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Abstract 

The use of shock advertising as a means to attract consumers’ attention has been 
prevalent during the last decade. This is especially true in the case of non-profit 
organizations, where consumers are more lenient to incongruent and explicit 
imagery. The purpose of this thesis was to investigate how the use of shock 
advertising has affected consumers’ processing of incongruity in advertising, 
how it has affected the consumers’ evaluation of a non-profit organization’s 
brand image and the risks of it. The research was conducted through in-depth 
interviews to get a better understanding of the thought process of the 
consumers. Questions were formulated with the help of Sjödin and Törn’s 
(2006) model of brand image incongruity to help evaluate the effects on 
consumer processing and consumer brand evaluation. The empirical findings 
showed that consumers perceive the advertisement from the past decade as less 
incongruent and the newer advertisement as more incongruent. In some cases, 
the incongruity of the newer advertisement caused an incremental negative 
change in brand attitude, even though the consumers found it trivial. The 
conclusion of the thesis shows that non-profit organizations have amplified the 
incongruity to keep attracting consumers’ attention. Furthermore, consumers 
showed leniency towards shock advertising if they believed that such marketing 
practices are employed for a greater cause. However, there is a risk of 
detrimental effects on brand image when non-profit organizations use 
incongruity that is too extreme. 
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1. Introduction 

Giva Sverige (The Swedish Fundraising Association) (2019) states that 60% of 
the Swedish population donates money to non-profit organizations, and in 2017 
the amount that was raised was estimated to 8,7 billion SEK (Swedish Krona). 
Sweden is the 6th most generous country in Europe, in terms of percentage of 
population that donate to non-profit organizations according to the CAF World 
Giving Index (Charities Aid Foundation 2019). It might not be obvious, but 
charities and non-profit organizations have to differentiate themselves from 
other organizations as they have to compete for the funds that people are willing 
to donate (Michel & Rieunier 2012). Depending on consumer perception of 
non-profit organizations’ brand image, intent to donate is influenced by the 
reliability and trustworthiness of said organization. Furthermore, consumers will 
view donations made to an organization with a strong brand image as a better 
allocation of funds, than if donations were to be made to competing actors with 
brand images that are held in a lower regard by the consumer (Michaelidou et 
al. 2015). There is no doubt that a strong brand image is important in the non-
profit field. However, when Swedish consumers are exposed to advertising from 
non-profit organizations it is not uncommon to see advertisements that seem 
unsuitable, also known as incongruent, in comparison to the expectations which 
are held towards everyday advertising. 

 

1.1. Problem Discussion 

West & Sargeant (2004) explains that during the early 2000’s there was an 
increase in the use of shock advertising by non-profit organizations as a tactic 
to bring in funds to the organizations. Dahl et al. (2003) means that shock 
advertising is to deliberately shock an audience to gain their attention by 
breaking norms or personal beliefs. Therefore, it is interesting to investigate the 
impact of incongruent advertising on non-profit organizations’ brand image, in 
a country where a majority of people donate to charities. This will demonstrate 
if over ten years of exposure to shock advertising has led to a saturation of the 
incongruent element and the potential effects on a non-profit organization’s 
brand image. 

An organization's brand image is highly affected by marketing as it is the 
consumers’ perception of an organization that determines brand image (Dobni 
& Zinkhan 1990). A good brand image gives a competitive advantage to other 



 6 

organizations and causes financial gain for an organization through re-purchases 
(Porter & Claycomb 1997). Frequent exposure to similar information causes 
recipients to make assumptions about the content and how it should be 
categorized, i.e. shortcuts in the mental processing (Crockett 1988; Marshall 
1995). When consumers are exposed to information, they will attempt to decode 
and categorize the message with the help of existing knowledge and associations 
based on previous experiences, this mental categorization is called consumer 
schema (Heit 2006; Hoyer & MacInnis 2008). When advertising is incongruent 
with established schema, the recipients’ cognitive functions are aroused, causing 
increased attention and recall (Lange & Dahlén 2003; Moore & Hutchinson 
1985). Whenever consumers are faced with incongruity, they will attempt to 
resolve the incongruity in order to categorize the information. If resolution is 
never achieved or unsatisfactory, recipients may form negative attitude towards 
a brand or product (Jain & Maheswaran 2000). 

The use of shock tactics and controversial advertising to create emotions that 
could potentially be negative is a legitimate strategy to gain the attention of 
consumers. Furthermore, distaste caused by incongruity of an advertisement 
may lead to better recall of a company than advertising which is congruent 
(Dens et al. 2008). Brand image incongruity is the effect of incongruent 
communication, e.g. advertising, on the consumers’ perception of a brand. The 
incongruity of brand image has two major categories: consumer processing and 
consumer evaluation (Sjödin & Törn 2006). Furthermore, Sjödin & Törn (2006) 
means that incongruity can be beneficial to a brand’s image. However, it is 
dependent on satisfactory resolution of said incongruity (Philips & McQuarrie 
2002). 

 

1.2. Aim & Research Questions 

The aim of this study is to contribute to the knowledge of shock advertising 
used by non-profit organizations, and how it is perceived by Swedish students 
due to frequent and consistent exposure to this sort of marketing tactic. Non-
profit organizations’ advertisements were selected as shock tactics have been 
especially prominent within this field. Further, the study aims to contribute to 
the knowledge of the potential effects of shock advertising on non-profit 
organizations’ brand image. A qualitative approach will be used to study 
consumers’ processing and brand evaluation with a theoretical foundation 
derived from Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model of brand image incongruity. The 
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chosen model is relevant as it allows the authors to contribute to the field of 
study by exploring the connections between incongruity in advertising and 
consumer-based perception of non-profit brands. 

Based on the aim and problem discussion, a number of research questions were 
formulated: 
• How is shock advertising by non-profit organizations perceived by Swedish 

students in 2019? 
• What are the long-term effects of non-profit organizations’ use of shock 

advertising on Swedish students’ consumer processing? 
• What are the risks of shock advertising in regards to consumers’ evaluation of a 

non-profit organization’s brand?  
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2. Literature Review 

 

This section will showcase the relevant literature that has been used to construct 
the theoretical framework of the study. The relevant literature revolves around 
brand image, schema theory, shock advertising, and brand image incongruity. 
The section ends with Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model on the proposed effects 
of brand image incongruity, which describes the effects of incongruent 
communication on consumer processing and consumer evaluation. 

 

2.1. Brand Image 

Brand image is a widely used term in marketing practice, previous research 
shows conflicting views on the meaning of the term. However, there is an 
established general direction among available definitions. Brand image is how 
the consumers interprets an organization, and it is the consumers’ concept of 
the brand (Dobni & Zinkhan 1990). Nandan (2005) makes a distinction between 
brand image and brand identity, where brand identity is an attempt at 
communicating the brands traits and positioning, and the brand image is the 
consumers’ interpretation of it. The positives of having a good brand image is 
that the consumer brings life into the product by assigning it characteristics and 
traits, it also creates an artificial relationship between the consumer and the 
brand (Meenaghan 1995). 

Nandan (2005), explains that brand image is formed based on memories that 
consumers associates with a brand. According to Keller (1993) the different 
types of brand associations are: attributes, benefits, attitudes. Attributes are what 
characterizes the product or service, what the consumer thinks about the 
physical product and also the external aspects of the product that surrounds the 
purchase or consumption. Benefits are the personal value or gain that the product 
or service can provide for the consumers. The benefits can be the functional 
benefits of the product, the psychological benefits e.g. safety, experiential 
benefits; what if feels like to use the product; and symbolic benefits. Symbolic 
benefits are often related to non-product related attributes that are more 
eccentric e.g. social approval and personal expression. Attitudes describes 
consumers’ evaluation of the entire brand based on the attributes and benefits. 

As mentioned in the problem discussion, marketing activities can be used by 
organizations to strengthen consumer opinions about their brand image and 
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convince consumers to interact with their offerings (Dobni & Zinkhan 1990). 
Through consistent and congruent marketing between what the organization 
signals and what the current brand image is, communication will prompt 
customer interaction (Nandan 2005). Meenaghan (1995) explains that 
advertising is a central part in how to communicate the benefits and the 
positioning of a brand to the consumers. Advertising can also be used to create 
a customized personality or character that suits the market to allow association 
with a brand’s functional and symbolic values. By creating the symbols and 
imagery, the advertisement can allow for relationship development as the 
consumers are considered involved and sophisticated enough to give the 
symbols and imagery meaning (Meenaghan 1995). 

Having a strong brand image gives a strategic advantage as it distinguishes the 
products and services from other brands. It also gives a competitive advantage 
in that well-recognized brand images encourages consumers to re-purchase 
(Porter & Claycomb 1997). Brand image is dominated by consumer perceptions 
of reality as opposed to reality itself, but it can be changed through means such 
as marketing activities (Dobni & Zinkhan 1990). 

 

2.2. Schema Theory 

Consumer schemata stems from schema theory in the psychological field, which 
describes how people process information with the help of existing knowledge 
and past experiences in order to interpret and categorize information they are 
exposed to (Heit 2006). Schema theory emphasizes that communicated 
information does not dictate a recipient’s perception of the world. Before 
consumers are able to develop an opinion, information is first processed by the 
interpretive functions of the mind which relates it to cognitive structures and 
existing knowledge (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). The cognitive schemata of a person 
can be expressed as the sum of knowledge that is used by a person to interpret 
and construct their own perception of reality (Crocker 1984; Fiske & Taylor 
1991). Schemata are not predetermined but undergo constant development and 
review as people are exposed to their environment. Over time schemata creates 
assumptions based on previous encounters with certain environments or 
messages. In cases where information is incomplete schemata may assist the 
perception process of a situation by suggesting that assumptions should be 
made, based on what is most expected (Crockett 1988; Marshall 1995). 
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2.2.1. Different types of Consumer Schemata 

Consumer schemata are cognitive associations with existing knowledge that 
have been categorized based on associations in a market setting (Hoyer & 
MacInnis 2008). Three different kinds of consumer schemata are: product category 
schema, brand schema, and ad schema. 

Product category schema: Breaks a market into segments based on taxonomic 
categorization of distinctive features (Blanchard et al. 2012). Product schema 
which categorization is based on, holds consumer knowledge of how products 
are related to its own as well as other product categories (Sujan & Bettman 
1989). Product schemata are classified into three levels: superordinate, basic, 
subordinate (Hoyer & MacInnis 2008). On the superordinate level, category 
members may be different from another but are grouped together for having 
some shared features and associations, e.g. fruit juice and coffee are both 
beverages, however they also have associations that differ individually. On the 
basic level, categories have the highest number of common features e.g. if juice 
and coffee are regarded as categories. On the subordinate level there is added 
nuance, subdivisions into additional categories are made e.g. caffeinated and 
decaffeinated coffee. Even products such as these that would evoke similar 
associations with schema on the superordinate level of categorization may be 
differentiated from one another based on their single differences on the 
subordinate level (Hoyer & MacInnis 2008). 

Brand schema: The basic and subordinate levels of product category schemata 
revolve mainly around brands. Brand schema is the sum of all functional as well 
as symbolic associations related to brands (Hoyer & MacInnis 2008). 

Ad schema: Advertisements are highly favorable for schemata development due 
to their nature of frequently communicating information about a concise 
message, identifiable through patterns in their physical, semantic, as well as 
structural features (Callister & Stern 2008). Due to the frequent exposure 
towards advertising, consumers are quickly able to shape expectations of what 
to expect from advertisements, which represent their ad schema (Alden et al. 
2000). 
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2.3. Schema Incongruity 

Schema incongruity theory describes the effects of information that contradicts 
existing knowledge and challenges expectation patterns (Sujan 1985). According 
to Heckler and Childer’s (1992) conceptualization, schema incongruity is 
composed of two dimensions, relevancy and expectancy. Relevancy is the 
degree of which people are able to produce meaning and identification of central 
messages in communication that is directed at the recipient. Expectancy is the 
degree of which communication fits expectations and pre-developed patterns 
evoked by the recipient. 

Mandler (1982) discovered that incongruity between stimulus and schemata 
triggers arousal of cognitive functions to a greater extent than stimulus which is 
congruent with schemata. Congruity boosts the sense of familiarity and positive 
associations. However, it does not spark further interest because the meaning is 
easily interpreted and categorized by the recipient. When it comes to the 
processing of communication, incongruity increases the extremity of 
evaluations. Favorable evaluation of communication relies on ease of processing 
and that incongruities are resolved in the mind of the recipient, if incongruities 
are unsolvable it may lead to less favorable evaluations (Mandler 1982). 

Mandler (1982) proposes that incongruity, which is moderate enough for 
recipients to resolve, leads to increased favorability of response, while extreme 
incongruity is unlikely to be solved because there are no apparent rewards for 
investing the time and mental effort of resolving the incongruity. Halkias and 
Kokkinaki (2013) also found that moderate incongruity effectively influences 
attention, ad recall and recognition to a higher degree than with extreme 
incongruity. 

 

2.4. Shock Advertising and Incongruity in Advertising 

Lange and Dahlén (2003) found that advertisements from familiar brands which 
are incongruent to their products, generated higher brand recall than ads with 
congruent product associations. When looking exclusively at memory responses 
to incongruity in advertising, Moore and Hutchinson (1985) claim that extreme 
incongruity causes an even higher recall than congruity does. When incongruity 
is left unsolved, it can remain in the mind of consumers over extended periods 
of time and may result in increased recall and recognition of the brand (Yoon 
2013). Incongruity has started to prove itself as a method of breaking through 



 12 

to idle customers that have gotten accustomed to easily solvable messages. 
Dahlén (2005) discovered that incongruity between advertisement and medium 
evoked higher attitude scores than advertisements that were either congruent or 
extremely incongruent from their medium. Stimulation gained from resolving 
incongruent messages transfer to the recipient’s evaluations of advertisements 
and brands, if the stimulation is pleasurable then consumers may develop a 
positive attitude which drives purchase intentions (Philips & McQuarrie 2002). 

Negative outcome does not rely entirely on whether or not recipients are able 
to resolve incongruities. Negative attitude, counterargument and even 
avoidance towards a brand may be triggered when incongruity resolutions are 
unsatisfactory, uncomfortable, evoke undesirable schema or damage the self-
image of the recipient (Jain & Maheswaran 2000). In practice, successful 
incongruities in advertising rely on thorough planning. Disturbances, which may 
be both individual and situational must be accounted for and marketers should 
consider the context of which the advertisement is delivered. Furthermore, 
resolution of incongruity relies on consumers’ eagerness to process the message, 
e.g. if consumer time and attention is scarce, then motivation to begin 
processing is generally lower than if consumers have time and attention to spare 
(Sujan 1985). 

Shock advertising is the practice of purposefully including explicit imagery in 
advertising to gain attention and trigger cognitive processing among consumers 
by breaking societal and personal norms. The attention is generated by avoiding 
the clutter and getting straight to the message of the advertisement (Dahl et al. 
2003). In using shock advertising, consumers are more lenient and accepting of 
shock imagery if it is used by a non-profit organization compared to a for-profit 
organization. This is if the imagery, in the minds of the consumers, supports a 
positive cause (Parry et al. 2013). 

 

2.5. Brand Image Incongruity 

Sjödin and Törn (2006) describes brand image incongruity as a mismatch 
between the existing brand image and brand communication. Sjödin and Törn 
(2006) developed a model containing seven components that describes the 
effects of brand image incongruity on consumer processing and consumer 
evaluation. 
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Figure 1: “Proposed effects of brand image incongruity.” (Sjödin &Törn 2006, p35). 

 

In Figure 1. Sjödin and Törn (2006) explains how incongruity of brand image 
affects consumers processing: 

Attention, Elaboration and Interpretation efforts: In general, discrepancies create 
attention of the on-going event (Schützwohl 1998). The elaboration comes as 
an effect of discrepancies increasing the cognitive activity caused by stimuli 
(McQuarrie & Mick 1999). Furthermore, an incongruity takes longer to process 
as the stimulus has to be interpreted in greater detail to understand and form an 
opinion of the incongruity (Goodstein 1993). 

Emotion amplification: Surprise is caused by events that are unexpected and out of 
the ordinary (Stiensmeier-Pelster et al. 1995), and surprise is an unexpected 
emotion that could either be negative or positive depending on the cause of the 
surprise (Vanhamme & Snelders 2001). Hence, incongruity evokes a more 
emotionally invested response (Sjödin & Törn 2006). 

Improved memory: When people are exposed to incongruity they try to associate it 
with their already developed knowledge about the brand in an attempt to 
understand the information (Sjödin & Törn 2006). 

Low impact on prior beliefs: Sjödin and Törn (2006) means that mature brands 
endure brand image incongruity as they resist change in beliefs. The original 
beliefs from a brand can be weakened by new input, however the likeliness of 
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the original beliefs to change is uncommon (Sheinin 2000). Only when the 
consumer is highly motivated can the perception of the brand change in 
response to incongruity (Gürhan-Canli & Maheswaran 1998). 

Further, Figure 1. illustrates how brand image incongruity affects consumer 
evaluation: 

Attitude towards the stimulus and evaluation of the incongruent element: Lee (2000) 
explains that when incongruent communication exists in e.g. an advertisement, 
it creates an enhanced attitude towards the ad. The response to the stimulus can 
be positive if the incongruity is moderate, not extreme, through more extensive 
processing and enjoyment in solving the incongruity (Meyers-Levy et al. 1994). 
Low and Lamb (2000) explains that consumers have more memories attached 
to familiar brands. Furthermore, Sjödin and Törn (2006) means that the stimuli 
caused by incongruity in such cases can be negative and that the effects of the 
stimuli are dependent on the individual’s ability to resolve the incongruity. 

Attitude towards the brand and evaluation of the brand: Brand image incongruity will 
also affect consumers’ attitudes towards the brand, but the effect of the 
incongruity lies upon the individual’s ability to resolve the incongruent element. 
The two paths of resolved and unresolved incongruity can lead into two 
different evaluations of the brand, assimilated and subtyped (Sjödin & Törn 
2006). The assimilated path is when the individual has resolved the incongruity 
and the positive effects of the incongruity as explained in the attitude towards 
the stimulus (Lee 2000), which leads to a favorable brand attitude evaluation 
(Sjödin & Törn 2006). When the incongruity is unresolved, Sjödin & Törn 
(2006) proposes that the incongruity will be subtyped and will not have any 
effect on the brand attitude evaluation of the consumer. It will be seen as an 
exception to the current brand knowledge. Furthermore, an ad that poses the 
recipient to think more and be challenged to connect it to the current brand 
image can make the ad more noticeable and memorable (Alba & Chattopadhyay 
1986). 

Attitude persistence: Unexpected advertisements have been shown to be more 
memorable (Lee & Mason 1999). This together with Goodstein’s (1993) 
reasoning that incongruent ads form an attitude towards a brand that is less 
susceptible to change - causes a stronger brand attitude persistence (Sjödin & 
Törn 2006).  
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3. Methodology 

 

In this section the methodology of the study is presented. The section describes 
the research design and motivations for the qualitative research method. It also 
elaborates on how the data was gathered and the methods used to ensure that 
relevant data was collected. The selection of respondents as well as tools used 
to analyze data are also presented. Furthermore, the chapter treats validity and 
reliability of the study. 

 

3.1. Research Design 

This study applies an inductive qualitative research method to examine Swedish 
consumers’ perception of shock advertising when employed by non-profit 
organizations. In accordance with Bryman and Bell’s (2017) explanation of an 
inductive approach, the reasoning behind the authors’ approach is to generate 
complementary theory within the field of study. The research aims to contribute 
to the knowledge of consumer response to shock advertising, and how it is 
perceived by Swedish students due to frequent and consistent exposure to this 
sort of marketing tactic. Furthermore, this allows exploration of the efforts 
made by non-profit organizations to tackle the perceived normality of shock 
advertising through examples where respondents are provided advertisements 
from two different decades. The study focuses on non-profit organizations’ 
advertisements, as shock tactics have been especially prominent within this field, 
with the purpose of deepening the understanding of whether shock tactics are 
either beneficial or if it could potentially be a risk for non-profit organizations’ 
brand image. 

In order to gain deeper insight of the effect of shock advertising on consumer 
processing and consumer evaluation, Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model of brand 
image incongruity has been used as a foundation in the development of 
interview questions and the operationalization of the study. Further, the model 
functions as interpretative guidelines for the analysis of empirical findings. 

 

3.2. Data Collection Method 

The compiled data of the study consists of both secondary and primary data. 
The theoretical framework consists of secondary data and has been developed 
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with the help of peer reviewed articles and scientific publications, which have 
been accessed through both Google Scholar and online databases accessible 
through the Karlstad University Library. These articles were found primarily 
with the help of keywords, such as: ‘brand image’, ‘brand identity’ and ‘shock 
advertising’ which led to the discovery of Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) as well as 
the concept of Schema Incongruity (Mandler 1982). Publications and their 
references have been filtered based on citations in order to ensure theoretical 
authority and relevance. 

The primary data of the study refers to the qualitative interviews held by the 
authors with the goal of answering the research questions which are derived 
from the theoretical framework. This will be investigated through two separate 
advertisements from two different decades. One from 2008 (see Appendix 1.), 
and one from 2018 (see Appendix 2.). Both advertisements promote a similar 
message, that of the environment and human consequences on the planet. 
However, in a different time and political climate. This allowed the authors to 
see if the incongruent element had changed over the ten-year period. The 
advertisements were chosen based on their similar meaning in order to attain 
comparability between the two. To produce reliable answers, the choice of 
advertisements was also based on their source, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). 
The advertisements had to come from the same non-profit organization in order 
to reach a meaningful conclusion of the study. WWF is the world leader in 
nature conservation and has close to five million members worldwide (World 
Wildlife Fund 2020). The significant size of the chosen non-profit organization 
increases the chance of respondents having an already developed perception of 
the brand. Further, informal pre-interviews were conducted with friends and 
family of the authors in order to ensure appropriateness of the chosen 
advertisements, the non-profit organization, and interview questions. 

 

3.3. Selection 

The selection of eight respondents for the qualitative interviews were limited to 
Swedish students between the age of 20 and 30, to understand their view on 
incongruent advertising in a Swedish context. The criteria for respondents was 
to be either enrolled in a university program or having recently graduated. This 
allowed for consistency in the responses and convenience for the authors in the 
process of data collection. Further motivation for the age interval of the 
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selection is that millennials are the most environmentally conscious 
demographic group in Sweden (Vattenfall 2017). 

To gain access to the respondents, the authors selected respondents with two 
major concerns in mind, time restrictions and accessibility. The respondents 
were either acquaintances or people from the same university as the authors. 
According to Bryman and Bell (2017), having a relationship with the respondent 
has both its benefits and downsides. It makes it easier to conduct the interview 
as the respondent feels more relaxed and confident in the interview. The 
downsides can be that the respondents answer the questions to satisfy the 
interviewer if the relationship is too well established. This was a concern for the 
authors and to limit the amount of bias in the interviews the selection was based 
on people who had a balanced relationship to the authors that would not 
interfere with the interview. 

 

3.4. In-depth Interviews 

The interviews that were conducted were designed to allow the respondents to 
answer to the fullest of their ability with long and in-depth answers. In-depth 
interviews can be unstructured or semi-structured with few questions to allow 
for a more open conversation with the goal of obtaining more detail (Bryman 
& Bell 2017). The semi-structured interviewing method was used in eight 
interviews that were conducted with open ended questions to allow for a more 
conversation like interview. The interviews lasted for approximately 40 minutes 
each and were recorded in accordance with GDPR. Recording the interviews is 
beneficial as it provides more details and accurate representation of the 
respondents’ answers, compared to notes that are written by the interviewer 
(Bryman & Bell 2017). 

 

3.4.1. Interview Guide 

An interview guide was created to provide guidelines when conducting the 
interviews and to get the answers that were required to conduct the study (see 
Appendix 3.). The interview guide was divided into three different categories: 
shock advertising, consumer processing, and consumer evaluation. However, 
this was not known to the respondents as the conversations were to be open 
and flow without any interruptions. The categories were developed to acquire 
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further knowledge of the components in Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model, as 
well as to determine if the advertisements were considered incongruent by the 
respondents. The respondents could choose whether they wanted the interview 
to be conducted in Swedish or in English. The respondents that chose to be 
interviewed in English had a sufficient enough level to conduct an open 
conversation. This helped the authors considerably with transcribing and to 
reduce misinterpretation. The interviews conducted in Swedish had to first be 
translated and verified by both authors to reduce the risk of misinterpretation. 

 

3.5. Operationalization 

The foundation that the interview questions were based on is Sjödin and Törn’s 
(2006) model of brand image incongruity. In addition to the model, shock 
advertising was included. The three categories that were explored were: shock 
advertising, consumer processing, and consumer evaluation (see Appendix 4.). The first 
category, shock advertising, determined if the respondents saw the element as 
incongruent by breaking societal or personal norms which causes surprise, grabs 
their attention and triggers cognitive processing (Dahl et al. 2003). The second 
category, consumer processing, intends to increase the knowledge about the effects 
of the incongruent element on the consumers’ schemata, which are the cognitive 
associations that consumers possesses through existing knowledge (Hoyer & 
MacInnis 2008). The third category, consumer evaluation, describes consumers’ 
mental course of action following exposure to an incongruent element, which 
lies upon the individual’s ability to resolve the incongruity and how it affects 
their evaluation of the brand (Sjödin & Törn 2006). 

 

3.6. Semantic Analysis 

Interview transcriptions have been analyzed through Tropes, a semantic analysis 
software which extracts meaning, themes and creates categorization of words 
based on text (Tropes n.d). Tropes is a valuable tool for a qualitative approach 
where derivation of meaning from words and text is a key factor (Dammak & 
Pauget 2017). The analysis was conducted on the interview transcriptions on 
each of Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) categories of consumer processing and 
consumer evaluation separately. This was done in order to determine if the 
mannerism in the respondents’ answers to the interview questions varied 
between the two advertisements. The semantic aspects that were deemed the 
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most valuable to the study were verbs and adjectives. The use of factive, stative 
and reflexive verbs could indicate whether or not respondents had an emotional 
or apathetic attitude towards the advertisements. While the use of adjectives 
determines the degree of objectivity and subjectivity in the respondents’ 
evaluation of the advertisements and advertiser (see Appendix 5-6.). The 
analysis also provided a general overview of the semantics related to the topic 
of study. 

 

3.7. Quality of Research 

To ensure quality of the research the three criteria of reliability, replicability and 
validity should be kept in mind (Bryman & Bell 2017). The results were gathered 
with a qualitative research method through in-depth interviews, with the goal of 
creating reliable results for a specific demographic of Swedish consumers. To 
establish reliability, the results gathered had to answer the research questions 
and relate to the components of the model that were the basis of the interview 
questions. However, as the interviews were semi-structured with improvised 
supplementary questions there is a lack of replicability. External validity in the 
results is specific to the chosen demographic, and cannot be a generalization of 
the entire populations’ thoughts and opinions.  
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4. Empirical Findings 

 

This chapter will showcase the empirical findings from the in-depth interviews. 
The results will be presented for each of the three categories developed in the 
operationalization i.e. shock advertising, consumer processing, and consumer 
evaluation. Each of the categories will have quotes from respondents to provide 
empirical data. 

 

4.1. Empirical Findings on Shock Advertising 

When evaluating the advertisements, the respondents were asked how shocking 
the advertisements were to them. 

The first advertisement did not strike the majority of the respondents as 
shocking, as only one out of eight respondents found it shocking. Respondent 
A answered “Of course it is shocking, but I am aware of it. So, as I have said before. It 
would not stand out to me if I walked passed it. I have gotten used to this sort of advertisement. 
Sadly.”. When asked about the frequency of similar advertisements the 
respondents all saw it multiple times a week, sometimes daily as illustrated by 
Respondent B “Well... Currently there is a lot of information that gets spread on the internet 
and marketing feels like it is everywhere. So, it feels like you get exposed to this kind of 
marketing a lot, at least more than before”. 

The second advertisement caused a greater reaction in terms of shock, as seven 
of the respondents saw it as shocking. Respondents were vocal about the 
differences between the first and second advertisement as Respondent D 
expressed it “It was an advertisement that I did not expect to see, both the image itself and 
it becomes even more shocking when I see who the advertisement belongs to [...] I would say 
that I enjoy the first one more that has more of a hidden message than the second one. This one 
is more in your face.”. When rating the degree of shock of the second advertisement 
Respondent G responded “The picture itself, nine or eight out of ten.”. When asked 
about frequency about advertisements similar to the second advertisement, the 
respondents replied that they see these just as much as the other advertisement 
as they group them together with the first one. This is further explained by 
Respondent F “I would say every day here as well. Even if they are different I would consider 
them the same type, so for example on Omni.”. 
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4.2. Empirical Findings on Consumer Processing 

Attention, Elaboration and Interpretation efforts 

In terms of attention, the first advertisement received mixed reactions from 
respondents, five out of eight respondents claimed that the advertisement did 
not stand out from advertising they see on a daily basis, as illustrated by 
Respondent A “I would say that I am pretty used to this sort of extreme advertisement, and 
to me it does not really grab my attention. I do not know why, but there is something... I 
understand the context of it.”. Emphasis is reasonably placed on how respondents’ 
lack of attention does not come from inability to understand what the 
advertisement stands for but rather a perceived saturation of images used in 
advertising. This is explained further by Respondent G “I think that previously, I 
would be more shocked if they showed me deforestation, like the first time I saw deforestation 
of the Amazonas I was shocked because I did not realize that we did those things. But now I 
think we have become blunt to it actually...”. 

When staying with the first advertisement and looking at elaboration, there was 
more width in answers. However, six out of eight of respondents agreed that 
the advertisement was more capturing once they were able to sit down and look 
at the image for a moment. This is well encapsulated by Respondent D “In some 
way it is more interesting, with regular advertisements you instantly see what it is about and 
what the purpose is. In this you have to think about it more because you do not realize that it 
is an advertisement, you have to analyze it a bit before you see the connections of it.”. This is 
further developed by Respondent B “It took me some time, I saw the outline of it. But 
I had to really think to figure out what the shape of it was. I had to involve myself more into 
the picture to understand the message.”. These quotes exemplify the general consensus 
among respondents, they were united behind the idea that there were multiple 
meanings in the picture that could only be uncovered if enough time was 
dedicated to interpreting the advertisement. 

With the second advertisement, seven out of eight of respondents agreed that it 
was more attention grabbing than the first advertisement. The increase in 
attention stemmed from the hand grenade and implications related to it. 
However, respondents expressed varying reasons as to what made the hand 
grenade attention grabbing. Most found the image distressing and exaggerated, 
as stated by Respondent G “I understand what they want to convey, that it is bad. But I 
think it is really strange how they chose a hand grenade, I would rather have seen the ocean 
floor full of cans or something like that. This is quite strange, I think it is aggressive, it is 
unreasonably aggressive.”. Others found it artistic and interesting to look longer at, 
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as explained by Respondent C “Well it really grabs my focus, if it would show up in my 
social media feed then I would stop and try to understand it. Because it is really well made, 
and that grabs my attention by itself.”. One of the respondents expressed how 
increased attention was due to the advertisement being ‘amateurish’ and 
reasoned that the message of the advertisement was not subtle enough. 

All eight respondents interpreted the first advertisement with the help of cues 
in one way or another. WWF’s logo and associated text at the lower edge of the 
image assisted respondents’ in understanding the purpose and message of the 
ad, because they were able to connect the image and advertiser. Regarding the 
image itself, all respondents were able to identify the lungs illustrated in the 
forest. However, only a couple of respondents required time to do so or 
explicitly called the advertisement confusing, as illustrated by Respondent D 
“[...] with regular advertisements you instantly see what it is about and what the purpose is. 
In this you have to think about it more because you do not realize that it is an advertisement, 
you have to analyze it a bit before you see the connections of it.”. 

For the second advertisement, respondents were divided on the matter of how 
much interpretation was required of them to understand the meaning of the 
advertisement. A majority of five out of eight respondents stated that WWF’s 
logo and accompanied text were required to fully understand the advertisement, 
as expressed by Respondent C “If WWF’s logo would not have been on the image, then 
I would not have understood the advertisement. But since the logo is there and the text on the 
advertisement is there it helps me to understand what it is.”. The remaining three 
respondents who argued that the advertisement was relatively easy to 
understand did however in most cases describe a similar process as stated by 
Respondent E “I would say that I understood the message almost immediately, there is a 
slight confusion like I said but it made me want to find out more and then it was very 
straightforward.”. 

Emotion amplification 

A majority of six out of eight respondents expressed an emotional response to 
the first advertisement. All of whom expressed the advertisement’s alarming 
message about environmental change and pollution to be the main reason for 
their emotional connection. Respondent D elaborated their thoughts “The first 
feeling I had was a general feeling of nature, but that feeling quickly changed to something that 
was not beautiful, something that is about to be destroyed. Sadness? Maybe that is the feeling 
I get, it is a strong word but at the same time the message is that we are destroying the world 
that we live in.”. Respondent F who expressed an emotional response argued that 
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visual illustrations are important for conveying emotion “I mean it is just the fact 
that it is cleverly made I think. Like we said earlier that picture is very good at conveying 
emotion, so you connect more with it emotionally.”. More importantly, respondents who 
claimed to have no emotional response to the advertisement were just as aware 
of the environmental message. A non-emotional respondent claimed that 
scientific references and more written information would amplify their 
emotional response. 

Only three of the respondents expressed emotional response to the second 
advertisement, motivated by the impact of ocean pollution and aluminum cans’ 
effect on marine life. The remaining respondents were not insensible to the 
message of the ad. However, they felt a neutral and, in some cases, negative 
response to the advertisement motivated mainly by the hand grenade and the 
perceived extremity of it. As expressed by Respondent G “I would have more of a 
connection if I saw like fishes, dead fishes or something. What they are focusing on here… It 
feels unfathomable because it is a hand grenade and a can. For me it is almost so extreme that 
it has a reversed effect on me. Because now I am thinking ‘that does not happen if I throw a 
can’ and I do not know about the average person but speaking for myself it is so extreme that 
I distance myself rather than thinking ‘this is bad’ even if I know pollution is bad.”. 

Improved memory 

All but one of the respondents had previous knowledge about the advertiser. 
All of whom agreed that existing knowledge of WWF enabled or facilitated 
understanding of the advertisement in some way. It is noteworthy that the 
respondent who had no previous knowledge of the advertiser did not stand out 
from other respondents in regards to their processing of the advertisement. The 
following quote by Respondent G acts as a summary of the view held by the 
remaining seven respondents “Well, because of the logo in the corner I understood. Even 
if it is not the first thing you see you try to make connections to what you have previously seen.”. 

The respondent who had no past experience of the advertiser had a general idea 
about what WWF is after seeing the first advertisement - meaning that all 
respondents had some degree of previous knowledge about the advertiser. All 
expressed that existing knowledge of the advertiser facilitated comprehension 
of the advertisement. As stated by Respondent C “In this advertisement it is much 
more unclear in what they are after. Without the logo and knowing about the advertiser it 
would have required more time of me to understand it.”. 
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Low impact on prior beliefs 

Effects on prior beliefs prompted by the first advertisement were either 
unchanged, or slightly in favor of the advertiser, regardless if respondents 
considered the advertisement compatible with the brand image of the advertiser 
or not. Six out of eight respondents found the advertisement in line with the 
brand image. However, consensus did not carry over to the effects on prior 
beliefs where respondents expressed varying views individually. As illustrated 
by Respondent A “I do not connect them to these sorts of environmental questions, but more 
to animals’ well-being… It did not really affect my prior beliefs, for me to get a better picture 
of the advertiser it would have needed to be more eye-catching. My prior beliefs were unchanged. 
I would also say that I feel like I’m starting to get a bit to used to extreme commercials.”. 

In terms of effects on prior beliefs about the advertiser, respondents showed a 
full range of negative, neutral and positive sentiment towards the second 
advertisement. A degree of negative effects on beliefs about the advertiser were 
expressed by three respondents who found the hand grenade imagery extreme, 
whereas the remaining respondents accepted or were neutral towards the 
advertisement. Those who accepted the advertisement motivated their stance 
through a perceived trust that WWF had good intentions and that they were 
highlighting an important issue. As expressed by Respondent B “Once again it 
gave me a larger trust in the company as they communicate something that is in line with what 
they portray themselves to stand for.”. 

Those who expressed a negative change in beliefs also appreciated the 
organization’s efforts and valued the highlighting of important issues. The main 
negative effect was a perceived credibility loss which was triggered by the hand 
grenade in the image. The words of Respondent D highlight the opinion of 
those who experienced a negative change in beliefs “I do not want WWF to be 
connected to a hand grenade, even though I understand what they are trying to achieve. So I 
feel like it is a message I agree with but the image is too strong and therefore a bit distasteful.”. 

 

4.3. Empirical Findings on Consumer Evaluation 

Attitude towards the stimulus and evaluation of the incongruent element 

The advertisements provided in the interview were all resolved by the 
respondents. In general, the respondents understood what the purpose of the 
advertisements was. 
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The first advertisement, was resolved by all eight respondents which is 
illustrated by Respondent G “Call to action, I would say. Absolutely. For the 
environment, each individual’s responsibility.”. Furthermore, two of the respondents 
explained that the text provided on the advertisement helped them in the solving 
of the incongruent element. Seven of the respondents evaluated the first 
advertisement in a higher regard due to the incongruent element. This was 
exemplified by Respondent D “[...] regular advertisement just goes into your head and 
then out again. They are so simple and, in some cases, childish. Those are about catching your 
attention as quick as they can before you lose your attention and look at something different. 
This advertisement holds your attention and focus longer and is therefore more memorable.”. 
However, in one case the resolution did not lead to a higher evaluation as 
indicated by Respondent H “Advertising is advertising, you translate it yourself and I 
usually do not.“. At large, the respondents had a positive attitude towards the 
stimulus as it was a message that they agreed with as illustrated by Respondent 
A “You hear people saying that the amazons are the earth's lungs. So, it is not a new image 
that will leave a mark. It will more enforce the mark that is already there.”. 

The second advertisement, was also resolved by all eight respondents. As 
exemplified through Respondent A “To make people realize how dangerous it is. The 
soda can probably comes from the ship far in the distance in the picture and someone just threw 
it off without thinking. You think it will disappear but it will not. Some animal will get 
affected, it will never go away. It is like throwing a deadly weapon into the water.”. At large, 
the advertisement triggered a higher evaluation of the incongruent element 
whether or not the attitude towards the stimulus was positive or negative, as 
shown by Respondent D “Because it is so strong, even if it is strong and distasteful it is 
still something that one will remember.”. 

Attitude towards the brand and evaluation of the brand 

All respondents showed that they understood the purpose of the advertisements 
and resolved the brand image incongruity, however their evaluation of both the 
advertisements and brand varied. 

Reactions to the brand were entirely positive when evaluating the first 
advertisement as illustrated by Respondent A “I thought they treated things such as 
the animals, but now I will think of them with the environment in mind as well. Something 
that I did not know. So, I guess it makes it make me have more of a positive reaction maybe.”. 
Similarly, Respondent B had a positive evaluation of the brand “Since they are 
advertising with what I think believe the organization represents, it makes you, or at least me, 
trust the organization more.”. The first advertisement also showed that the 
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respondents did not necessarily give a positive reaction but a more 
understanding reaction as shown by Respondent C “Because they somehow need to... 
When it comes to charities like WWF they have to show the shocking or bad things in the 
world to make people react.”. 

The second advertisement did however give a different result. When asked 
about the advertiser after seeing the second advertisement, respondents gave 
mixed reactions where five of the eight respondents had a negative response. 
Respondent D elaborated “I do not want WWF to be connected to a hand grenade, even 
though I understand what they are trying to achieve. So, I feel like it is a message I agree with 
but the image is too strong and therefore a bit distasteful. [...] I do not feel like this is the right 
approach.”. Similarly expressed by Respondent G “I found this one quite extreme. But 
in my eyes their purpose still seems good. However, if they continue like this they will start to 
lose some of that, because then I won’t really know what they want anymore.”. 

Attitude persistence 

In regards to a stronger attitude persistence, the first advertisement led six out 
of eight respondents to agree with the advertisement and thought it had a good 
message as illustrated by Respondent F “I do not really have much of an attitude 
towards them. I feel like they are a decent non-profit organization and that they are for animal 
preservation and climate preservation and stuff. So, I do not really connect that much to the 
organization itself but more their ideas. I do not really see them as what they are as an 
organization but more the ideas they have, the movement itself.” and Respondent B “Well 
the advertisement has had an effect on me. So, my attitude towards the advertiser has gotten 
stronger. And it does not require as much for me to hold them in higher regards.”. When 
asked about a radical change of attitude towards the brand, Respondent D spoke 
in terms of future advertising “[...] if there would have been dead animals and an imagery 
that just wanted to upset you - then I would probably change my opinion of them.” and 
Respondent C spoke in terms of organizational decisions “It is about how they are 
an organization that to me is ethical, and if they start going against their ethical stand-points 
then my opinion quickly becomes negative. But right now it is an organization, in my eyes, 
that is on the good side of ethicality.”. 

The second advertisement which created a greater reaction to the incongruity 
also shown in the incremental change in attitude towards the brand as shown 
by Respondent G “[...] it is quite easy for me to change my attitude because I do not have 
that much prior experience. And now all of a sudden it changed a little bit, I would not say it 
changed completely but it affected my view of the brand negatively to a certain extent. Not 
completely but a little.”. Respondent D commented in a similar way “Maybe a bit 
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more negative, if I see a lot of advertisements in the same theme. It is an important organization 
with an important message, but I do not feel like this is the right approach.”. However, half 
of the respondents did not feel like this type advertisement affected their 
attitude towards the brand as explained by Respondent C “I see them as a good 
organization so it gives them more leeway in minor things, but if they do something extreme 
then it would change my opinion.”. The incongruity was not extreme enough to 
change the respondents’ attitude towards the brand. Only two of the 
respondents had a positive change of attitude towards the brand while the 
majority had either a minor or no change in attitude towards the brand. The 
radical change of attitude towards the brand had the same replies as the first 
advertisement with the addition of Respondent A’s comment “It is a company that 
is funded by donations, if the money would not be handled properly that would cause concern. 
Like you have heard with other organizations with the same model where the money have 
disappeared.”. 
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5. Analysis & Discussion 

 

In this section the empirical findings in connection with the relevant theory will 
be presented. The analysis covers the three categories developed in the 
methodology with a main focus on consumer processing and consumer 
evaluation of incongruent advertising. Furthermore, discussions of consumer 
processing, consumer evaluation, and the semantic analysis will be presented. 

 

5.1. Analysis of Shock Advertising 

The respondents showed that they found the second advertisement more 
shocking than the first. Dahlén (2005) means that incongruity between 
advertisement and medium causes a higher attitude score than those that are 
congruent or extremely incongruent from their medium. Respondents 
expressed a higher perceived degree of incongruity in the second advertisement 
motivated by a feeling that it was more ‘in your face’ than the first advertisement. 
A reasoning behind this sentiment could be that exposure to shock advertising 
over the last decade has made the incongruent element increasingly congruent, 
while the second advertisement is an effect of the advertiser deliberately making 
their advertising more incongruent. 

 

5.2. Analysis of Consumer Processing 

Attention, Elaboration and Interpretation efforts 

The second advertisement received significantly more attention from 
respondents than the first, which in accordance with Schützwol (1998) implies 
a higher degree of perceived discrepancy. Further, respondents expressed that 
the first advertisement enabled consumer elaboration to a high extent, 
motivated by the lack of explicit information rather than the degree of 
discrepancy. Elaboration of the second advertisement on the other hand was 
triggered entirely by the hand grenade imagery as respondent reactions to the 
second advertisement revolved entirely around its role in the advertisement and 
how it reflected WWF. This is in line with McQuarrie and Mick (1999) who 
stated that elaboration is an effect of increased cognitive activity, caused by 
stimuli which is deemed incongruent by recipients. In terms of time devoted to 
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interpreting the advertisements, respondents reported similar responses to both 
images. 

A majority of respondents hastily understood the environmental aspect of the 
first advertisement and connected it to WWF with the help of the logo and 
accompanied text. The remaining minority expressed slight confusion which 
was motivated by the lack of explicit information, leading to initial beliefs that 
the advertisement was some kind of art rather than marketing - confusion which 
was successfully dispelled by WWF’s logo and the accompanied text. The 
second advertisement caused a higher degree of confusion among respondents, 
who in different ways expressed that WWF’s logo and the text reading “Your 
waste lethal” were required to fully understand the advertisement. At large, the 
empirical finding show that the component of attention and elaboration of 
Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model holds true in the case of the second 
advertisement, however not the first advertisement. In terms of interpretation 
efforts, arguments can be made that the second advertisement prompted 
respondents to look for available cues to a higher degree than with the first 
advertisement. This implies that respondents perceived the second 
advertisement as more incongruent and required more interpretation than the 
first advertisement which required less cognitive activity. 

Emotion amplification 

The first advertisement successfully triggered emotional amplification for a 
majority of respondents, while the second advertisement received emotional 
response from a minority of respondents. The lack of information in the first 
advertisement seem to have amplified the emotional response and made 
respondents feel like they were in control of the interpretation of the message. 
With the second advertisement, respondents felt like the ad was explicit to the 
extent where it had little room for interpretation. Respondents who did not 
express an emotional response described a dampening effect on emotions and 
in some cases emotional distance to the advertisement. Respondents felt like 
imagery which is more closely related to the message would have clarified the 
intent of the advertisement and provoked a more emotional response. The hand 
grenade imagery was deemed extreme, which caused respondents to perceive it 
as fictional rather than realistic. It seems that communication which is open for 
interpretation, within the bounds of the subject matter, does a better job at 
amplifying an emotional bond than communication which is less open for 
interpretation. 
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Improved memory 

The empirical findings support Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model in that higher 
degrees of incongruity leads to an increase in recall of existing knowledge about 
the advertiser. Respondents who experienced confusion or perceived the 
advertisements to be in conflict with existing brand schema relied more on 
developed knowledge in order to understand the advertisements, which 
supports Hoyer and MacInnis (2008) theoretical standpoint. The logo was 
essential in dispelling confusion caused by the incongruity and acted as an 
arbitrator of existing knowledge. The need for existing knowledge was higher 
with the second advertisement, which in line with the model implies a higher 
degree of incongruity. 

Low impact on prior beliefs 

Respondents either assimilated or viewed the advertisements as a special case, 
with minor impact on prior beliefs, which is in line with Sjödin and Törn’s 
(2006) model. Respondents who assimilated the incongruent element improved 
their view of the organization as they expressed an increase in trust motivated 
by the harmony of the company’s values and message. In cases where 
respondents reacted unfavorably, negative effects on prior beliefs were 
dampened by the fact that WWF is a non-profit organization. Respondents were 
able to see beyond the single pieces of advertising and remained positive to the 
organization at large, independent of their criticism of either advertisement. The 
two different outcomes had a low impact on prior beliefs and respondents’ 
reactions were in line with those that are described in the model of proposed 
effects of brand image incongruity (Sjödin & Törn 2006). 

 

5.3. Analysis of Consumer Evaluation 

Attitude towards the stimulus and evaluation of the incongruent element 

Lee (2000) means that a resolved incongruent communication enhances the 
attitude towards the advertisement as consumers enjoy solving the incongruity 
through extensive processing. This is true in the case of the first advertisement, 
however as stated due to the lack of information and not a perceived 
incongruity. The first advertisement was perceived in a positive light for the 
majority of the respondents as it required more cognitive activity and was 
therefore more memorable. The increased attention caused by the mild 
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incongruity allowed the stimulus to be evaluated further. One of the 
respondents did not find enjoyment in solving the advertisement. However, the 
lack of enjoyment was not due to the individual’s ability to resolve the 
incongruity as could be the reason according to Sjödin and Törn (2006), but 
because the person had a negative attitude towards advertising in general. 

The second advertisement was also resolved by the respondents but correlated 
more with Lee’s (2000) suggestion that the incongruity had to be moderate and 
not extreme in order to receive a positive evaluation. The response to the second 
advertisement was mixed and respondents were more vocal about their opinion 
of the advertisement. Even if the response to the second advertisement was 
more negative it still led to a higher evaluation of the incongruent element as it 
was memorable. The empirical findings overall were in line with the model by 
Sjödin and Törn (2006) which states that resolved brand image incongruity leads 
to a higher evaluation of the incongruent element. 

Attitude towards the brand and evaluation of the brand 

Sjödin and Törn (2006) suggests that consumer resolution of incongruity can 
take two paths. When incongruity is assimilated, the evaluation of both the 
advertisement and brand are positive. When incongruity is subtyped, consumers 
view it as a special case, and set negative evaluations aside. All of the 
respondents solved the first advertisement, meaning that they understood the 
purpose and meaning of the advertisement, as most of the respondents knew 
and understood what the organization stands for. Lee (2000) means that an 
assimilated and resolved brand image incongruity leads to a favorable brand 
attitude. As the respondents showed understanding and gained a more positive 
attitude towards the brand, as well as increased trust, after seeing the 
advertisement, Lee’s (2000) suggestion in this case holds true. 

The second advertisement was more extreme according to the respondents and 
prompted a more diverse response. The response to the second advertisement 
was generally negative due to the extremity of the imagery, however the purpose 
of the advertisement was understood by all respondents. The negative responses 
to resolved brand image incongruity caused a minor change in attitude towards 
the brand as respondents were forgiving because the perceived intent behind 
the advertisement remained positive. When exposed to shock advertising, 
consumers are more lenient and accepting if the advertiser is a non-profit 
organization (Parry et al. 2013). This seem to be the case in the second 
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advertisement as some of the respondents had an understanding why they had 
to do it, even if they did not agree with their methods. 

Sjödin and Törn’s (2006) model describes that a resolved brand image 
incongruity leads to a positive relation between the evaluation of the 
incongruent element and the evaluation of the brand. The empirical findings of 
the interviews show that this is not necessarily the case if the advertisement is 
considered too extreme by the recipient. 

Attitude persistence 

As illustrated in other components, incongruent advertising has been 
considered more memorable by respondents. This is supported by Lee and 
Mason’s (1999) theory about unexpected advertisements being more 
memorable. Sjödin and Törn (2006) means that this together with Goodstein’s 
(1993) reasoning that incongruent advertisements form an attitude that is less 
susceptible to change increases the attitude persistence towards the brand. The 
empirical findings on attitude persistence showed different results for the two 
images. The first advertisement led to a stronger attitude persistence as it 
established a larger trust towards the advertiser, and caused respondents to hold 
the organization in a higher regard than before seeing the advertisement. 

The second advertisement did however weaken the attitude persistence for a 
number of respondents, due to not agreeing with the use of extreme imagery in 
non-profit advertising. As explained in the results, the advertisements seemed 
to only cause incremental changes to the attitude persistence of the brand. This 
could a be a factor of Parry et al. (2013) theory that consumers are more lenient 
if the organization using these tactics is a non-profit organization. For the 
respondents to radically change their opinion they would have to either build a 
mistrust in the organization due to decision making, such as corruption or 
extremely explicit advertisements. 

The model put forth by Sjödin & Törn (2006) states that brand image 
incongruity leads to a stronger attitude persistence. The empirical findings 
suggest that this not entirely true. The recipient has to agree with the message, 
and the advertisement has to be moderately incongruent and not too extreme. 
If these premises are fulfilled it is likely that the attitude persistence will get 
stronger, however it is not guaranteed. 
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5.4. Consumer Processing Discussion 

The analysis of consumer processing shows that there is support for the 
reasoning of a consumer perceived saturation of shock advertising from non-
profit organizations. The first advertisement failed to shock respondents 
because it did not break societal norms or contradict personal beliefs of 
respondents. The second advertisement did however gain higher attention and 
sparked a more emotionally charged response that derived from the incongruity 
of the hand grenade and the perceived explicitness. A reason to the reaction 
could be that an advertisement that depicts a war themed image is not expected 
by the respondents and creates a need for resolution of the incongruent element. 

Confusion in the second advertisement as to why an explicit image was used in 
the context of the environment, caused respondents to fall back on previous 
knowledge about the advertiser. Resolution of the incongruent element required 
the use of existing brand associations as the organization’s logo was 
instrumental in the process of dispelling confusion. Although the first 
advertisement was not deemed easier to understand, it was still considered less 
incongruent by respondents due to a perceived normality. The respondents’ 
motivation to change their opinion about the organization was low due to a 
lenient attitude towards non-profit organizations motivated by a trust that the 
organization’s work is in good faith. 

 

5.5. Consumer Evaluation Discussion 

The analysis of consumer evaluation shows that mildly to moderately 
incongruent elements in advertising have a minimal effect on the brand image 
of non-profit organizations. The mild incongruity of the first advertisement 
stemmed more from the fact that it contained little information rather than any 
degree of shock. Respondents’ view of the first advertisement was that it was 
well in line with the brand image of WWF and that it heightened the perceived 
credibility of the organization. With the second advertisement, respondents 
struggled to accept the role of explicit imagery in the context of a non-profit 
organization which was evident through respondents’ vocal negativity towards 
the advertisement. The argument can be made that a higher evaluation of the 
incongruent element is independent of whether or not the attitude towards the 
advertisement is positive or negative. 
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When advertising stands out in the eyes of consumers, it is beneficial to the 
advertiser as the communication invites the recipient to remember and reflect 
upon the incongruent element. When the incongruity is low, these benefits are 
less occurrent as the initial attention of the consumer becomes harder to acquire. 
When incongruity is moderate to extreme, there is an increased risk of negative 
consumer brand evaluations. As advertising challenges existing brand 
associations, a negative incremental effect on a non-profit organization’s brand 
image may occur due to a dilution of the organization’s purpose in the eyes of 
the consumer. However, consumers emphasized that an incongruent 
advertisement has a low impact on their perception of the brand image as a 
whole, due to the necessity of shock as a tool to gain the attention of consumers 
and highlight the importance of non-profit organizations. For a radical change 
in attitude towards a non-profit organization, the consumers must be motivated. 
Corruption, lies and embezzlement of funds are examples of actions that can 
motivate consumers to radically change their attitude towards non-profit 
organizations. 

 

5.6. Semantic Analysis of Empirical Findings 

The semantic analysis of the consumer processing and consumer evaluation (see 
Appendix 5-6.) shows that consumers expressed themselves mainly with 
objective adjectives when discussing both their processing and evaluation of the 
advertisements. The reasoning behind this could be that the respondents had 
fairly strong premeditated opinions about environmental topics and what they 
expect to see in communication from the advertiser. Further, the analysis 
displays a fairly balanced distribution of factive, stative and reflexive verbs which 
implies that respondents were able to be considerate and unbiased when 
discussing the advertisements’ effects on them. However, stative verbs were 
slightly more occurrent than its counterparts which may indicate a degree of 
emotional distance. The authors remain uncertain of the reason for the 
emotional distance. Suspected reasons are; the chosen advertisements, the 
interview questions, or that the environmental topic is seen as more of a 
scientific matter rather than a matter of opinion. 
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to contribute to the knowledge of the potential effects 
of shock advertising on brand image when used by non-profit organizations, as 
well as how it is perceived by Swedish students. The empirical findings show 
that consumers accept a degree of shock in advertising within the non-profit 
field as it highlights important issues and directs attention towards a charitable 
cause. However, when the shocking element is considered too extreme it may 
lead to a negative evaluation of the brand. Saturation of shock advertising was 
evident in the study, as respondents did not consider the advertisement from 
2008 (see Appendix 1.) to be distinctive enough to be considered moderately 
incongruent. As for the advertisement from 2018 (see Appendix 2.), 
respondents expressed a higher degree of shock as well as heightened attention. 
This implies that non-profit organizations have intensified the shocking element 
in their advertising with the goal of obtaining the attention of consumers. As 
consumers’ perception of the incongruent element becomes increasingly 
saturated, the results imply that a continued intensification of shock will be 
needed to maintain the current level of attention. The risks of damaging the 
brand image is therefore deemed low, as long as the advertising is contained 
within the limits of consumer acceptance. These limits are defined by what 
consumers consider mildly to moderately incongruent. 

To conclude, shock advertising is accepted as a necessity by Swedish students 
as a method for non-profit organizations to obtain attention and raise 
awareness. Long term effects of shock advertising on Swedish students is a 
perceived saturation of shocking images, motivated by a sense of normality. The 
risks that non-profit organizations face when increasing the level of shock in 
advertising is that consumers will not tolerate advertisements that are too 
extreme. It is therefore important for non-profit organizations to understand 
what consumers consider extreme in order to obtain the benefits of using shock 
advertising, while mitigating the risk of negative brand evaluations. 

 

6.1. Limitations & Suggestions for Future Research 

Limitations of this study were rooted in the time and word restrictions that come 
with a Bachelor’s thesis. Respondents were selected based on accessibility and 
time restrictions through the authors’ social and university networks. This led 
to the study being focused around a specific age group and does not consider 
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the general population as respondents were few and demographically 
homogeneous. The chosen advertisements for the study were published by the 
same organization, studying more brands would subside the argument that the 
results are not applicable across the entire non-profit field. A more applicable 
result could have been achieved if more advertisements from the ten-year period 
were investigated as it would had provided more data points. 

The limitations of this study provide material for future research. Investigating 
more and different types of non-profit organizations would further the 
knowledge of the field of consumer processing and evaluation. Alternatively, 
conducting this study on advertising from a for-profit organization could 
provide interesting and fruitful results. Suggestions when researching other 
organizations would be to collect more data points with a selection which is 
either more heterogeneous or that reflects the population who donates to non-
profit organizations. Another suggestion for future research is to contribute to 
the knowledge of consumers’ categorization of an incongruent element - and 
the deciding factors of acceptance. This will allow non-profit organizations who 
use shock advertising to get a better understanding of the consumers’ processing 
and consumers’ brand evaluation. 
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8. Appendices 

8.1. Appendix 1. Before it’s too late (WWF 2008). 
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8.2. Appendix 2. Your Waste Fatal (WWF 2018). 
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8.3. Appendix 3. Interview Guide 

 

There are three main categories of interview questions: shock advertising, 
consumer processing, and consumer evaluation. The questions were developed 
to assist the interviewer in guiding the conversation towards each category and 
to facilitate detailed answers from respondents. Originally, questions belonged 
to their specific categories. However, respondents often provided answers 
valuable to other categories. Depending on respondents’ answers to polar 
questions, follow-up questions were always asked. To get a deeper 
understanding of the intent behind the respondents’ answers, interviews were 
conducted as open conversations in a semi-structured manner. 

 

Shock Advertising 
• How shocking was this image to you? 
• How often do you see this type of advertising? 
 

Consumer Processing 
• What was your first impressions of the image? 
• How did this advertisement attract your attention, compared to advertising you 

see on a daily basis? 
• Compared to regular advertising, how much mental effort was required to 

understand the message of this ad? 
• Would you consider this advertisement confusing? 
• How unexpected was the image? 
• Did you connect to the advertisement emotionally? 
• What kind of interactions or experiences with the advertiser have you previously 

had, if any? 
• Did you feel like the advertisement was in line with the advertiser’s image? 
• Did the advertisement affect your prior beliefs about the advertiser? 
 

Consumer Evaluation 
• What do you think the purpose of the advertisement is? 
• Did the advertisement affect your view of the advertiser? 
• Do you feel like this advertisement is more memorable than regular advertising? 
• How do you think you will react when you see advertisements from the 

advertiser in the future? 
• How susceptible to change is your attitude of the advertiser? 
• What would the advertiser have to do differently for you to change your opinion 

of them? 
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8.4. Appendix 4. Operationalization 

Operationalization 

Theory Question Reference Purpose 

Shock 
advertising 

How shocking was 
this image to you? 
 

How often do you 
see this type of 
advertising? 

Shock advertising is the 
practice of purposefully 
including explicit imagery in 
advertising to gain attention 
and trigger cognitive 
processing among consumers 
by breaking societal personal 
norms which causes surprise 
(Dahl et al. 2003).  

 

Intends to explore if the 
advertisements shown in 
the interview are shocking 
according to the 
respondents. 

Consumer 
processing 

What was your first 
impressions of the 
image? 
 

How did this 
advertisement attract 
your attention, 
compared to 
advertising you see 
on a daily basis? 
 

Compared to regular 
advertising, how 
much mental effort 
was required to 
understand the 
message of this ad? 
  
 
Would you consider 
this advertisement 
confusing? 
 

How unexpected 
was the image? 
 

Did you connect to 
the advertisement 
emotionally? 

Brand image incongruity 
attracts attention and increases 
elaboration (Sjödin & Törn 
2006). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brand image incongruity begs 
resolution, so consumers 
effectively try to interpret 
available cues to dispel 
confusion (Sjödin & Törn 
2006).  
 
 
 
 
 

Brand image incongruity 
amplifies the emotional 
response to the 
communication (Sjödin & 
Törn 2006). 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Intends to explore if the 
incongruent element, the 
advertisement, affects 
consumer processing in 
accordance with Sjödin 
and Törn’s (2006) 
proposed effects of brand 
image incongruity. 
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What kind of 
interactions or 
experiences with the 
advertiser have you 
previously had, if 
any? 
 

Did you feel like the 
advertisement was in 
line with the 
advertiser’s image? 
 

Did the 
advertisement affect 
your prior beliefs 
about the 
advertiser?  

 
 

Brand image incongruity 
facilitates recall of information 
(Sjödin & Törn 2006). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consumers tend to assimilate 
brand image incongruity or 
view it as a special case, leaving 
prior beliefs largely unchanged 
(Sjödin & Törn 2006). 

Consumer 
evaluation 

What do you think 
the purpose of the 
advertisement is? 
 

Did the 
advertisement affect 
your view of the 
advertiser? 
 

Do you feel like this 
advertisement is 
more memorable 
than regular 
advertising? 
 

How do you think 
you will react when 
you see 
advertisements from 
the advertiser in the 
future? 
 

How susceptible to 
change is your 

Resolved brand image 
incongruity leads to higher 
evaluations of the incongruent 
element. 
 
Unresolved brand image 
incongruity leads to lower 
evaluations and lower 
perceived credibility of the 
incongruent element (Sjödin & 
Törn 2006). 
 
 
 

Brand image incongruity, 
which is assimilated, leads to a 
positive relationship between 
the evaluation of 
the incongruent element and 
the evaluation of the brand 
(Sjödin & Törn 2006). 
 
Brand image incongruity, 
which is subtyped, will not 
lead to the incongruent 
element affecting the 

 
 
 

 

 

Intends to explore if the 
incongruent element, the 
advertisement, affects 
consumer evaluation in 
accordance with Sjödin 
and Törn’s (2006) 
proposed effects of brand 
image incongruity. 
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attitude of the 
advertiser? 
 

What would the 
advertiser have to do 
differently for you to 
change your opinion 
of them? 

evaluation of the brand (Sjödin 
& Törn 2006). 
 
 
 

Brand image incongruity leads 
to stronger attitude persistence 
(Sjödin & Törn 2006). 
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8.5. Appendix 5. Semantic Analysis of Consumer Processing 
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8.6. Appendix 6. Semantic Analysis of Consumer Evaluation 

 

 



 

 


