do not continue investigating the current state of research on food advertising towards 

children. 

In summary, theoretical and practical evidence proves the widely spread inefficiency of health 

labels. Pleasure, excitement, indulgence, taste, fun, and enjoyment – these are the tools of emotional 

advertising that academic research provides us with to transform healthy advertising easily and 

effectively. To understand and explore this topic even further, we examine the literature regarding plant-

based products and investigate the reasons why emotional advertising techniques potentially make 

plant-based products more attractive. 

 

Transferring these findings to a plant-based context 

Papies et al. (2020) were among the first to transfer these findings to a plant-based setting. 

According to Rees et al. (2018) meat consumption is largely guided by non-conscious processes like 

perceived pleasure and habits. In line with the previously presented research about healthy and 

unhealthy food (e.g., Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015), Papies et al. (2020) argue that interventions focused 

on conscious processes such as raising awareness for the environmental benefits are not likely to lead 

to major shifts in consumer behavior. Papies et al. (2020) concentrate on the language used to label 

and describe plant-based products. Based on their previous study (ref. study 1, pp. 3-5), where they 

demonstrated that meat-based products commonly use more sensory appeals than vegetarian and 
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plant-based products (see Ch. 3.1 “Status quo of Food Advertising”), they aimed to investigate whether 

emotional descriptions increase the attractiveness of plant-based products. They manipulated the labels 

of meat-based and plant-based products in a way that sensory, contextual, and hedonic features were 

compared with equally long control labels. Whereas sensory features refer to the taste, flavor, and 

texture of a product (e.g., fragrant, spiced, soft), contextual features refer to situation-related 

characteristics (e.g., lunch, family-style, pub) and hedonic words (e.g., indulgent, flavorful, tasty). In 

contrast, descriptions used for the control condition only referred to ingredients (e.g., mushroom, 

vegetables), food categories (e.g., burger patty, roast), or composition of the food (e.g., added, 

assorted). Examples of the food descriptions used by Papies et al. (2020) are depicted in Table 3. 

 

Table 3  

Examples of food descriptions (Papies et al., 2020, p. 9). 

 

Note. Sensory words are underlined, hedonic words are bolded, and context words are italicized. 

 

Participants were presented with a wide range of vegan and non-vegan ready meals available 

in UK supermarkets Papies et al. (2020). Subjects were then asked to indicate how attractive they found 

the dish on a 100-point visual analog scale (VAS), ranging from “not attractive at all” to “very attractive”. 

Contrary to their predictions, the results suggest that labels featuring one of the conditions had no 

significant effect on perceived attractiveness (ref. study 2, pp. 5-8). However, labels combining sensory, 

context, and hedonic words significantly increased attractiveness ratings (ref. study 3, pp. 8-11). Even 

though the results were highly significant (p = ,002), they only revealed small differences in relation to 
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the reported mean values (M Control = 53, SD = 12,0; M Experimental = 56, SD = 13,0) and a relatively small 

effect size (Papies et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, meat-based products were rated significantly more attractive than plant-based 

products (Papies et al., 2020). Especially frequent meat-eaters found plant-based products less 

attractive. However, this effect was attenuated when plant-based foods were advertised through 

sensory, contextual, and hedonic descriptions. In general, highly regular meat-eaters, among whom a 

change in eating habits would be most important, were more effectively influenced by the experimental 

descriptions than others. Therefore, sensory, contextual, and hedonic descriptions may be successfully 

applied to target regular meat-eaters and alleviate their aversion to plant-based foods. While both, 

description type and food type, had a significant main effect, there was no interaction effect. The effect 

of description type on attractiveness was not stronger for plant-based products than for meat-based 

products. Nevertheless, the results suggest that sensory, contextual, and hedonic descriptions can 

potentially be used to make plant-based products appear more enjoyable and to motivate consumers to 

choose them (Papies et al., 2020).  

Moreover, Papies et al. (2020) base their argumentation on the grounded cognition theory of 

desire (Papies & Barsalou, 2015). According to Papies et al. (2020), emotional descriptions are relatively 

more successful because they trigger eating simulations or re-experiences of eating and enjoying food. 

In fact, the exploratory analysis suggests that eating simulations might mediate the effect of simulation-

based descriptions on perceived product attractiveness. 

 

Eating-simulations 

According to the grounded cognition theory (Barsalou (2008), the knowledge we possess about 

something comes from our previous experiences in the relevant field. Hence, external objects can 

activate simulations that come from our knowledge and, in turn, support goal-directed behavior 

(Barsalou, 2009; Papies & Barsalou, 2015). In line with this thought, Papies (2013) states that certain 

mechanisms are triggered in one’s head when presented with a certain product. For example, when an 

individual sees a bag of chips, the following thoughts, also called representations, might be triggered 

based on previous eating experience: chips are fried potatoes, they contain a lot of fat, they taste salty 

and crunchy, and are nice to enjoy with friends. The spontaneously activated representations trigger 

eating motivation which drives the desire to consume chips (Papies & Barsalou, 2015). With this in mind, 
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Papies (2013) says that it is instrumental to comprehend these representations of food in order to 

understand how food choices are made. 

To do so, Papies (2013) compared the types and number of features mentioned by participants 

when presented with names of tempting foods (attractive but unhealthy, e.g., chips, cookies, ice-cream) 

vs. neutral foods (less attractive but healthy, e.g., rice, apple, cucumber). This leads to the pool of 

features of taste, texture, and temperature, hedonic features, eating situation, visual features, non-

eating situations, health features, and other features. Eating simulations are comprised of three of these 

features: (1) simulations of foods taste, texture, and temperature (e.g., salty, crunchy, cold), (2) hedonic 

enjoyment (e.g., tasty, not tasty), and (3) eating situation (e.g., for parties, at night, together with friends). 

The results showed that tempting foods were described significantly more often with features of eating 

simulations than neutral foods (Papies, 2013). Neutral foods were more frequently described with visual 

features (e.g., apple is round, green, seeds inside) that are not directly linked to eating behavior. 

Consequently, people can imagine the process of eating something tempting and unhealthy more easily 

than something healthy. This demonstrates the correlation between food attractiveness and eating 

simulations – the more attractive food is perceived, the more eating simulation features individuals come 

up with (Papies, 2013). 

As always, the results cannot be blindly generalized among the population because of individual 

consumer differences. It was discovered that an individual’s approach towards the diet has an impact 

on how food is cognitively perceived. Research has shown that the more a person cares about one’s 

diet, the fewer features of eating simulation are generated for tempting foods (Papies, 2013). In other 

words, when a person with a strict diet is presented with tempting food, he/she will not likely visualize 

eating it. However, when disregarding the outliers of individual differences, it is prominent that “thinking 

about an item like chips in terms of enjoying its taste and texture in a relaxed social situation is more 

likely to trigger consumption, than thinking about it in terms of nutritional properties.” (Papies, 2013. p. 

2). Thus, to trigger eating simulations for healthy products, they must be presented as attractive, 

tempting, and rewarding as unhealthy ones.  

Thus, the question arises how to make healthy and unattractive foods look attractive. 

Fortunately, when it comes to plant-based products, they can be shaped in any kind of form to resemble 

attractive and unhealthy foods. For instance, plant-based meat alternatives can take the shape of 

“burger patties”, “chicken nuggets”, “meat balls”, etc. Thus, if people were presented with these 

products, they would theoretically draw their cognitive associations with the rewarding experiences of 

eating real meat which consequently results in eating simulations: “This way the picture of a freshly 
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grilled burger, for example, can trigger a simulation of the action of picking it up to take a bite, of its rich 

and smokey flavor, its chewy mouthfeel, and the direct reward experienced from eating it” (Papies et 

al., 2020, p 2). Another option to make something attractive is to label it accordingly. The consolidated 

literature review by Papies and Barsalou (2015) shows that foods labeled with attractive words (e.g., 

“indulgent”) affect “neural and physiological responses and actual sensory and hedonic experiences” 

(p. 10) in a favorable way more than neutral words (e.g., “sensible”). Papies et al. (2020) demonstrated 

that plant-based products that were advertised through sensory, hedonic, and contextual messages led 

to significantly higher levels of eating simulations than neutral descriptions (M Control = 55, SD = 15; M 

Experimental = 63, SD = 13). 

Thus, eating simulations can be perceived as a potential mediating mechanism between the 

advertising message and consumer responses (e.g., the desire to consume). However, we must view 

conclusions about mediation with caution. There may be alternative mediation models that account for 

a significant proportion of variance in their outcome (Papies et al., 2020). Therefore, we also consider 

other potential mechanisms such as emotions. 

 

Activation 

Just like the ELM proposes that we process information either via the central route or peripheral 

route, the same way the decisions we make in our daily lives are driven either by cognition, emotions, 

or both. The significance of emotions for our thinking and behavior can be explained from the 

evolutionary psychology perspective. It is known that emotions serve as responses to certain situations. 

For example, fear is activated in a dangerous situation to avoid harm and to ensure survival (Öhman & 

Mineka, 2001). The importance of emotions is tremendous, not only in ensuring survival but also in 

solving tasks where cognitive efforts are not enough.  

When talking about emotions, it is important to highlight the distinction of two types of emotions: 

integral and incidental emotions. Whereas integral emotions are triggered by the advertising itself, 

incidental emotions are the result of (unrelated) circumstances and can be carried over to the decision-

making process (Pham, 2007). Even though both types of emotions can interact, we are especially 

interested in the effects that solely come from ad stimuli (i.e., integral emotions) – it is more feasible to 

examine that than situational factors surrounding and influencing a subject. 

A vast amount of literature has highlighted the role of emotions in the marketing context (e.g., 

Poels & Dewitte, 2019; Bagozzi et al., 1999; Holbrook & Batra, 1987; Pham, 2007). Especially when it 
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comes to understanding the emotional meaning of ads, the emphasis is on affective processes, that is, 

emotions as someone’s response to ad messages (Bagozzi et al., 1999). Holbrook and Batra (1987) 

explored how emotions mediate consumer responses to advertising efforts, that is, brand attitude and 

ad attitude. The authors enriched the well-known cognition-affect-behavior (C-A-B) paradigm by 

extending the unidimensional view of affect in advertising (e.g., like/dislike, positive/negative, good/bad). 

According to Bagozzi et al. (1999), affect is an umbrella term under which mental processes like 

emotions, moods, and attitudes fit. A large range of emotional responses to advertisements was 

classified and grouped into the multidimensional representation of emotional responses which were 

later assessed as mediators between ad content and consumer attitudes (Holbrook & Batra, 1987). 72 

TV commercials were examined and, as the result, emotional responses like pleasure, arousal, and 

domination showed a clear mediation effect. Specifically, advertisements with emotional content 

resulted in an increase in pleasure and arousal, which then increased attitude towards the ad and brand 

(Holbrook & Batra, 1987). Therefore, based on these findings we consider emotions as mediators in the 

current study as well. 

As mentioned previously, a wide range of emotional responses can appear based on 

advertisement content. Thus, when examining a certain type of ad content, some of the emotions can 

be triggered more than others. Out of the 29 emotional indices presented by Holbrook and Batra (ref. 

Table 3, p. 411), a plant-based meat alternative presented through emotional messages will most likely 

trigger activation. Activation is one of the emotional indices, which specifies how highly one is aroused, 

feels active, and excited (Holbrook & Batra, 1987). For example, we can expect that when people see 

a highly emotional ad of a plant-based meat burger, their emotions evoked should be triggered by 

perceived tastiness, excitement, and arousal to enjoy the product. Unfortunately, there is limited-to-no 

research about emotions evoked by plant-based food advertising. Therefore, the investigation of the 

potential mediating effect of activation in this specific product category should provide novel insights into 

the field.  

 

Moral obligation 

As discussed in the introduction (Ch. 1.2 “Relevance of the Topic”), two of the perspectives of 

why this research is relevant and important are the environment and animal perspective. We learned 

that an animal-based diet harms our planet and killing animals for food can be considered unethical 

behavior while the plant-based diet does not create this dilemma. These arguments can be exploited in 
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promoting plant-based products – e.g., communicating the messages “produces less green gas 

emissions than meat products” and “to produce this product no animals were killed”. To see if this 

approach is successful, we need to understand what responses this information causes in consumers’ 

minds, and if that encourages positive behavior.  

Haines et al. (2008) define moral obligation as “the extent to which an individual feels a sense 

of responsibility to act (or not) morally (or immorally) when faced with an ethical situation” (p. 390). What 

is perceived as ethical is related to the moral values and norms one possesses. It is generally agreed 

that moral norms are important factors when evaluating social and personal actions (Sen et al., 1982). 

People might experience moral concerns when it comes to somebody’s welfare that goes beyond self-

interested reasons. Schwartz's (1977, p. 273) Norm Activation Model (NAM) explains this prosocial 

altruistic behavior and says that it is “influenced by feelings of moral obligation to act on one's personally 

held norms”. The model includes three dimensions: personal norms, awareness of consequences, and 

ascription of responsibility (De Groot & Steg, 2009). For example, when a consumer is faced with a 

moral obligation to refrain from eating meat, the personal norm “says” to refrain from eating meat 

because he/she knows about negative health, environmental, and moral consequences of eating meat, 

and feels responsible for these negative consequences in case of not acting prosaically. 

Also, the notion of moral norms can be related to the psychological theory of planned behavior 

that links beliefs to behavior (Beck & Ajzen, 1991). Besides the core components (attitude, subjective 

norms, and perceived behavioral control), there is also a personal dimension of moral obligation that 

influences behavioral intentions. The power of moral obligation is also proven by previously discussed 

NAM. De Groot and Steg (2009) proved that NAM (including the variables within it) works as a mediator 

in evaluating prosocial intentions. In fact, the NAM is widely used in predicting prosocial behavior (e.g., 

donating, volunteering, etc.). Therefore, moral obligation has evident power in driving one’s actions. 

While eating simulations and activation can possibly explain the success of emotional messages, 

we assume that informational messages can more likely work through moral obligation. It is because 

informational messages convey thought-provoking information that leads to moral obligation and, 

consequently, to brand and product attitude change, and purchase intention. When it comes to animal 

welfare with regards to meat production, the moral concern is about whether it is morally right or wrong 

to buy the product when animal well-being is affected (Sparks & Shepherd, 2010). In the plant-based 

product context, when people are presented with information about animal welfare, their awareness 

about ethical issues may trigger moral obligation which will foster their decision to choose that product. 

The findings from Zur and Klöckner (2014) support this idea. After examining individual motivations for 
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limiting meat consumption, one of the motivations was found to be moral considerations related to eating 

meat (Zur & Klöckner, 2014). Therefore, we can predict that moral obligation works like a mediating 

mechanism between ethical product claims on advertisings and advertising effects.  

 

Ad’s credibility 

Finally, research has shown that the effect of advertising messages can be mediated through 

the ad’s credibility (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Yoo & MacInnis, 2005). According to MacKenzie and Lutz 

(1989), the ad’s credibility is defined as “the extent to which the consumer perceives claims made about 

the brand in the ad to be truthful and believable” (p. 51). They suggest the ad’s credibility is formed 

through a logical sequence from the degree to which a consumer believes advertising is generally 

truthful to the trust a consumer places into the source of a specific ad. Even though the attitude towards 

the ad was a much stronger predictor of brand attitude, MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) empirically showed 

that the ad’s credibility significantly influences brand attitude.  

Following the conceptual framework presented by Lutz et al. (1983), the ad’s credibility is 

particularly important for informational messages. That is because it requires the recipient to process at 

least some aspects of the ad at some level of detail. On the other hand, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) 

used the ad’s credibility as a peripheral cue, causing greater persuasion even when the recipients do 

not actively process information (Ch 2.2.3 “Literature on the ELM”). As soon as the ad as a source is 

believed to be credible – on whatever basis – careful consideration of the claims becomes unnecessary. 

The assumption that the ad’s credibility also plays a key role in emotional messages is further supported 

by Yoo and MacInnis (2005). They showed that an ad’s credibility mediates the effect of emotional 

advertising on brand attitude. Therefore, there is reason to assume that the ad’s credibility plays an 

essential role in both informational and emotional advertising messages.  

In summary, emotional messages might exert their effect through the generation of eating 

simulations and activation, while informational messages may be successful because they lead to moral 

obligations. Furthermore, the ad’s credibility can be considered relevant for both informational and 

emotional advertising. Research has shown that all constructs can be considered as a potential mediator 

between advertising stimulus and advertising effect.   
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3.4 Research gap and Deriving Hypotheses  

Following the “gap-spotting” (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011, p. 247) approach we identify a 

research gap that we subsequently aim to address with our study. The extended literature review in this 

chapter has shown that marketing for healthy foods may benefit from the same emotional advertising 

messages used by unhealthy foods. Moreover, pioneering work has shown that this is well transferable 

to meat-based products and plant-based alternatives (Papies et al., 2020). The vast amount of 

qualitative literature has shown that taste preferences and taste perceptions are among the most 

influential factors when it comes to food choices. While the studies by Papies et al. (2020) constitute 

groundbreaking work in the emerging research stream about plant-based products, they have several 

limitations that need to be addressed.  

Firstly, Papies et al. (2020) only focused on ready meals available in UK supermarkets. 

Currently, there is no research showing whether their findings are transferable to geographic regions 

outside the UK and whether they are transferable to other product categories. The low external validity 

of the current studies constitutes a research gap. We aim to address this research gap by extending the 

research by Papies et al. (2020) and replicate their studies in a more global context. Furthermore, we 

extend the product category from ready meals available in supermarkets to more generic advertising 

that could also be used in a restaurant or fast-food setting.  

Secondly, Papies et al. (2020) merely concentrated on eating simulations as the mechanism 

behind the effect of simulation-based descriptions on perceived attractiveness. However, considering 

extensive research that has been published in the advertising literature over the last few decades we 

conclude that the potential mechanisms are manifold. Thus, the potential mechanisms behind 

informational and emotional advertising remain an important research gap. We aim to address this 

research gap by considering multiple constructs as potential mediators. Besides eating simulations 

(Papies et al., 2020), we further investigate activation (Holbrook & Batra, 1987), moral obligation (Beck 

& Ajzen, 1991), and the ad’s credibility (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989). Furthermore, there is no research 

showing whether the moderators used in traditional ELM research are transferable to a plant-based 

product setting. We address this gap by integrating the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process 

information in our research model. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, Papies et al. (2020) only used text-based descriptions. 

Considering the contemporary advertising landscape text-based descriptions are very unlikely to be the 

only part of persuasive communication. Consequently, Papies et al. (2020) found only a weak effect 
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(averaging 3 points on a 100-point scale) of descriptions on perceived product attractiveness. Potentially 

they could have found a stronger effect when including more attractive stimuli that more accurately 

represent the current media landscape. We aim to address this research gap by including visual stimuli. 

Finally, we also integrate findings from the other research (Pettigrew, 2016) and apply a stronger focus 

on taste and pleasure in our advertising messages. 

In summary, the literature on plant-based products is relatively scarce and contains some critical 

limitations. Therefore, we see the need for more quantitative research. We contribute to the literature 

by addressing these limitations and investigate the relative effectiveness of emotional, informational, 

and combined advertising in a plant-based product setting. Most importantly, we consider more than 

one aspect of the advertising message including text and visual elements, whereas Papies et al. (2020) 

solely focused on the language used in food advertising. 

As aforementioned we concentrate on the promotional part of the marketing mix because it 

constitutes an important touchpoint along the customer journey. Furthermore, it is likely to be the 

dimension of the marketing mix that is most feasible to control in relation to taste and pleasure 

(Pettigrew, 2016). Specifically, we concentrate on the advertising message and investigate the effect of 

the independent variable message type with four-factor levels (i.e., informational, emotional, combined, 

and control) on the dependent variables (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) purchase intention 

and (d) brand recall. As consumers’ eating behavior is primarily guided by peripheral cues, we expect 

emotional messages to have a more positive effect on attitudes and intended behavior. Furthermore, 

less information in the emotional message may lead to heightened attention to the brand name. 

Therefore, we also expect emotional messages to have a positive effect on brand recall. We hypothesize 

that: 

 

 H1: If the advertisement relies on emotional messages in comparison to informational messages, 

consumer’s (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) purchase intention, and (d) brand recall is more 

positive. 

 

In line with traditional ELM research, we assume that this effect is stronger (weaker) for people 

with lower (higher) motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information. Therefore, we introduce 

the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information as moderating variables. Conversely, the 

use of emotional messages could repel high involvement consumers who prefer informational content 



 

45 

(Roose et al., 2018). Therefore, we expect high motivation, ability, and opportunity to process 

information to negatively influence the effect of emotional advertising on our dependent variables. 

Consequently, we hypothesize that: 

 

H2: The lower (higher) the motivation to process information, the stronger (weaker) is the effect of 

emotional compared to informational messages on consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) 

purchase intention, and (d) brand recall.  

 

H3: The lower (higher) the ability to process information, the stronger (weaker) is the effect of emotional 

compared to informational messages on consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) purchase 

intention, and (d) brand recall. 

 

H4: The lower (higher) the opportunity to process information, the stronger (weaker) is the effect of 

emotional compared to informational messages on consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) 

purchase intention, and (d) brand recall. 

 

Furthermore, we expect that the positive effect of emotional and combined messages on product 

attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention is mediated through eating simulations and activation. 

Even though one could argue that activation also has a positive influence on brand recall, we do not 

expect any of the mediators to have an effect on brand recall. Therefore, we focus on our three main 

dependent variables and disregard brand recall in the following. Critically, a mediation analysis in IBM® 

SPSS© Amos Graphics and comparable programs requires all variables to be minimum ordinally scaled. 

However, our independent variable is nominally scaled, so we cannot analyze a hypothesized mediation 

effect. To circumvent this limitation, we could transform our independent variable into an ordinal variable 

by ordering our four conditions along a continuum. For example, we could order the conditions on a 

four-point scale from 1 = “not emotional” to 4 = “very emotional” with the control stimulus = 1 and the 

emotional stimulus = 4. However, as our condition was never intended to be ordinally scaled, we deem 

this approach as neither accurate nor feasible. Therefore, we hypothesize two independent direct 

effects:  
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H5: If the advertisement relies on emotional or combined messages in comparison to informational 

messages, consumers show higher levels of eating simulations.  

H6: The higher the level of eating simulations, the higher is consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand 

attitude, (c) purchase intention.  

 

H7: If the advertisement relies on emotional or combined messages in comparison to informational 

messages, consumers show higher levels of activation.  

H8: The higher the level of activation, the higher is consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) 

purchase intention.  

 

In contrast, we expect that the effects of informational and combined advertising messages on 

product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention are mediated through moral obligations. 

Similarly to the previous hypotheses, we expect that: 

 

H9: If the advertisement relies on informational or combined messages in comparison to emotional 

messages, consumers show higher levels of moral obligation.  

H10: The higher the level of moral obligation, the higher is consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand 

attitude, (c) purchase intention.  

 

Finally, we expect that the effect of all four message types on product attitude, brand attitude, 

and purchase intention is mediated through the ad’s credibility. While do not expect one message type 

to be more credible than another, we hypothesize that: 

 

H11: The higher the ad’s credibility, the higher is consumers’ (a) product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) 

purchase intention.  

 

The research model is depicted and summarized in Figure 5. Whereas the solid line represents 

the predicted main effect of the independent variable message type on the dependent variables (a) 

product attitude, (b) brand attitude, (c) purchase intention, and (d) brand recall, the dashed line 
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represents the predicted moderating effects of the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process 

information. 

 

Figure 5  

Research model (authors’ own work). 

 

Note. The solid lines represent direct effects; the dashed line represents the predicted moderating effects. 
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Research Philosophy 

In this section, we explain the philosophical standpoint we take in this research to collect the 

data in order to answer our research question in the best methodological way. The chosen philosophical 

standpoint led us to the corresponding approach of theory development, methodological choice, 

strategy, time horizon, data collection techniques, and procedure (based on the “research onion” by 

(Saunders et al., 2019)). In general, understanding the research philosophy helps to make decisions of 

higher quality when carrying out research, evaluating the reliability and validity of the research, drawing 

conclusions, and applying the results in practice. 

We carefully considered and applied the best-fitting research philosophical positions used in 

business research, also known as research paradigms (Saunders et al., 2019). Generally, research 

paradigms provide a holistic view of how we understand knowledge. To build this holistic view, we need 

to answer three questions: Firstly, “what is reality?”, also known as the nature of reality, is the core 

principle of ontology. Secondly, “how can we know reality?” or what constitutes acceptable knowledge, 

which is the principle of epistemology. Thirdly, we answer “what is the role of values?” which is the idea 

of axiology. Finally, the methodology, also called theoretical perspective, tells us how we can acquire 

the knowledge through which view of the world. 

Referring to the five major philosophies presented by Saunders et al. (2019) (i.e., positivism, 

critical realism, interpretivism, postmodernism, and pragmatism), our research follows the positivist 

research philosophy. From the ontological point of view, the research assumes an observable reality 

and aims to predict the single objective truth rather than the socially constructed relative knowledge 

(Saunders et al., 2019). In our research, we leave limited room for interpretations when differentiating 

healthy vs. unhealthy, meat vs. plant-based food, informational vs. emotional messages, etc. These 

concepts exist independently from our awareness or opinion of them. Epistemologically, we follow the 

claim that knowledge can be observed, measured, and generalized to the universal social reality. That 

is, this research aims to objectively predict the causal relationship between informational and emotional 

messages and consumers’ attitudes and behaviors, which would lead to law-like generalizations. We, 

as researchers, aim to be objective by staying away from the research, i.e., obtaining the outsiders’ 

view. This is achieved through measurable data which provides facts with limited human interpretation 

bias. Axiological, since our research aims to be objective, it is detached from our own or the participant’s 
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values that could bias the findings. In other words, we aim to be value-neutral and do not allow them to 

shape the research process, results, etc. Consequently, we also do not aim to change society’s values.  

 

4.2 Research Method and Design 

In the following, we explain our choice of research method to answer the research question of 

this paper in the best possible way. This includes explanations why we chose these methods as well as 

why other methods were not suitable for our research. Also, we acknowledge the limitations and 

weaknesses of our approach and explain how they are outweighed by the respective strengths. The 

goal of this section for the reader is to understand the reasons for specific research methods chosen 

and to assess the quality of the data and findings and be able to replicate the same research if needed. 

The research follows a deductive approach, where we relied on the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986) to develop eleven hypotheses that test this theory in a plant-based food setting. Since we aimed 

to test the hypotheses and theory rather than understand or explore a phenomenon (which is the feature 

of the qualitative approach (Saunders et al., 2019)), our research followed a quantitative approach. That 

means, the relationship between variables was examined in numbers – the collected data was 

expressed in numbers and analyzed through the statistical procedure, which then allowed to draw 

conclusions about causal relationships. 

In general, the quantitative research approach has its disadvantageous side because it does not 

allow to get detailed answers and dive deep into the research problem, compared to the qualitative 

approach (e.g., through interviews) (Bryman, 2012). The positive side of the quantitative approach is 

that it is relatively efficient. It is relatively easy to reach a large sample size which allows for result 

generalizability beyond the context. Most importantly, quantitative research can be replicated more 

easily because of its high precision (Bryman, 2012). Considering the nature (limited time and money 

resources) and purpose of our research, the pros outweighed the cons, which confirms the applicability 

of the quantitative approach. 

When it comes to data collection in research, one can gather data either from primary sources 

(e.g., interviews, questionnaires) that provide first-hand information or secondary sources (e.g., books, 

academic articles) that provide second-hand information. Secondary data is beneficial in accessing and 

gathering a large amount of already researched primary data, comparing it, and positioning our own 

research within the field. However, it does not leave space for finding novel insights. As the aim of our 
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study is to gain new insights, we collected empirical data about consumer responses regarding plant-

based food advertising from primary sources, i.e., from the research participants themselves. The 

advantage that comes with primary data is that it is more authentic and credible compared to the 

secondary data, as we can avoid interpretation bias. It also gives the researchers more flexibility in 

deciding what to measure. Finally, it helps to prove the researcher’s arguments with primary evidence. 

When it comes to defining a plan of how to answer a research question, one should think about 

the research strategy (Saunders et al., 2019). Our choice of the research strategy is, therefore, guided 

by our research question, coherent with our philosophy, and linked to the practical aspects, such as 

time, existing knowledge, and other resources. Experiments and surveys are considered typical in 

quantitative research. For example, experiments are useful when proving a causal relationship 

(Saunders et al., 2019). In line with positivist ontology and epistemology, this method is used to discover 

the truth in objective and measurable ways (e.g., surveys, weight, height, neurological measures). In 

this research, we examined how different types of plant-based meat alternative advertising influence 

product attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, and brand recall. This asks for the experimental 

design. We followed the classical experiment, where the sample of participants was randomly assigned 

to an experimental group and control group (for more information see Ch. 4.3 “Research Subject”). The 

downside of an experiment is that it might not reflect the real world because it is usually conducted in 

the laboratory, free from real-world influences. This leads to high internal validity and low external validity 

of an experiment. Moreover, it requires resources to implement it, e.g., designing the stimuli, observing 

participants, etc. 

To test and measure the experimental manipulation of informational and emotional messages, 

we chose to use an online survey (also called an online questionnaire). There are several reasons why 

an experimental manipulation in combination with an online questionnaire is the most appropriate 

method to answer our research question. As mentioned before, the research question asks to find a 

causal relationship, which can be examined with the experimental setting. In the best case, the 

experiment should be conducted in a laboratory environment to avoid external factors influencing 

answers and increase the internal validity of the experiment (Saunders et al., 2019). For example, when 

not in a laboratory, the respondents could be distracted by the external environment, sounds, or other 

people around them, which could divert their attention and interrupt the survey filling in process. 

However, due to unavailable facilities, social distancing, and other restrictions imposed by COVID-19, 

there were no possibilities to conduct the experiment in the laboratory. That is why our experiment was 

combined with the online survey to ensure a contactless process. On the one side, this approach 
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enabled us to enlarge the target group across borders and increase the external validity of the research 

design. On the other hand, it made us powerless in controlling the external factors described before. 

There are several advantages of online surveys on both sender and receiver sides. Firstly, it is 

easy to disseminate and reach a large number of respondents with minimal effort. It is a matter of sharing 

and posting the link to the survey in applicable channels. Secondly, they can be characterized through 

a fast response rate. Thirdly, it is easy to compile the data and analyze it later. Importantly, we could 

track and access data in real-time, following the survey performance. This allowed us to make sure that 

the stimuli were being presented in equal proportions throughout the overall sample and to make 

adjustments if needed. Lastly, it is almost a zero-cost method because of the low-cost or even free-of-

charge survey creating platforms and data collection process. From the receiver's perspective, it is easy 

to access and complete the questionnaire on any technological device, whether it is a desktop, 

smartphone, or tablet. Also, this method gives the participants the freedom to choose when they want 

to answer the survey. This would not be possible if it was conducted in a controlled laboratory 

environment. This method lowers participant bias risk because people are not observed by research 

that naturally would put pressure to provide falsely positive answers, which would pose a threat to 

research reliability (Saunders et al., 2019). 

However, all the ease and convenience do not come without a cost. Making the questionnaire 

easy to enter makes it also easy to leave. This means that there is a higher risk to receive incomplete 

responses. Moreover, the electronic version of the survey does not necessarily reach all the needed 

respondents. If somebody does not use electronic devices or has a low capability of doing so, these 

people are simply missed out, especially when it comes to the older age groups or segments who usually 

are passive technology users, might have limited internet access, etc. Also, conducting a survey online 

poses technological risks, as, for instance, unreliable technological device performance or unstable 

internet connection can interrupt the process. Finally, there is no interviewer or somebody to clarify 

questions that might arise during the process, which could lead to less reliable data. Nevertheless, we 

needed to consider the rules imposed by the global pandemic, which means that any research-related 

activity must have been conducted online (e.g., data collection, conducting the survey, etc.). Therefore, 

regardless of all the disadvantages, the online questionnaire with the experimental manipulation was 

deemed the most appropriate and feasible for our study. Otherwise, different data collection methods 

would have been considered, for example, delivery and collection questionnaires (Saunders et al., 

2019). 
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The most common sampling method in quantitative studies is the probability sampling method 

(Saunders et al., 2019). This ensures that the sample is representative and unbiased. A researcher can 

follow different sampling techniques, e.g., random sampling, where participants are randomly selected 

from the whole population; systematic sampling, where members of the population are selected at a 

regular interval (e.g., every 5th person), or stratified sampling, where the population is put into sub-

groups or clusters (e.g., based on the geographical area, level of income, etc.), also called cluster 

sampling. With the help of statistics, researchers can draw conclusions about the whole population 

(Saunders et al., 2019). However, in our study, we followed non-probability sampling. To extend existing 

research (e.g., Papies et al., 2020) and make the results more generalizable to the whole population, 

we decided to target participants regardless of geographic boundaries, any other demographics, 

psychographics, as well as dietary needs. In fact, we were interested in getting the answers from people 

with diverse dietary habits to see if their diet has any correlation and/or causation with their chosen 

answers. This rather broad definition of the target group allowed us to easily reach the respondents 

through our network. The link of the survey was shared to the network in private messages as well as 

posted on the social media channels such as LinkedIn, Facebook, and Instagram. This means that our 

sample consisted out of the most convenient and accessible members of the population, also known as 

the convenience sample. 

The drawback of this method is a proneness to bias. In our case, people who are interested in a 

plant-based diet (vs. not-interested) would be more willing to fill in the survey which means that all the 

non-vegan and non-vegetarian people would not be heard out. This would not allow for result 

generalization. We addressed this challenge when disseminating the questionnaire – we restrained from 

revealing any details of the study and provided only limited information about its nature. The 

communicated message included the only hint – we said that the research is about #foodadvertising 

(Appendix 2). Therefore, we expected that everyone equally will be willing to take part in the survey. 

This way, we increased the result's generalizability towards the whole population. 

We also quickly discuss the survey design from the methodological point of view. When entered 

the survey link, the respondents were shown the welcoming message with a short explanation about 

the study without any detailed information to avoid any priming effects. That is, telling them that the 

survey is about emotional advertising effects on consumer attitudes could unconsciously influence their 

subsequent responses. Next, we ensured all participants that their data will be treated 100% 

anonymously. Knowing that their answers are recorded anonymously should have encouraged people 

to open up more compared to the face-to-face interviews, for instance. To further enhance openness, 
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the participants were instructed to answer all questions intuitively and truthfully as there were no right 

or wrong answers. 

The survey was designed in a way to present the stimulus first and the questions second. Each 

respondent was randomly presented with one out of four stimuli (informational, emotional, combined, or 

control). It was important that participants had enough time to have a good look at the stimulus. 

Therefore, we imposed no time limit on how long participants could look at the stimulus. The questions 

asked and the possible responses to them were pre-selected from existing research and presented to 

the respondents to answer in the online survey. On the one hand, as the respondents could only choose 

from the possible pre-selected answers, there was no place for interpretation. In this way, respondents’ 

values did not influence the responses, which is in line with our axiological assumptions to stay value-

free. On the other hand, as we selected the questions, it increased the risk to make the survey subjective 

and potentially biased. However, this risk was addressed by choosing already existing and tested survey 

questions that were used by some well-known and acknowledged researchers (for more details about 

the selected scales see Ch. 4.4 “Data Collection”). 

The pre-study was conducted in order to prepare well for the main study. The aim was to assess 

our survey’s face validity. We tested if the survey questions were understood correctly if the self-made 

stimuli were perceived by the respondents as intended (they are explained in detail in Ch. 4.3 “Research 

Subject”), if the answers were recorded correctly, as well as we checked how long it took to complete 

the survey and gathered any other feedback. The participants were selected in the same way as for the 

main study described above. The necessary amendments were implemented based on the pre-study 

outcome. They are explained throughout the paper. 

Now that we have described our research method, we present the research design process flow 

(Figure 6). This will help to place the information about research methods explained below in the bigger 

picture of this research. This bigger picture consists of 8 steps. We started the journey by designing the 

initial version of stimuli (step 1; discussed in Ch. 4.3 “Research Subject”) and the survey (step 2), then, 

launching the pre-study (step 3) to test their performance. After analyzing the data (step 4) we updated 

the stimuli and survey accordingly (step 5), after which the main study was launched (step 6) to collect 

the final data (step 7; discussed in Ch. 4.4 “Data Collection”). Finally, the research process ended with 

analyzing the data (step 8; Ch. 5 “Results”).  
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Figure 6  

Research design process flow (authors' own work). 

 

 

 

4.3 Research Subject 

In this chapter, we explain the experiment side of our research design. We outline the procedure 

under which our own-made stimulus design was developed. We also explain and justify the choice of 

certain design aspects, as well as the choice to design the stimuli ourselves. The objective of the 

experimental stimuli was to present the participants with the different message types that can be used 

to advertise plant-based products and examine how their answers to the questionnaire differ based on 

the presented stimuli. In other words, the experimental stimuli constitute the independent variable of the 

research model. 

We decided not to use any existing plant-based meat product advertisement and design the 

stimuli ourselves to avoid bias and priming effects. It was important that the advertisement participants 

were exposed to has never been seen before. Otherwise, it would have posed the risk of already formed 

individual judgments about the advertisement or a featured brand that could influence our study results. 

For example, when people see a McDonald’s advertising, they already have pre-existing attitudes 

towards the brand that are hard to influence through the exposure of a single ad. To avoid receiving 

biased answers, we decided to build a fictional advertisement. 

Thus, one of the focal points of the design is the plant-based meat alternative product itself. We 

needed to decide on what this product should be. The criteria we followed when deciding was that the 

product would be largely appealing to the majority of participants, would not be associated with 

vegan/vegetarian products, and that it not be obvious that it is a plant-based product. The reason to 

choose these criteria is that the product should be liked by meat-eaters, vegetarians, vegans, or people 
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with any other dietary preferences. This way the research results could be generalized to the larger 

population. As the result, we decided to use a plant-based burger as the focal object of the experimental 

design (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7  

The plant-based meat burger – the focal object of the experimental stimulus design (the image by Freepngimg.com (2021)). 

 

 

 

To target different routes of persuasion as proposed by the ELM, we created three distinct 

experimental stimuli and one control stimulus. One informational stimulus to trigger the central route of 

persuasion, one emotional stimulus to trigger the peripheral route of persuasion, one combined stimulus 

– for both, informational and emotional routes of persuasion, and one control stimulus to use it as a 

benchmark that helped to compare to the experimental subject (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8  

Stimuli design (authors’ own work).  

 

 

Therefore, the crucial part of the stimuli design was an actual message communicated in each 

of the designs and certain design details supporting each message. The visuals needed to be as similar 

as possible to make them comparable and as different as necessary to address different routes of 

persuasion. The common details that unite all four stimuli were the same picture of a burger, product 

logo, V-label, and the same color palette (black, light orange, white, and red). The similarities and 

differences are explained below. 

We needed to make sure that the advertisement included a brand logo to account for two of the 

dependent variables, i.e., brand attitude and brand recall. An important decision criterion here was that 

the chosen brand was not an existing burger brand because that would have distorted participants’ 

answers about the brand recall. More specifically, knowing a brand from before induces brand 

awareness, which in turn can increase brand recall when presented with a brand. Therefore, we were 

choosing from unknown brands that were preferably not burgers or well-known plant-based meat 

products’ brands. Eventually, we chose the US-based, laboratory-grown meat brand Memphis Meats 

((UpsideFoods, 2021); recently Memphis Meats renamed itself to Upside Foods). Besides the brand 

logo, we included an official vegan logo, also called V-label. It is an internationally recognized symbol 

to label vegan and vegetarian products (V-label, 2021). This symbol is a transparent and reliable sign 

for a consumer to easily identify products that are in line with their dietary needs. Therefore, we 

Informational stimulus Emotional stimulus Combined stimulus Control stimulus 
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incorporated this logo on our stimuli to demonstrate and ensure the research participants that the 

depicted burger is fully plant-based. 

For the informational stimulus, the goal was to present it in the most informational way possible. 

Thus, the ad was named “Plant-based Burger” written in neutral font style, followed by the text that 

appealed to three main motivations to eat plant-based food: ethical, health, and environmental 

motivations (Ch. 1.2 “Relevance of the Topic”). The respective claims we used are: “No animals killed”, 

“50g of plant protein” and “90% less CO2 emissions in comparison to our meat-based burgers”. The 

picture of the burger was presented in a plain black background to draw the viewer’s attention to the 

product and its description as well as to avoid any other compounding effects that could arise from the 

background colors.  

For the emotional stimulus, the goal was to present it in the most emotional way possible. So, 

instead of the plain and boring “Plant-based burger”, we gave the ad an exciting and “indulgent” name 

“Plant-based PLEASURE”, written in a more creative font style, compared to the informational stimulus. 

To highlight the taste feature of the product and trigger emotions, we put a label with a smoke effect 

saying “Feel the taste”. To foster the viewer’s imagination and emotional route of persuasion even more, 

the burger was depicted in the background of a flaming grill. Based on neuroimaging research, seeing 

an image of attractive vs. neutral food leads to stronger activation in brain areas that are related to actual 

eating (Papies et al., 2020). 

The goal of the combined stimulus was to address one of the limitations of ELM, i.e., its linear 

expression of the informational and emotional route of persuasion (Ch. 2.2.4 “Limitations of the ELM”). 

Therefore, in this stimulus, we presented both, informational and emotional content. To make it 

comparable to the other stimuli, no new information was shown. Thus, informational and emotional 

messages were taken from the earlier described informational stimulus – the text of three motivations 

to eat plant-based food; and emotional stimulus – the ad name, taste message, and the flaming grill 

background.  

Finally, to be sure our results were provoked by the message and not by the picture of the burger 

we included the control stimulus. It needed to be as neutral as possible for it to work as a comparison 

against the experimental stimuli. For this reason, the visual included the burger in the black background, 

the product logo, and V-logo. In this way, we could see if the burger itself was leading to any effect. 

Lastly, we intentionally chose the advertisement format to be vertical rather than horizontal, 

square, or any other format. As our aim was to share the survey link on our social media channels, we 
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expected that people would rather use their mobile devices than computer desktops. In fact, the statistics 

show that 99% of people globally access social media networks via their mobile devices (Dean, 2021). 

Accounting for this trend and presenting the stimuli in the mobile-friendly format created a more pleasant 

user experience, which was supposed to have a positive effect on the respondent responsiveness and, 

in turn, survey results. 

As already mentioned in Ch. 4.2 “Research Method and Design”, the experimental stimuli were 

pre-tested in the pre-study to ensure the validity of the designs. We needed to make sure that each 

stimulus was perceived in the same way as we designed them to be perceived. In other words, the 

informational stimulus had to be seen as informational, emotional stimulus as emotional, combined 

stimulus as both, informational and emotional, and control stimulus had to be perceived neither as 

informational nor as emotional. Overall, the pre-study brought positive results, confirming the before-

mentioned patterns (Table 4).  

 

Table 4  

Descriptive results of the manipulation check in our pre-study. 

 

Note. Means (M) were measured on a scale from 1 to 7. The mean values for the updated informational stimulus are taken 

from the main study. 

 

The emotional stimulus (M Emotional = 5,29; SD = ,86) was perceived as more emotional than the 

informational stimulus (M Emotional = 3,45; SD = 1,44). However, the stimuli were perceived as similar 

when it comes to the informational level (M Emotional = 4.21, SD = 1,25; M Informational = 4.85 SD = 1,08). 

Therefore, we needed to increase this difference for the main study. As it was problematic to make the 

emotional stimulus less informational (since we could not remove the two logos), we aimed to make the 
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informational stimulus perceived as even more informational. To do so, we included more text informing 

about the health and environmental aspects of the vegan product: “Cholesterol free” and “Locally 

produced”, respectively. The informational stimuli in our pre- and main study are contrasted in Figure 9. 

The descriptive results of the updated informational stimulus can be seen in Table 4 “Informational 

(updated)”. 

 

Figure 9  

The informational stimulus before and after our pre-study. 

 

 

  

Informational 
stimulus. –  
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Informational 
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4.4 Data Collection 

Participants 

The link to the online survey was distributed through our personal network. The data had been 

collected for one week from the 9th of April 2021 to the 16th of April 2021. The average processing time 

for our survey was 6 minutes and 30 seconds (SD = 3,75) with a maximum of 31,76 minutes and a 

minimum of 2,75 minutes. Table 5 summarizes the sample characteristics of our pre-study and main 

study.  

 

Table 5  

Sample characteristics in our pre- and main study. 

 

 

Based on previous studies, we deemed a minimum sample size of n = 200 sufficient (Papies et 

al., 2020; Roose & Mulier, 2020; Zhang et al., 2014). 200 valid replies translate into ca. 50 participants 

per group which enabled us to conduct a proper analysis. This was confirmed by a post-hoc analysis 

with G*power which showed that we reached a statistical power of ,95 (based on four groups, a sample 
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size of n = 211, an error probability of α = ,05 and an effect size3 of f = 0,29 for product attitude 

exemplary). We reached a total of 279 participants out of which 230 fully completed the survey (n = 

230). We removed eight participants because their processing time exceeded the average by far. Given 

the long processing time, we had to assume that the subjects could not remember the experimental 

stimuli accurately enough, so their answers would have distorted our results. No participants were 

excluded because their processing time was too short. The minimum time used was 2 minutes and 45 

seconds, which was still deemed long enough to diligently answer all questions. Furthermore, eleven 

participants were excluded because they failed the attention check (i.e., one question explicitly asked 

participants to choose number three), which left a remaining sample of n = 211. Of the remaining sample, 

56 participants were randomly assigned to the informational group, 51 to the emotional group, 54 to the 

combined group, and 50 to the control group.  

Because the shift towards a more plant-based diet is not only relevant for a certain age group or 

geographical region we did not target certain demographics. Therefore, no access requirements at the 

beginning of the survey were checked. The average age of participants was 30,68 years (SD = 12,05) 

with the youngest participant being 18 and the oldest participant being 69. As shown by Table 5, 75 

participants (35,5%) identified themselves as male and 136 (64,5%) as female. Furthermore, 17 (8,1%) 

participants were vegan, 30 (14,2%) vegetarian, 49 (23,3%) flexitarian, and 115 (54,5%) none of the 

above. The participants come from 37 different countries with most subjects coming from Germany (n 

= 79), Lithuania (n = 35), and Italy (n = 22).  

 

Procedure 

After the subjects were presented with the experimental stimulus, they were asked a series of 

multiple-choice questions. The aim was to build the survey as short as possible while at the same time 

ensuring high quality. Overall, it was important that we asked only what was really needed to know to 

answer the research question so the participants would not experience survey fatigue. In other words, 

we asked short and straightforward questions to avoid participants becoming bored, tired, uninterested, 

or even providing dishonest answers. Firstly, we incorporated a quick manipulation check to see whether 

the informational stimulus was perceived as informational, and the emotional stimulus as emotional. For 

this purpose, participants were asked how they would describe the advertising they just saw. The 

                                                

3 Based on Cohen (1988), we obtained Cohen’s f from Partial Eta-squared for the power analysis: f = sqr (eta2 / (1 - eta2)).  
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manipulation check included four items using a seven-point bipolar scale. Whereas two items focused 

on the informational content (Cronbach’s α = ,841), two other items focused on the emotional dimension 

(Cronbach’s α = ,795). All items have been successfully tested in our pre-study. The possible answers 

were ranging, for example, from 1 = “included no information” to 7 = “included a lot of information”. 

 

Measurements 

Subsequently, all dependent variables were measured based on multi-item measures using a 

seven-point ordinal scale. The only variables that have been measured using a single-item scale were 

brand recall and eating simulations. The benefit of an uneven scale is a neutral midpoint that enables 

participants to give a neutral reply and does not force them to take on a certain tendency. Furthermore, 

in comparison to a five-point scale, a seven-point scale provides a “more accurate measure of a 

participant's true evaluation and is more appropriate for electronically distributed and otherwise 

unsupervised usability questionnaires” (Finstad, 2010, p. 104). Finally, multi-item measures outperform 

single items to a significant degree in relation to reliability and validity (Sarstedt & Wilczynski, 2009). 

The reliability of all scales was high with all Cronbach’s α > ,700. Also, the scales we chose needed to 

be widely accepted in the research field and come from acknowledged researchers. To avoid potential 

priming effects, the moderator and mediator variables were measured after the dependent variables. 

Table 6 on the next page provides a comprehensive overview of the used constructs and items, and 

their associated Cronbach’s α values and sources. The full questionnaire is illustrated in Appendix 3.  
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Table 6  

Comprehensive overview of all items.  

 

Note. All constructs are displayed in chronological order in line with the questionnaire. 

 

Dependent variables 

Product attitude is a well-researched construct and commonly measured on a seven-point 

bipolar scale (e.g., Kim & Na, 2007; Lee et al., 2008; Sternthal et al., 1994). We measured product 

attitude using three items originally developed by Sternthal et al. (1994). Sample items include the 

endpoints “bad” and “good”, and “unsatisfactory” and “satisfactory”. However, because taste 

preferences and taste perceptions were of particular interest to our study, we adjusted the scale by 
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Sternthal et al. (1994) and added two items that specifically focused on taste. Based on Theben et al. 

(2020), we added the paired anchors “not enjoyable” and “enjoyable”. Moreover, we added the 

endpoints “not tasteful” and “tasteful”. Because the results of our pre-study revealed a very satisfactory 

Cronbach’s α of ,958 we decided to proceed with our adjusted scale. In summary, five items (Cronbach’s 

α = ,941) were measured with the question “What is your overall evaluation of the depicted burger?”. 

Similarly, brand attitude is a well-researched construct that had received a lot of attention in prior 

research (e.g., Holbrook & Batra, 1987; MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Matthes et al., 2014; Yoo & MacInnis, 

2005). Because the scales that go back on Holbrook and Batra (1987) provide the highest reliability we 

decided to measure brand attitude with a seven-point bipolar scale adopted from Holbrook and Batra 

(1987). In contrast to the measure for product attitude, we did not see the need to adjust the scale for 

brand attitude. The brand attitude was measured with four items (Cronbach’s α = ,938) with the question 

“What is your overall evaluation of the brand you just saw on the advertising?”. Sample items include 

the anchors “dislike” and “like”, and “bad” and “good”.  

In contrast, brand recall was assessed using a single-item measure. Based on Alba and 

Chattopadhyay (1985) we asked participants directly whether they could remember the given brand 

name. If the participants were not sure if they could remember the name correctly, they were encouraged 

to write down whatever they remembered to enable partial responses. We valued a fully correct 

response with two points, a partially correct reply with one point, and wrong answers with zero points. 

To discourage wild guesses this question was not marked as mandatory, so participants could advance 

in the questionnaire without answering. Finally, purchase intention was measured based on Keller et al. 

(1997) using a seven-point Likert scale with answers ranging from 1 = “extremely unlikely” to 7 = 

“extremely likely”. Because the questions regarding purchase intention do not leave much scope for 

misinterpretation we adopted only two of three items (Cronbach’s α = ,946) from Keller et al. (1997). 

One of the items was “How likely would you be to purchase the burger?”. 

 

Mediator variables 

Firstly, the moral obligation was measured using a seven-point Likert scale adopted from Beck 

and Ajzen (1991) with answers ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”. Similar to 

Beck and Ajzen (1991) we used three items (Cronbach’s α = ,893) to assess moral obligation. However, 

Beck and Ajzen (1991) examined the moral obligation of college students with respect to cheating in an 

exam, shoplifting, and lying. Therefore, we had to adjust the questions to a plant-based context. For 
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example, one of the questions was “If I had to choose between the advertised plant-based burger and 

a classical meat-based burger, eating the meat-based burger would be morally wrong”. 

Secondly, eating simulations were assessed using a single-item measure based on Papies et 

al. (2020). Because eating simulation is a relatively new construct, no alternative scales were available. 

Whereas Papies et al. (2020) used a 100-point VAS, we used a seven-point Likert scale to ensure better 

comparability with the other variables. The participants were asked to indicate to what extent they 

agreed with the statement “When I saw the advertising, I imagined what the burger would taste and feel 

like” with answers ranging from 1 = “not at all” to 7 = “very much”. Thirdly, activation was measured 

using a seven-point Likert scale based on Holbrook and Batra (1987) with answers ranging from 1 = 

“strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”. Following their list of emotional indices, we used three items 

to measure activation (Cronbach’s α = ,823). Subjects were asked to what extent they agreed that the 

advertising made them feel “aroused”, “active”, and “excited”.  

Finally, the ad’s credibility was investigated using a seven-point bipolar scale based on 

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989). The ad’s credibility is a well-researched construct and has been examined 

in multiple studies (e.g., Cotte et al., 2005; MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Yoo & MacInnis, 2005). We chose 

the scale by MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) because of the relatively few items that helped to keep our 

questionnaire short. Yet, the three items used by MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) revealed poor reliability in 

our pre-study (Cronbach’s α = ,529). However, when removing the paired anchor “biased” and 

“unbiased” the reliability was significantly increased (Cronbach’s α = ,757). Given the fact that all 

advertising is biased by nature, this is plausible. Therefore, we decided to remove this item in our main 

study and only used the paired anchors “unconvincing” and “convincing”, and “unbelievable” and 

“believable”. As in the results in our pre-study, the reliability of the two items was high (Cronbach’s α = 

,728). 

 

Moderator variables 

As we consider the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information as outside 

variables mainly determined by individual characteristics, pre-exposure measures would have been the 

most accurate way to measure them (MacInnis et al., 1991). According to MacInnis et al. (1991), post-

exposure measures of MOA are more suitable to explore mediational linkages between variables. 

Nevertheless, we employed post-exposure measures to avoid potential priming effects. To increase 
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external validity, we wanted our participants to look at the stimulus with as little bias as possible. 

Furthermore, we assume the effect of our independent variable on MOA to be minimal to non-existent.  

The motivation to process information is operationalized as processing antecedents, processing 

outcomes, and goal-directed arousal (MacInnis et al., 1991). Whereas processing antecedents include 

factors that affect motivation (e.g., the importance of the purchase decision), processing outcomes refer 

to outcomes that are believed to stem from motivation (e.g., consumer’s attention). Unfortunately, none 

of them accurately measures the motivation construct itself (MacInnis et al., 1991). Therefore, MacInnis 

et al. (1991) recommended measuring goal-directed arousal. Even though this measure may be 

criticized because it relies on self-report measures, it comes substantially closer to measuring the actual 

construct (MacInnis et al., 1991). For example, Moorman (1990) measured subjects' desire to process 

nutritional information using five items on a seven-point Likert scale. However, plant-based products 

tend to use information concerning the environment, animal welfare/ethics, and personal health. The 

motivation to process this information can be very different within the same individual and vary a lot 

depending on the domain. Thus, splitting up the motivation construct into three motivation variables 

would have been most accurate. On the other hand, the motivation to process information is not the 

focal point of our study. As the assessment of three different variables would have prolonged the 

response time to our questionnaire significantly, we decided to combine all motivations in one generic 

variable. Ultimately, we measured the motivation to process information using three items (Cronbach’s 

α = ,800) based on Moorman (1990) on a seven-point Likert scale with answers ranging from 1 = 

“strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”. Sample items include “I am interested in looking for 

information on food ads” and “I would like to receive additional information on food ads”. 

The ability to process information can be assessed based on either usage experience, subjective 

knowledge, or objective knowledge (MacInnis et al., 1991). Usage experience typically refers to product 

ownership, length of ownership, the extent of usage or amount purchased (MacInnis et al., 1991). While 

this data is relatively easy to collect, it does not accurately reflect the ability to process information as 

individuals might have extensive usage but show little understanding (MacInnis et al., 1991). 

Alternatively, subjective, or objective knowledge can be used to assess ability. Whereas objective 

knowledge shows great conceptual correspondence, subjective knowledge has been criticized for 

measuring self-confidence instead of actual knowledge (MacInnis et al., 1991). However, the 

measurement of objective knowledge commonly relies on a series of factual knowledge tests and is 

relatively difficult to assess. For instance, Brucks (1985) measured objective knowledge through free 

response questions, and Kanwar et al. (1990) used 85 multiple-choice questions. As the ability to 
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process information is not the main emphasis of our study and such a measurement would have 

prolonged our questionnaire essentially, we decided to assess subjective knowledge. Moreover, just as 

concerning the motivation to process information, we were facing the challenge of three different 

abilities. For example, the ability to process nutritional information may be very different from the ability 

to process environmental information. To avoid introducing two more variables, we decided to take the 

same approach as we did regarding the motivation to process information and summarized all abilities 

in one variable. In summary, the ability to process information was measured using a seven-point Likert 

scale with answers ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”. Based on Hung et al. 

(2017) we used three items (Cronbach’s α = ,830); a sample item is “I am quite knowledgeable about 

health and environmental claims on advertising”.  

Finally, the opportunity to process information can be measured in a post-exposure context 

through the actual monitoring of participants, self-report measures, or eye-tracking technology (MacInnis 

et al., 1991). Considering our research method both the actual monitoring of participants and eye-

tracking were deemed unfeasible and would go beyond the scope of this study. We measured the 

opportunity to process the information on a seven-point Likert scale using three items (Cronbach’s α = 

,726) based on Heer and Poiesz (1998). For instance, one of the items was “I had enough time to read 

all the information on the ad”. Because self-report measures may not be most accurate, we additionally 

measured the time spent looking at the stimulus as an indicator for opportunity (Roberts & Maccoby, 

1973). From a critical perspective, it must be said that the exposure time recorded by the software does 

not necessarily represent the time spent looking at the stimulus because participants might have been 

distracted and looked at something else. Nevertheless, the exposure time adds some valuable insights 

into our opportunity construct.  

 

Control variables and demographics 

After assessing the moderator variables, we controlled for participants’ meat consumption and 

dietary guidelines. Firstly, we asked how many grams of meat participants ate on average per week on 

a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “0 - 250 grams” to 5 = “2000 grams or more”. Secondly, 

participants could choose if they were vegan, vegetarian, flexitarian, or none of the above. Initially, we 

also included a “carnivore” option in our pre-study to identify potential heavy meat-eaters. However, the 

option seemed to cause confusion among the participants. The carnivore diet is a very strict diet 

exclusively consisting of meat and other animal products (Baker, 2019), yet disproportionally many 
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participants stated to be carnivores. We assumed people mixed up the terms “carnivore” and “omnivore”, 

therefore, we decided to remove this option in our main study.  

We assessed these variables because heavy meat-eaters could be generally opposed to plant-

based alternatives. Likewise, vegans could be overly convinced and feel more attracted to the 

informational and combined advertising as they genuinely care about the environment, animals, or 

personal health and the informational ad confirms believes and values they already held. Therefore, it 

was essential to control for these potentially confounding variables. 

Furthermore, we asked participants if they were generally open to plant-based alternatives. 

While we expected vegans and vegetarians to be open to plant-based alternatives anyway, this question 

helped us to identify meat-eaters who can be regarded as an attractive target group for plant-based 

marketers. The responses were assessed on a five-point Likert scale with answers ranging from 1 = 

“never” to 5 = “always”. Eventually, we asked participants for their age, gender, and nationality. 

Afterward, participants were thanked and debriefed.  

 

4.5 Analytical Approach 

The data analysis was conducted using IBM® SPSS© Statistics, tables and diagrams were 

created using Microsoft Excel. As outlined in the previous chapter, all demographics were analyzed 

using frequency analysis. Most of the dependent variables were compared using a one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA). Whereas the independent t-test can be used to determine any statistically significant 

differences between two independent groups, the ANOVA can be used to examine the differences 

between three or more independent groups. Considering that we have four experimental conditions (i.e., 

informational, emotional, combined, and control) the ANOVA is most suitable for our purpose.  

Prior to the analysis, we checked the requirements for an ANOVA. Firstly, all dependent 

variables need to be measured with a minimum interval scale. However, a quasi-metric data level can 

be assumed for ordinally scaled data with more than five scale points and assuming the distances 

between the scale points are the same (Brosius et al., 2016). Therefore, we can regard product attitude, 

brand attitude, and purchase intention as parametric variables. Secondly, our independent variable 

consists of two or more categorical independent groups (i.e., informational, emotional, combined, and 

control). Thirdly, the independence of observation was given because we had four independent (i.e., 

unrelated) samples. Given the fact that all answers were limited to a seven-point scale, there were no 
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significant outliers. Furthermore, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and Shapiro-Wilk test were employed to 

check whether the dependent variables were approximately normally distributed. As illustrated in 

Appendix 4, both tests show that some points of our data are not normally distributed. However, as the 

ANOVA is quite robust to violations of normality, it can still provide valid results when this assumption 

is slightly violated (Lærd Statistics, 2021). Unless one or more of the distributions are highly skewed, 

the ANOVA’s F-test tolerates violations rather well if there are fixed factors (i.e., our four independent 

variables) and equal sample sizes (we have approximately 50 in all groups). Especially when viewing 

all assumptions as a continuum rather than a binary choice (i.e., either I can trust the results or I cannot), 

this violation does not critically influence our analysis. Finally, Leven’s test was used to test for 

homogeneity of variances; the results can be seen in Appendix 5.  

Before the analysis, we transformed the individual items for all variables (see Table 6) into target 

variables (i.e., we combined the items to one variable). To determine which specific groups of our 

independent variables were significantly different from each other we used a post-hoc test with 

Bonferroni correction. The moderating variables were added as a quartile split to the ANOVA (i.e., we 

compared the bottom 25 percent percentile with the top 25 percent percentile). On the one hand, a 

quartile split diminishes the sample size essentially because it excludes approximately half of the 

participants. On the other hand, it is substantially more accurate than a median split, so it enabled us to 

clearly differentiate between participants with high and low motivation, ability, and opportunity.  

As the brand recall was not measured on a seven-point scale, we could not employ parametric 

tests. Therefore, we used a Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance to investigate potential 

differences regarding brand recall. The Kruskal-Wallis test is an extension of the Mann-Whitney U test 

and is considered the nonparametric alternative to the one-way ANOVA. The direct effects of our 

moderating variables on brand recall have been analyzed using a Mann-Whitney U test. The Mann-

Whitney U test is the non-parametric alternative to the independent t-test and is most accurate when 

examining the effect of a dichotomous variable (i.e., MOA high vs. low) on an ordinal variable with only 

three scale points (i.e., brand recall). Potential moderating effects in relation to brand recall could have 

been examined using a logistic regression. However, considering that the brand recall is of minor 

importance for this research, this would go beyond the scope of this study.  

Furthermore, we used an ANOVA to check for potential effects of the message type on eating 

simulations, activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility. Moreover, we used a multiple-group 

analysis in IBM® SPSS© Amos Graphics to see whether this effect was stronger in some of the groups. 

Ultimately, we examined the potential direct effects of the mediator variables on our dependent variables 
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using Pearson’s correlation followed by multiple regression analysis. Following guidelines by Dahiru 

(2008), we defined the statistical significance through the error probability p as follows:  

p > ,05 = not significant.  

p < ,05 *significant.  

p < ,01 **highly significant. 
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5. Results 

To remind the reader of our hypothesized relationships, the research model is depicted in Figure 

10. In extension of the figure in Ch. 3.4 “Research gap and Deriving Hypotheses”, this figure includes a 

quick overview of our results. Before going into a more detailed analysis, we check whether the 

experimental manipulation was successful (i.e., if the informational stimulus was perceived as more 

informational than the emotional stimulus and vice versa). Afterward, we go through the hypotheses one 

by one. Firstly, we assess the direct effect of the message type on our dependent variables (H1). 

Secondly, we analyze the moderating role of motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information 

(H2-4). Lastly, we examine potential effects of message type on eating simulations, activation, moral 

obligation, and ad’s credibility (H5, 7, and 9) and their effects on the dependent variables (H6, 8, 10, 

and 11). While a detailed discussion of the results follows in Ch. 6 “Discussion”, we quickly explain what 

the results mean for us in this chapter already.  

  

Figure 10  

Research design including a basic overview of the results.  
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Manipulation check  

Before going into deeper analysis, it is essential to prove whether our experimental manipulation 

has worked. To give an introductory overview, the results are illustrated in Table 7.  

 

Table 7 

Descriptive results of the manipulation check. 

 

Importantly, an ANOVA showed that the informational stimulus (M Informational = 5,41; SD = 1,26) 

was perceived as more informational than the emotional stimulus (M Emotional = 4,36; SD = 1,23). The 

difference is highly significant (F (3, 207) = 23,253; p = ,000). Moreover, the informational stimulus was 

perceived as more informational than in our pre-study (compare with Table 4). This proves that adjusting 

the stimulus from three to five informational messages (see Ch. 4.3 “Research Subject”) had the desired 

effect. The combined stimulus was perceived as relatively informational as well (M Combined = 5,03; 

SD = 1,16), whereas the control stimulus scored significantly lower (M Control = 3,55; SD = 1,25). A post-

hoc test with Bonferroni correction revealed that the differences between all groups are statistically 

significant (p = ,000). The only difference that is not significant was observed between the informational 

and combined stimulus (p = ,616).  

Likewise, the emotional stimulus (M Emotional = 4,47; SD = 1,16) was perceived as more emotional 

than the informational stimulus (M Informational = 3,31; SD = 1,29). A second ANOVA confirmed that the 

difference is highly significant (F (3, 207) = 27,842; p = ,000). Interestingly, the combined option was 

perceived as even more emotional (M Combined = 4,62; SD = 1,07), whereas the control stimulus scored 

low again (M Control = 2,82; SD = 1,27). Potentially, the text-based descriptions (e.g., “no animas killed”) 

have led to even more emotional processing; for a more detailed discussion on this see Ch. 6.1 “Critical 

Reflection”. A post-hoc analysis revealed that the differences between the emotional and combined 
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stimulus (p = 1,000) and between the informational and control stimulus (p = ,218) are not significant. 

In contrast, all other differences are highly significant (p = ,000).  

In summary, we can confirm that our experimental manipulation worked successfully. Whereas 

the informational stimulus was perceived as significantly more informational than the emotional stimulus, 

the emotional stimulus was perceived as significantly more emotional than the informational stimulus. 

The combined stimulus scored high on both scales, whereas the control stimulus scored low on both 

scales. 

 

Dependent variables (H1) 

Given the successful results of the manipulation check, we can now go into a more detailed 

analysis. To investigate the direct effect of the experimental manipulation on our dependent variables, 

we have a closer look at H1a – d. To provide an initial overview, the results are summarized in Table 8.  

 

Table 8  

Descriptive results for the dependent variables. 

 

Note. Descriptive results for product attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, and brand recall (H1). 

 

Concerning the product attitude, an ANOVA showed significant differences (F (3, 207) = 5,849; 

p = ,001). However, a post-hoc analysis with Bonferroni correction revealed that only the differences in 

comparison to the control group are significant. The control group (M Control = 4,49; SD = 1,15) scored 

lower compared to all experimental groups. Yet, the mean values of the informational group 

(M Informational = 5,30; SD = 1,16), emotional group (M Emotional = 5,31; SD = 1,08), and combined group 

(M Combined = 5,09; SD = 1,15) differ hardly. Consequently, there are no significant differences between 
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them (p = 1,00). Even when considering separate items like “enjoyable” or “tasteful” we found no 

significant differences (Appendix 6). Thus, we find no support for H1a.  

When it comes to the brand attitude, an ANOVA disclosed no significant results 

(F (3, 207) = 2,419; p = ,067). The mean values of the informational (M Informational = 4,54; SD = 1,16), 

emotional (M Emotional = 4,66; SD = 1,19), combined (M Combined = 4,64; SD = 1,15), and control group 

(M Control = 4,13; SD = 1,01) differ only very slightly. A post-hoc test with Bonferroni correction underlined 

the non-significant relationships between all groups. In contrast to the results concerning product 

attitude, not even the control group varies significantly from the other groups. Analyzing the separate 

items did not lead to deviating results. Therefore, we need to reject H1b.  

Regarding purchase intention we found comparable results to product attitude. Even though an 

ANOVA suggested a significant effect (F (3, 207) = 5,943; p = ,001), a post-hoc analysis disclosed that 

only the differences in comparison to the control group are significant. Again, the control group 

(M Control = 3,70; SD = 1,38) scored lower in comparison to all experimental groups. However, the mean 

values of the informational group (M Informational = 4,71; SD = 1,67), emotional group (M Emotional = 4,63; 

SD = 1,62), and combined group (M Combined = 4,88; SD = 1,51) differ hardly. Consequently, there are no 

significant differences between them (p = 1,00) and we find no support for H1c.  

As explained in Ch. 4.5 “Analytical Approach”, we analyzed the brand recall using a Kruskal-

Wallis one-way analysis of variance. Overall, 25 participants remembered the brand name correctly, 37 

remembered the brand name partially, and 149 either left the field blank or remembered the brand name 

incorrectly. However, following the Kruskal-Wallis H test, there are no statistically significant differences 

between the four experimental groups χ2 (3) = 2,052, p = ,562. Therefore, we find no support for H1d. 

Even though the participants in the emotional group and control group were provided with less 

information, they did not recall the brand name more successfully than their counterparts in the 

informational group and combined group.  

In summary, the results contradict our hypotheses. Even though the experimental manipulation 

worked, the results suggest that emotional advertising does not perform better than informational 

advertising. The emotional stimulus does not have a more positive effect on product attitude, brand 

attitude, purchase intention, and brand recall than the informational and combined stimulus. Therefore, 

we find no support for H1 a-d. Potential explanations for this are outlined in Ch. 6.1 “Critical Reflection”. 
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Subsegment analysis  

As the market for meat alternatives is quite diverse and we can divide the market into different 

segments (e.g., vegans vs. non-vegans), it may be worth it to look at different subgroups. Furthermore, 

the way consumers react to advertising messages can be influenced by individual characteristics 

(e.g., age or gender) or contextual characteristics (e.g., available time). Therefore, we analyzed various 

subgroups independently from each other. Table 9 provides an overview of the various filters we applied 

and their influence on our sample size and mean values. 
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Table 9  

Subsegment analysis. 

 

Note. Comparison of the mean values in relation to product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention dependent on the 

experimental condition and various subgroups Significant differences are marked grey in a way that dark grey is always 

significantly higher than light grey. 
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As shown by Table 9, most of the differences are not significant. If they are, they are mostly 

found in comparison to the control group. For example, when only considering vegetarian or vegan 

people, neither the informational nor the emotional stimulus performs superior in relation to product 

attitude (M Informational = 5,41; SD = 1,07; M Emotional = 5,67; SD = 1,36), brand attitude (M Informational = 4,55; 

SD = 1,40; M Emotional = 4,81; SD = 1,68) and purchase intention (M Informational = 5,10; SD = 1,66; 

M Emotional = 4,78; SD = 1,42). None of the results are statistically significant (F (3, 43) = 1,630; p = ,197). 

However, when looking at meat-eaters (i.e., people who are following none of the above-mentioned 

dietary guidelines) who are open to plant-based alternatives we found more promising results. The 

findings are illustrated in Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11  

Meat-eaters who are open to plant-based alternatives. 

 

Note. The figure shows a comparison of the mean values in relation to product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase 

intention dependent on the experimental condition for meat-eaters who are open to plant-based alternatives. 

 

Even though the sample size was diminished essentially (n = 52), we found significant results 

regarding the product attitude (F (3, 48) = 3,872; p = ,015). The emotional group (M Emotional = 5,22; 

SD = 1,36) and combined group (M Combined = 5,76; SD = ,72) exhibit a higher product attitude than the 

informational group (M Informational = 4,58; SD = ,93). In contrast to previous post-hoc analyses, a post-hoc 

test with Bonferroni correction highlighted that the difference between the combined and informational 

group is marginally significant (p = ,064). Moreover, the difference between the combined and control 
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group is significant (p = ,026). We found similar results in relation to the purchase intention (see Table 9). 

In contrast, the brand attitude seems to be almost completely unaffected by the experimental condition. 

Interestingly, throughout all subgroups, we found no significant effect in relation to brand attitude. 

Overall, brand attitudes might be more difficult to shape and influence than product attitudes (see 

Ch. 6.1 “Critical Reflection”). In summary, the subsegment analysis confirms the results of our main 

analysis. Only meat-eaters who are open to plant-based alternatives seem to be especially tempted 

through emotional messages.  

 

Moderator variables (H2-4) 

In the following, we check for moderating and direct effects of the motivation, ability, and 

opportunity to process information (H2-4). Table 10 and Table 11 provide a comprehensive overview of 

the descriptive and analytical results in relation to indirect and direct effects; the percentiles can be 

found in Appendix 7.  

 

Table 10  

Descriptive results for the moderator variables.  

 

Note. Descriptive results regarding the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information. 
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Table 11 

Analytical results for the moderator variables.  

 

Note. Analytical results regarding the moderator variables: motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information. 

 

Firstly, the motivation to process information does neither moderate the effect of message type 

on product attitude (p = ,961) nor brand attitude (p = ,234) and purchase intention (p = ,221). Therefore, 

we found no support for H2. However, the ANOVA showed a significant direct effect of motivation on 

brand attitude (p = ,016) and purchase intention (p = ,031). Furthermore, a Mann-Whitney U test showed 

a highly significant direct effect on brand recall (p = ,005). Subjects with a high motivation to process 

information showed a significantly higher brand attitude (M = 4,70; SD = 1,12), purchase intention 

(M = 4,71; SD = 1,62), and brand recall (M = ,49; SD = ,413) than subjects with a low motivation 

(M Brand attitude = 4,06; SD = 1,18; M Purchase intention = 3,73; SD = 1,80; M Brand recall = ,14; SD = ,737). There 

was no direct effect on product attitude (p = ,109). 

Also, the ability to process information does not moderate the effect of message type on product 

attitude (p = ,802), brand attitude (p = ,436) or purchase intention (p = ,309). Therefore, we found no 

support for H3. Likewise, the ability to process information has no direct effect on product attitude 

(p = ,607), brand attitude (p = ,441), purchase intention (p = ,156), and brand recall (p = ,339). Overall, 

the ability to process information seems, therefore, less relevant than the motivation to process 

information.  

Finally, the opportunity to process information does not moderate the effect of message type on 

product attitude (p = ,681), brand attitude (p = ,727) and purchase intention (p = ,670) either. Hence, we 

found no support for H4. However, the opportunity to process information has a direct effect on product 

attitude (p = ,005), purchase intention (p = ,010), and brand recall (p = ,003). Subjects with a high 

opportunity to process information show a significantly higher product attitude (M = 5,24; SD = 1,08), 

purchase intention (M = 4,80; SD = 1,68), and brand recall (M = ,65; SD = ,83) than subjects with a low 
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opportunity (M Product attitude = 4,64; SD = 1,23; M Purchase intention = 3,98; SD = 1,48; M Brand recall = ,23; 

SD = ,57). There is no direct effect on brand attitude (p = ,541).  

In summary, we found no interacting effects and, therefore, no support for H2-4. Neither the 

motivation nor ability or opportunity seem to influence the effect of message type on product attitude, 

brand attitude, purchase intention, and brand recall. However, the motivation and opportunity to process 

information had several direct effects.  

 

Mediator variables (H5-11) 

To prove H5-11 we checked for direct effects of the message type on eating simulations, 

activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility, and for their direct effects on product attitude, brand 

attitude, and purchase intention. Whereas Table 12 gives a quick overview of the descriptive results of 

the first analysis, Table 13 and Table 14 provide a comprehensive overview of the latter.  

 

Table 12 

Descriptive results for the mediator variables. 

 

Note. Descriptive results regarding eating simulations, activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility (H5, 7, and 9). 
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Table 13 

Correlation analysis.  

 

Note. Correlations between eating simulations, activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility and product attitude, brand 

attitude, and purchase intention (H 6, 8, 10, and 11). 

 

 

Table 14  

Multiple regression analysis.  

 

Note. Multiple regression analysis for the predictive effect of eating simulations, activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility 

on product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention (H 6, 8, 10, and 11).  
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Firstly, an ANOVA showed a significant direct effect of message type on eating simulations 

(F (3, 207) = 2,828; p = ,040). In line with our hypothesis, the emotional (M Emotional = 4,69; SD = 1,59) 

and combined group (M Combined = 4,93; SD = 1,49) exhibit higher levels of eating simulations than the 

informational (M Informational = 4,11; SD = 1,67) and control group (M Control = 4,28; SD = 1,77). A post-hoc 

test with Bonferroni correction confirmed that there is a marginally significant difference between the 

combined and informational group (p = ,055), however, no significant difference between the 

informational and emotional group (p = ,410) was found. Therefore, we found no support for H5.  

Nevertheless, eating simulations positively correlate with product attitude (r = ,449), brand 

attitude (r = ,432), and purchase intention (r = ,419). All correlations are highly significant (p = ,000). A 

multiple regression analysis showed that eating simulations significantly predict all three variables 

(p = ,000). Thus, we find strong support for H6. Furthermore, a multigroup analysis conducted with IBM® 

SPSS© Amos Graphics showed that the effect on product attitude (r Informational = ,52; r Emotional = ,59; 

r Combined = ,39; r Control = ,39) and purchase intention (r Informational = ,54; r Emotional = ,66; r Combined = ,35; 

r Control = ,10) is stronger in the emotional group than in the informational, combined, and control group. 

Table 15 provides a comprehensive overview of the multiple-group analysis.  

 

Table 15  

Multiple-group analysis.  

 

Note: PA stands for product attitude, BA – brand attitude, PI – purchase intention. 

 

Secondly, the message type has a significant direct effect on activation (F (3, 207) = 4,293; 

p = ,006). Conforming with our hypothesis, the emotional (M Emotional = 3,86; SD = 1,33) and combined 

group (M Combined = 3,93; SD = 1,27) show a higher activation than the informational (M Informational = 3,36; 

SD = 1,13) and control group (M Control = 3,22; SD = 1,23). However, a post-hoc analysis revealed that 

only the difference between combined and control group is statistically significant (p = ,023). The 
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difference between emotional and control group is marginally significant (p = ,064). Therefore, we found 

no support for H7.  

Like eating simulations, activation positively correlates with product attitude (r = ,430), brand 

attitude (r = ,477), and purchase intention (r = ,502). All correlations are highly significant (p = ,000). A 

multiple regression analysis showed that activation significantly predicts all three variables (p = ,000), 

thus we find strong support for H8. Moreover, the multiple-group analysis demonstrated that the effect 

of activation on product attitude and purchase intention is stronger in the emotional group than in the 

informational, combined, and control group (see Table 15).  

In contrast to eating simulations and activation, moral obligation was expected to be higher for 

the informational and combined group. Whereas subjects in the combined group show relatively high 

levels of moral obligation (M Combined = 4,28; SD = 1,88), subjects in the informational (M Informational = 3,68; 

SD = 2,01) and control group (M Control = 3,60; SD = 2,04) exhibit relatively low levels of moral obligation. 

Subjects in the emotional group scored in between (M Emotional = 3,80; SD = 1,64). None of the differences 

are statistically significant (F (3, 207) = 4,978; p = ,252). Consequently, we found no support for H9.  

Unlike eating simulations and activation, moral obligation does not correlate with product attitude 

(r = ,129; p = ,061) and brand attitude (r = ,022; p = ,749). However, moral obligation weakly correlates 

with purchase intention (r = ,250; p = ,000). Multiple regression confirmed that moral obligation 

significantly predicts purchase intention (p = ,000). Therefore, we found no support for H10 a) and b) 

but moderate support for H10 c).  

Lastly, an ANOVA confirmed a significant direct effect of message type on ad’s credibility 

(F (3, 207) = 3,840; p = ,011). Both the informational (M Informational = 5,04; SD = 1,14), emotional 

(M Emotional = 4,98; SD = 1,05), and combined advertising (M Combined = 5,17; SD = 1,18) seem to be more 

credible than the control advertising (M Control = 4,44; SD = 1,30). The difference between the combined 

and control group is significant (p = ,011) and the difference between the informational and control group 

is marginally significant (p = ,057).  

Finally, the ad’s credibility positively correlates with product attitude (r = ,373), brand attitude 

(r = ,487), and purchase intention (r = ,429). All correlations are highly significant (p = ,000). A multiple 

regression analysis confirmed that ad’s credibility significantly predicts all three variables (p = ,000). 

Thus, we found strong support for H11.  

In summary, the message type has a significant effect on eating simulations, activation, and the 

ad’s credibility. However, like the effect on our dependent variables, these effects are only significant in 
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comparison to the control group. On the other hand, eating simulations, activation, and ad’s credibility 

positively correlate with all three dependent variables. Multiple regression analysis showed that all 

effects were predictive in a way that eating simulations, activation, and ad’s credibility significantly 

predict product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention. Moral obligation correlates with and 

predicts purchase intention only to a small extent. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1 Critical Reflection 

Following our analysis, we need to provisionally negate our research question. The results 

suggest that emotional messages do not have a more positive effect on product attitude, brand attitude, 

purchase intention, and brand recall than informational messages. Even though the emotional message 

focused on taste and pleasure, which have previously been identified as the most critical predictors in 

people’s food choices, it was not sufficient to nudge subjects into more ethical and sustainable food 

choices. At the same time, it would be wrong to conclude that informational messages have a more 

positive effect on attitudes and purchase intention because we found no statistically significant 

differences between the two conditions. Nevertheless, both performed superior in comparison to the 

control group. This means that informational as well as emotional messages have a significant positive 

effect. Nevertheless, combining both messages does not necessarily multiply the positive effect. In sum, 

the combined message led to similar results as the separate messages.  

Critically, the text-based descriptions that were meant to be informational content could have led 

to emotional processing as well. Particularly the information “no animals killed” (see Figure 8) might 

have provoked negative feelings of guilt or feelings of compassion in some subjects. Even though the 

emotional stimulus was perceived as significantly more emotional than the informational stimulus, this 

is a potential hole in our conceptualization. This could also explain why the combined stimulus was 

perceived as more emotional than the emotional stimulus (see Table 7). Furthermore, this is leading to 

another issue regarding the perceived level of emotions. As aforementioned, emotions can vary in their 

valance and arousal (Watson & Tellegen, 1985). Based on the results from the manipulation check, it 

is not clear whether subjects connect positive or negative emotions with the stimuli. Whereas the 

emotional stimulus could be perceived as emotional due to positive feelings (e.g., excitement), the 

informational and combined stimulus could be perceived as emotional through negative emotions (e.g., 

feelings of guilt). While the measurement of our mediator variables (e.g., activation or moral obligation) 

does not suggest this to be the case we should not neglect the complexity of emotions. 

At the same time, the emotional stimulus was perceived as relatively informational (M = 4,36; 

SD = 1,23). Even though it was perceived as significantly less informational than the informational 

stimulus (M = 5,41; SD = 1,26), the perceived level of information (M = 4,36, SD = 1,23) and perceived 

level of emotion (M = 4,47; SD = 1,16) were almost the same for the emotional stimulus. Therefore, the 

emotional stimulus unintentionally almost appears as a kind of combined stimulus. A potential 
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explanation could be that the vegan logo and the brand name were perceived as information. Also, the 

emotional message (i.e., “feel the taste”) could have been perceived as informational cue because it 

conveys information about the tastiness. This brings us back to the limitations of the ELM (see limitation 

number 5 in Table 2) and potentially explains why we found no significant differences.  

Alternatively, the indifference between informational and emotional messages in relation to 

product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention could be explained through the fact that plant-

based burgers are neither a fully low involvement nor entirely high involvement product. Whereas food, 

in general, can be characterized as a product category with rather low involvement for most people 

(Laurent & Kapferer, 1985; Zaichkowsky, 1987), plant-based alternatives may be described as a 

thought-provoking subcategory. Potentially, it could be seen as a new product category that provokes 

skepticism and initiates thinking processes even in people who normally do not care. The hereby 

heightened involvement may increase the demand for information and positively influence the effect of 

informational messages. This would then diminish the relative superiority of emotional messages. 

Ultimately, more research is needed to characterize the level of involvement typically connected to plant-

based alternatives. 

Even when analyzing separate items like “enjoyable” or “tasteful” we found no significant 

differences between the experimental groups (see Appendix 6). On the one hand, this is not surprising 

considering the high Cronbach’s α we achieved for product attitude (Cronbach’s α = ,941). On the other 

hand, this is interesting because we explicitly focused on the taste in the emotional and combined 

stimulus (i.e., “feel the taste”). A potential explanation could be that subjects’ taste perceptions were 

more influenced by the picture than by text-based descriptions. This suggests that taste perceptions 

cannot be significantly influenced by just adding a simple message focused on taste. At the same time, 

health claims (i.e., “50g of plant protein” and “cholesterol free”) did not seem to impair taste perceptions. 

This stands in contrast to the results by Horgen and Brownell (2002) (Ch. 3.3 “Current State of 

Research”) and suggests that health messages are not as detrimental as expected. Again, the picture 

might have worked as a counterpart and successfully compensated or even outweighed the presented 

health claims.  

Ultimately, methodological shortcomings might be responsible for the non-significant results 

because the experimental setting itself influenced the way and time subjects looked at our stimuli. 

Subjects in the informational group (M = 14,97; SD = 9,78) and combined group (M = 21,26; SD = 24,56) 

looked at the stimulus significantly longer than subjects in the emotional group (M = 9,03; SD = 5,14) 

and control group (M = 8,79; SD = 7,42) (F (3, 207) = 9,191; p = ,000). In fact, the time spent looking at 
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the stimulus positively correlates with product attitude (r = ,158; p = ,021) and purchase intention 

(r = ,207; p = ,003). Even though we only find a weak effect, a linear regression analysis underlines the 

casual relationship between the two variables (p = ,021). Thus, our results might have been biased 

through the time spent looking at the stimulus, and the informational and combined stimulus might have 

unintentionally profited through the longer exposure time.  

This is critical because it could be argued that the emotional stimulus might have a more positive 

effect when the exposure time is limited (i.e., the opportunity to process information is low) because 

subjects would not have time to process all information. However, our subsegment analysis (see 

Table 9) has shown that there were no significant differences between the informational and emotional 

groups when only considering subjects who looked at the stimulus less than six seconds. We found 

similar results when using subjective measures for opportunity instead of exposure time. Importantly, 

the subjective ratings of the opportunity are highly significantly correlating with the objective time spent 

looking at the stimulus (r = ,259; p = ,000). On the other hand, the weak correlation could either expose 

the weakness of subjective measures or emphasize the shortcoming of our objective measure because 

the recorded time by the online survey tool Qualtrics does not necessarily represent the time spent 

looking at the stimulus (e.g., subjects might have been distracted and looked at something else). 

The highly significant effect of the opportunity to process information on brand recall can be 

explained through a higher attention. Subjects who had not been distracted could pay more attention to 

the advertising including the brand name and logo. Interestingly, the opportunity had no direct effect on 

brand attitude. Even though subjects with a high opportunity remembered the brand name more 

frequently, the opportunity did not influence their brand attitudes. However, the opportunity had a direct 

effect on product attitude and purchase intention which underlines the theoretical importance of 

opportunity. In general, our results suggest that brand attitudes are more difficult to shape and influence 

than product attitudes. A potential explanation could be that brand attitudes are more complex and 

abstract (Keller, 1993; Rossiter & Percy, 1987), whereas product attitudes can be directly attributed to 

a physical object and are relatively easy to form.  

In contrast, the motivation to process information had a significant effect on brand attitude, brand 

recall, and purchase intention but not on product attitude. Critically, vegans (M = 6,02; SD = ,80) and 

vegetarians (M = 5,54; SD = 1,08) showed a higher motivation to process information than meat-eaters 

(M = 4,78; SD = 1,31) in general (p = ,000). This is not surprising and could be explained through vegans' 

selective eating behavior which requires a critical awareness of certain ingredients or production 

methods. Yet, vegans and vegetarians also show greater purchase intentions (M Vegan = 5,15; SD = 1,31; 
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M Vegetarian = 4,82; SD = 1,61; M None of the above = 4,18; SD = 1,62), so the significant effect of the motivation 

to process information on purchase intention could be caused by dietary guidelines. However, this 

explanation does not hold for brand attitudes because vegans and non-vegans show similar levels of 

brand attitude (M Vegan = 4,22; SD = 1,17; M Vegetarian = 4,59; SD = 1,19; M None of the above = 4,4; SD = 1,14). 

In contrast to purchase intention, brand attitudes may be directly influenced through motivation because 

their rather complex and abstract appearances require the motivation to process information.  

Finally, the ability to process information had no direct effects on our dependent variables. 

Therefore, the results suggest that the ability plays a less important role than the motivation and 

opportunity to process information. A possible explanation could be that all our messages have been 

kept quite simple, so no deeper knowledge was necessary to understand our messages. All claims have 

been formulated in a very straightforward manner and were easily understandable for the greater public. 

While the ability to process information might play a role when using more sophisticated claims, this 

seems less relevant in a common advertising context. An alternative explanation could be our very 

homogenous sample composed of mostly highly educated people. This is one of the shortcomings of 

the convenience sample reached through our personal network and might have led to generally high 

ability scores and, therefore, biased our results.  

When it comes to the mediator variables, we have shown that eating simulations significantly 

predict attitudes and purchase intention. This effect was strongest in the emotional group and underlines 

the potential mediational role of eating simulations. However, an ANOVA has shown that the message 

type has no significant effect on eating simulations. Whereas the combined stimulus provoked 

marginally significantly more eating stimulations than the informational group, there was no significant 

difference between the emotional and informational groups. A potential explanation could be that we 

only focused on taste (“feel the taste”) and pleasure (“plant-based pleasure”) and ignored other aspects. 

While we had good arguments to focus on taste and pleasure (see Ch. 3.3 “Current State of Research”), 

this might have reduced the positive effect on eating simulations. Papies et al. (2020) explicitly used 

descriptions that “combined sensory, context, and hedonic words” (p. 8) to provoke eating simulations.  

Like eating simulations, activation had a highly significant direct effect on product attitude, brand 

attitude, and purchase intention. Therefore, the results confirm Holbrook and Batra (1987) in their 

assumption that emotions play a decisive role in marketing communication. Moreover, the results 

confirm our assumption that activation plays a key role when it comes to food marketing. While we found 

no significant effect of message type on activation, we found tendencies towards our hypothesis. The 

emotional and combined group led to slightly higher levels of activation than the informational and 
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control group (see Table 12). Nevertheless, the difference between the emotional and informational 

groups was neither significant for the entire construct nor any of the separate items.  

Furthermore, we investigated the role of moral obligation. While we expected moral obligation 

to be higher in the informational and combined group, we found no support for this hypothesis. 

Potentially, the informational messages that focused on moral obligation (i.e., “no animals killed” and 

“90% less carbon emissions”) have been not convincing enough. Either they lost importance as they 

comprised only two out of five informational messages or participants simply did not care. Yet, moral 

obligation was generally relatively high (M Total = 3,85; SD = 1,91). However, a post-analysis has shown 

that moral obligation can be best predicted through dietary guidelines. Vegans (M = 6,67; SD = ,54) and 

vegetarians (M = 5,97; SD = ,92) showed a significantly higher moral obligation than meat-eaters 

(M = 2,64; SD = 1,40) (F (3, 207) = 100,012; p = ,000). Therefore, we conclude that moral obligations 

are mainly influenced by dietary guidelines and general beliefs. These deeply rooted beliefs are hard to 

change and, therefore, mostly independent of our product advertising.  

Interestingly, moral obligation correlates highly significantly with purchase intention but not with 

product attitude and brand attitude. In other words, moral obligation leads to intended behavioral change 

but not attitudinal change. A potential explanation could be that there is a highly significant effect of 

dietary guidelines on purchase intention (F (3, 207) = 3,477; p = ,017) but no effect of dietary guidelines 

on product attitude (F (3, 207) = 1,154; p = ,329) or brand attitude (F (3, 207) = 1,463; p = ,226). Vegans 

and vegetarians show greater purchase intentions (M Vegan = 5,15; SD = 1,31; M Vegetarian = 4,82; 

SD = 1,61; M None of the above = 4,18; SD = 1,62), but similar levels of product attitude (M Vegan = 5,15; 

SD = 1,21; M Vegetarian = 5,25; SD = ,98; M None of the above = 4,92; SD = 1,24) and brand attitude 

(M Vegan = 4,22; SD = 1,17; M Vegetarian = 4,59; SD = 1,19; M None of the above = 4,4; SD = 1,14). Hence, moral 

obligations could be seen as a marker for dietary guidelines and the effect of moral obligations on 

purchase intention might be explained through dietary guidelines.  

Finally, the ad’s credibility significantly affects product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase 

intention. This finding is in line with previous research (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Yoo & MacInnis, 2005), 

so it is certainly the least surprising effect. Thus, the more persuasive the ad and communication 

message are, the more favorable attitudes and intended behavior consumers form.  
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6.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

Theoretical implications 

Firstly, we emphasize the theoretical relevance of our results and discuss what they mean for 

the academic debate. We applied the ELM to build the hypotheses and answer our research question. 

Our research shows that this, rather old, theory should be considered and applied in research with 

caution, especially when it comes to research analyzing novel areas of advertising, such as plant-based 

food advertising. It is true that both routes of persuasion addressed with informational and emotional 

messages lead to attitude change. Yet, our research did not directly assess if the messages led to the 

long-lasting or temporary change in attitude, which are the features of the central and peripheral 

processing routes, respectively. On the one hand, as the results showed that the respondents with high 

motivation and ability to process information were mostly vegans and vegetarians, we can assume that 

these consumer groups have formed long-lasting attitude change towards a plant-based diet. On the 

other hand, we do not know if the rest of the respondents with high motivation and ability end up in long-

term attitudinal change. We also have to keep in mind one of the limitations of ELM, which proposes 

that both routes of persuasion can lead to long-term attitude change. Moreover, after testing the theory, 

it appeared that motivation and ability do not play a moderating role between plant-based burger 

advertising and attitudinal/behavioral change. However, it is important to mention that even though we 

did not find any moderating effects, we found direct effects of the moderators on our dependent 

variables, which is in line with the ELM claims. It is true that individuals with high motivation engaged 

with the informational content more than those with low motivation. In contrast, it did not seem that ability 

plays an important role in influencing our dependent variables. The main takeaway of these insights is 

that even though the ELM is an applicable tool in the social sciences, especially when it comes to the 

advertising research context, the implications in different research contexts might differ from the original 

ELM description by Petty and Cacioppo (1986). 

Secondly, our research is a good example of how important it is to critically reflect on already 

formed theoretical concepts. In our research, we perceived plant-based food as a low involvement 

product. Concerning the ELM, this means that consumers should be more susceptible to emotional 

rather than informational messages promoting those products (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). However, our 

results show that consumers react to the informational and emotional messages on a similar level, which 

contradicts already set theoretical assumptions. Thus, either the assumptions of the ELM do not hold in 

this context, or we mistakenly conceptualized plant-based foods as a low involvement product. As 
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aforementioned, plant-based products could be neither low-, nor high involvement products but 

something in between characterized by moderate involvement. From a theoretical perspective, this 

would imply that we should pay more attention to the moderate involvement category in relation to the 

ELM.  

Thirdly, we extended the research by Papies et al. (2020) that aims to transfer emotional 

messaging to plant-based product advertising. However, the results of our research did not confirm the 

effectiveness of this idea. The non-significant results suggest that emotional messages are not more 

successful than informational messages in influencing consumers’ attitudes and intended behaviors. 

This contradiction should raise some concerns about the validity and reliability of the recent and previous 

studies. However, this concern is counterbalanced with a novel insight about emotional message 

effectiveness for meat-eaters who are open to plant-based alternatives, for example. Previous studies 

have not considered this angle and ignored potential subcategories. Hence, our study extends the 

knowledge of this research field to a considerable degree. It also shows the potential of examining 

consumer subsegments even further. 

Moreover, our research successfully addresses the research gap regarding potential 

mechanisms happening in consumers’ minds when exposed to ad messages. We examined the 

potential mediating role of eating simulations, activation, moral obligation, and ad’s credibility, and either 

confirmed or extended the existing research of these concepts. Firstly, the results of our study highlight 

the significance of the findings by Papies et al. (2020). As mentioned in Ch. 6.1 “Critical Reflection”, we 

have seen that sensory, context, and hedonic words combined might work better than independent 

pleasure and taste messages. Secondly, our research confirms theoretical assumptions by Holbrook 

and Batra (1987) and highlights the importance of emotions in a marketing context. Thirdly, we have 

seen that moral obligation plays a role in vegetarians’ and vegans’ intended purchase behavior. This is 

in line with the Norm Activation Model by Schwartz (1977) which posits that personally held norms 

influence the feeling of moral obligation to act accordingly. Moreover, we confirm existing literature and 

underline the importance of the ad’s credibility in relation to persuasive communication. Finally, we 

extend the existing literature about eating simulations, the role of emotions in marketing, moral 

obligation, and ad’s credibility because these constructs have not been implemented into plant-based 

product research until now. 

Finally, we extended the composing details of the research subject. The research by Papies et 

al. (2020) focused on the textual messages only. In contrast, our experiment consisted of not only the 

text but also of visual material, which brings us closer to a real-life situation and makes the results more 
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transferable to the real world. Overall, we applied existing theories and concepts onto the broader 

geographical and conceptual context, which helps to extend existing theoretical knowledge of this topic. 

 

Practical implications 

In the following section, we highlight practical implications and discuss what the results mean 

for marketers and practitioners. In summary, the results indicate that it takes more for plant-based food 

producers than just integrating emotional messages in their marketing communication to influence 

consumers’ product attitudes effectively. That implies that there is no reason for marketers to radically 

change their marketing communication.  

Nevertheless, the results have shown that both informational and emotional messages have a 

positive effect on product attitude, brand attitude, and purchase intention. Thus, marketers should make 

sure to have at least one message type integrated into their marketing communication. Following the 

results, it just seems less relevant which one. To be on the safe side it may be wise to apply a 

combination of informational and emotional messages. While our results do not suggest that combined 

messages have significantly more positive effects, they enable practitioners to target a wide range of 

consumers (those who are interested in information and those who are not). At least our results do not 

give reason to fully focus on only informational or emotional messages. However, our sample cannot 

be considered representative of the entire population due to the small sample size, compared to the 

whole population (more about the drawbacks in Ch. 6.3 “Limitations and Directions for Future 

Research”). 

Nonetheless, the subsegment analysis has shown that emotional and combined messages may 

be beneficial when targeting meat-eaters who are open to plant-based alternatives. As the share of 

vegans and vegetarians of the overall population is relatively low (the estimation of this segment size is 

complicated but some sources say it is 8% of the world’s population (Williams, 2020)), meat-eaters who 

are open to plant-based alternatives are an important segment for many companies that produce plant-

based alternatives. While they are no hard-core users or super consumers of plant-based products, they 

are still highly profitable due to the potentially large size of the segment. For example, meat-eaters who 

are open to plant-based alternatives made up a quarter of our sample size; 52 out of 115 meat-eaters 

stated they were generally open to plant-based alternatives either most of the time or always. Our results 

showed that the emotional and combined messages were superior to the informational message in 

relation to all three dependent variables. While this does not provide evidence for the superiority of 
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emotional messages, the results underline at least the potential benefits of integrating emotional 

messages when addressing this segment.  

At the same time, companies would not risk losing vegans and vegetarians as core users when 

using less informational and more emotional messages. The results have shown that vegans and 

vegetarians do not like informational messages significantly more than emotional messages. While we 

expected informational messages to predict attitudes of this high involvement group more successfully, 

the results suggest indifference. Possibly, vegans and vegetarians are already so aware of plant-based 

products’ diverse benefits that adding informational content does not significantly foster their product 

attitudes. Alternatively, vegans and vegetarians are so used to informational content that they regard 

emotional messages as something new, exciting, and more diversified. 

Finally, our study confirmed that eating simulations, activation, and the ad’s credibility have a 

significant direct effect on attitudes and purchase intention. Therefore, marketers should try to enhance 

eating simulations through their advertising, foster activation, and pay attention to the perceived 

credibility. While we failed to evoke a higher level of eating simulations through the emotional stimulus 

than through the informational stimulus in this study, marketers could achieve this by integrating more 

simulation words. Practitioners should get some inspiration from research by Papies et al. (2020), and 

make sure their communication messages reflect how juicy, flavorful, and indulgent their plant-based 

product is, when it is enjoyed with friends on a Sunday afternoon BBQ party, for example. 

 

6.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Even though this research provides insightful implications for both theory and practice it does 

not come without limitations. They vary from the research methodology to the practical research 

execution. It is important to be aware of these limitations to not only understand the possible effect on 

the study results but also to inform and encourage future researchers to tackle these shortcomings in 

future research. 

First, a major methodological limitation was the relatively small sample size. Although our 

questionnaire was shared with a large number of potential respondents, only a few fully completed the 

survey. While we collected more than 200 useful responses in total, this number was essentially 

diminished when applying different filters. Especially for the subsegment analysis, a bigger sample size 

would have been beneficial to prove significant effects. For example, when looking at meat-eaters who 
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are open for plant-based alternatives we found clearly different mean values (M Informational = 4,58; 

SD = ,93; M Emotional = 5,22; SD = 1,36; M Combined = 5,76; SD = ,72), yet only marginally significant results 

(p = ,064). Potentially we would have found clearer results regarding our subsegments if we had a larger 

sample size. Therefore, future research should concentrate on non-vegans who are open to plant-based 

alternatives. Not only because they are more affected by emotional advertising techniques, but also 

because they are a “low-hanging fruit” for the plant-based food industry. 

Secondly, the results were based on self-report measures. Even though this method is easy and 

costless to understand and use, it threatens the reliability and validity of measurement. People are prone 

to providing dishonest and biased results due to social desirability (Bryman, 2012). In other words, they 

provide socially acceptable answers or something that they might think the researchers want to hear. 

Not to mention an interpretation of questions that might confuse the respondents in providing the “right” 

answers. To account for that in future research, it should be better to collect evidence about actual 

behavior. For instance, a field research method could prove to be useful in observing consumers in the 

natural shopping environment and analyze their actual decision-making process. This limitation was 

largely influenced by the time and resources available for our study, as well as by the current restrictions 

posed by COVID-19. Not only did these factors largely dictate the choice of the research method, but 

they also limited the ways of data collection. 

Thirdly, we limited our research to only one food product type (i.e., plant-based burgers). Even 

though we assumed subjects’ general objection to burgers to be relatively low, there might have been 

participants who disliked burgers in general. Food preferences are very subjective and the implication 

that everybody has a favorable attitude towards burgers poses a critical limitation. This challenge could 

be addressed by replicating the study with different plant-based product types, such as plant-based 

sausages, wraps, fish, nuggets, cheese products, etc. In that way, the biasing effect of individual 

preferences could be significantly reduced. Regarding individual differences, future research could also 

consider the influence of culture across different geographic locations. Meat consumption is a highly 

culturally ingrained behavior (Chiles & Fitzgerald, 2018) that could give interesting insights into 

consumers’ meat and plant-based meat choices.  

Furthermore, the study exclusively focused on the promotional aspect and isolated the 

advertising message from the remaining parts of the marketing mix. In practice, all four aspects 

(i.e., promotion, product, price, and place) are closely interrelated with reinforcing power to each other. 

Therefore, ignoring the rest of these aspects makes it tricky to apply study results in practice because 
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of all the external compounding factors. Such an isolated approach can be problematic, and future 

studies and practitioners should take a more holistic approach.  

Moreover, future research could include an assessment of the current level of hunger while filling 

in the survey. Existing research shows evidence that the level of hunger influences the decision-making 

process (Read & Van Leeuwen, 1998). If people are hungry their cognitive processing is significantly 

impaired. Therefore, hungry participants might be less likely to engage in cognitive processing, and 

therefore, more prone to emotional stimuli. Moreover, hungry participants might be more likely to exhibit 

eating simulations which could significantly strengthen the effect of emotional messages.  

Finally, our research focused entirely on plant-based alternatives. However, in reality (e.g., in a 

supermarket or restaurant) consumers are rarely presented with only plant-based alternatives. 

Therefore, future research could consider trade-off situations between plant-based products, vegetarian 

products, and traditional meat-based products. Potentially, informational and emotional messages 

become more or less relevant when the promoted plant-based product is “competing” against a classical 

meat-based product.   
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7. Conclusion 

The present work aimed to examine the effect of emotional messages in plant-based food marketing. 

Based on the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), we investigated the relative effectiveness of emotional, 

informational, and combined advertising for plant-based meat alternatives. While we assumed that 

emotional messages would have a superior effect on product attitude, brand attitude, purchase intention, 

and brand recall in comparison to informational messages, we found no empirical support for these 

hypotheses. In summary, our results suggest that the effectiveness of informational and emotional 

messages can be regarded as indifferent. Nevertheless, the study yields some important theoretical and 

practical implications. Firstly, we learned that the benefits of focusing on emotional messages in 

marketing communication for plant-based products are limited. Secondly, we extended current literature 

by highlighting the relevance of eating simulations, activation, and the ad’s credibility in a plant-based 

setting. Thirdly, we confirmed existing ELM research by underlining the important role of consumers’ 

motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information. Finally, we acknowledged the limitations of 

our study and provided directions for future research. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 

Marketing communication from Beyond Meat with a clear focus on informational content (Beyond Meat, 2021) and Kentucky 

Fried Chicken with emphasis on emotional elements (Kentucky Fried Chicken, 2018). 
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Appendix 2 

Exemplary social Media post on LinkedIn to recruit participants for our survey.  
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Appendix 3 

Questionnaire with the combined stimulus as an example. 
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Appendix 4 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk test. 

 

 

Appendix 5 

Leven’s test. 
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Appendix 6 

Descriptive results for the separate items of product attitude. 

 

 

 

Appendix 7 

Median and quartiles for the motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information  

 

 


