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Abstract
Advertising of social issues has become an important element of social marketing. However,
little assessment of social advertising believability has been undertaken. This is further
compounded by a lack of attention to the antecedents and consequences of how believable the
target audience see the advertised messages. This study focused on examining social
advertising by gathering data on two social issues being advertised. The results indicate that
social issue involvement influenced social advertising believability, and believability and
involvement influenced attitudes toward social issues. In addition, attitude influenced
intention to comply with the social issue message.
Introduction
It seems that many of the problems facing society today involve behavioural choices that
include activities such as drinking alcohol, smoking cigarettes, taking drugs and the like. For
example, smoking and excessive drinking have significant social costs as indicated by
findings of 1998 National Drug Strategy that found tobacco and alcohol consumption to be
the major cause of drug related deaths in Australia (Higgins Stanbury-Cooper & Williams
2000). Accordingly, there has been an increasing trend by governments and non-profit
organisations to use social marketing to address behaviours that result from such choices particularly when they become problems at a societal level. On this, many have attempted to
address social problems through extensive television advertising campaigns. As such, this
study examines two social issues (i.e. anti-smoking and anti-drinking) from the perspective of
the believability of the advertisements and the antecedents affecting believability - such as an
individual’s involvement in the issue (pro or positive), their attitude towards the issue, the
attention paid to issue related advertising messages, and impact they have on an individual's
intention to comply.
Background to Social Issue Advertising
Over the years researchers have examined advertising from the perspective of source
credibility (Gotlieb & Sarel 1991) attitude towards the ad (Burton & Lichtenstein 1988;
Neece & Capella 1996) and involvement in advertising (Greenwald & Leavitt 1984; Laczniak
& Muehling 1993). However, an area that to some extent has been overlooked, is the
believability of advertising, and given that advertising plays a significant role in social
marketing campaigns, it would seem that ad believability is relevant to the theme of social
issues, their advertising and ultimate effectiveness. For instance, social advertising is a
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favoured method of disseminating warning messages (Carroll 1996; Peracchio & Luna 1998;
Pechmann & Reibling, 2000; Wolburg 2001), as such, it would seem that the degree to which
the advertisements are believed, may impact on the target audience’s attitudes and intention to
comply with the messages.
The concept of ad believability as proposed by Beltramini (1982) suggests it is the
extent to which an ad evokes sufficient confidence in its truthfulness making it acceptable to
consumers. Believability focuses on the message and its content (not the source and its
credibility). The relevance of believability to social issues has been applied to information
contained in cigarettes advertising (Beltramini 1988) and alcohol warning labels (Andrews
Netemeyer & Durvasula, 1990; 1991). It has also been examined by O'Cass (2002) in the
context of the believability of political advertising which demonstrated that believability of
political ads is influenced by involvement of voters in elections, as such, we may also expect
that believability of social issue messages and involvement in social issues are related. Using
Zaichkowsky’s (1985 p.342) definition of involvement as "a person's perceived relevance of
the object based on inherent needs, values and interests", in our view, social issue
involvement refers to the extent the individual finds the positive or pro behaviour (as the
object) involving, rather than the anti-social or negative behaviour (O’Cass 2000). This being
the case, involvement in, for example, the anti-smoking or anti-drinking issue suggests a
greater focus on the negative consequences of the behaviours (i.e. smoking cigarettes or
drinking to excess). Thus, high social issue involvement as such, is when the social issue has
high personal relevance (Hajjat 2003).
It is argued that the more personally relevant an issue, the more motivated individuals are
to evaluate issue relevant arguments (Petty & Cacioppo 1979). This suggests an individual
involved in a social issue may be more likely to think about the theme or message of the
related social advertisement. That is, think about the negative consequences of smoking or
drinking to excess portrayed in the ad, leading them to maintain their attitude or strengthen
their attitude (in a positive manner). Thus, individuals involved in the anti-drinking social
issue, such involvement will positively influence their attitude towards the issue, and against
drinking to excess. Conversely, individuals not involved in and who practise the aberrant
behaviour, would not be motivated to evaluate arguments contained in the advertisement,
hence, there may be no change in their negative attitude. As such,
H1: Involvement in a social issue will influence attitude towards the issue.
Further, the level of involvement determines (to some extent) how much attention an
individual allocates to a message (Greenwald & Leavitt 1984), in that higher involvement
translates into greater attention paid to an ad (Kokkinaki & Lunt 1999). Hence, an individual
who is highly involved in, for example, the anti-smoking social issue, should want to acquire
more information about the issue, and pay more attention to advertising of the issue (Lee et al.
1999). Further, as a result of the ongoing relevance of a stimuli (i.e. anti-smoking issue),
individuals should be more attentive and willing to process related information (Buchholz &
Smith, 1991; Gill, Grossbart & Laczniak,1988). This point has also been noted by Hajjat
(2003). As such,
H2: Involvement in a social issue will influence the level of attention paid to the social
advertisement for the issue.
Given the arguments that involved individuals pay more attention to related
information, it is reasonable to then argue that such attention will also be derived through
believing the advertising theme or message. Drawing these points together we argue that
those more involved will pay more attention to related information (e.g., anti-smoking), and
subsequently, such individuals will believe the communicated messages and subsequently pay
more attention to advertising about the issue. As such,
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H3: The believability of a social issue advertisement will influence the attention paid to
subsequent advertisement for the issue.
However, for those individuals who believe that smoking or drinking to excess is not a
health risk, exposure to anti-smoking or anti-drinking message may not change that belief. As
such, social marketers may be dealing with a group of individuals highly resistant to warnings
against engaging in problem behaviours. Laczniak and Muehling (1993) maintain that
messages aimed at these receivers would need to be persuasive enough to help in the
formation of strong beliefs (i.e. smoking or drinking to excess are health risks), because
individuals with higher issue involvement see more relevance and are more likely to believe
the communicated messages. As such,
H4: Involvement in a social issue will influence the believability of the social
advertisement for the issue.
Although the aim of social marketing is primarily to change behaviours (Andreasen
1995), attitudes play an important role in predicting behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen 1975;
Sheppard, Hartwick & Warshaw 1988). Attitudes may be seen as “global and relatively
enduring evaluations of objects, issues or persons” (Petty Unnava & Strathman 1991, p. 242).
Fazio Powell and Williams (1989) maintain attitudes formed through personal experiences
will be more likely to predict behaviour, than attitudes formed through an indirect marketing
communication. Relating this argument to social marketing and the influence of Public
Service Announcements, it would seem that those individuals who smoke or drink to excess
may be more likely to form their attitudes based on their experience with the product (e.g.
alcohol and cigarettes), rather than an anti-smoking or anti-drinking ad. As such, the social
advertisement may have little influence in changing their negative attitudes. However,
according to Raymond Tanner and Eppright (1998) believable sources may possibly motivate
or reinforce healthy behaviours, which implies that if a message is believed it will influence
attitudes in a positive direction. As such,
H5: The believability of a social issue advertisement will influence attitude towards the
issue.
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) suggest most behaviours can be predicted as a result of the
individual’s intention to carry out the behaviour in question. From a social marketing
perspective, in order to link attitude change with behaviour, Snyder and Kendzierski (1982)
suggest an individual must be aware of the relevance of the attitude to the particular situation.
For example, a positive attitude towards anti-smoking needs to be linked to an individual’s
belief that ‘every cigarette is doing me damage’. Thus, new attitudes may be translated into
new behaviours when people are persuaded that ‘believing means doing’ (Snyder &
Kendzierski 1982). As such,
H6: Attitude toward a social issue will influence intention to comply with the social
marketing campaign for the issue.
Research Design
A self-completed questionnaire was administered to a convenience sample of undergraduate
students at an Australian university, with approximately half the sample responding to the
anti-smoking survey and half to the anti-drinking survey, resulting in 300 useable surveys
being completed. Items to measure involvement in the social issue were measured via
Zaichkowsky's Personal Involvement Inventory scale (1985). A pool of items was generated
to measure respondents' attitudes towards the behaviour of smoking cigarettes and drinking
alcohol and attention paid to anti-smoking and anti-drinking advertisements. These items
were generated through a deductive process as well as a review of extant literature (Mittal
1990; Mano 1997; Laczniak, Muehling & Grossbart, 1989). Believability of the social
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advertising was measured using Beltramini's (1982) TV Advertising Believability Scale.
Items from each scale were computed to form composite variables following the conventions
of Beltramini (1982) and O’Cass (2001). The study used a 7-point scale format, and wording
of the items in each instrument was the same, except in respect to each social issue – antismoking and anti-drinking.
As part of the study, respondents were required to watch two advertisements from the
National Alcohol and Tobacco Campaigns. Each group only watched the ads that related to
their particular issue. The key message associated with the ads was emphasized by the slogan
for the campaign - 'How will you feel tomorrow' for the anti-drinking campaign and 'Every
cigarette is doing you damage' for the anti-smoking campaign.
All constructs showed acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s Alpha of .76 or greater
indicating high reliability. Analysis of the measures showed that for all the measures factor
loadings were greater than .60. The ages of the respondents ranged from 17 to 30 (mean age =
21) with the majority of respondents under 23 years of age (72%). Female respondents
accounted for approximately 59% of the total sample and the distribution of respondents
across the sample for each issue was approximately even. Following the preliminary analysis
all items within each construct were computed into composite variables to test the hypotheses.
Results of Relationships H1 to H7
Partial Least Squares (PLS) was used to analyse the data after consideration of the proposed
relationships and sample size in the two issues (O'Cass 2001). A systematic examination of a
number of fit indices for predictive relevance of the model was necessary (Fornell & Cha
1994) including, R2, average variance accounted (AVA), and regression weights. The results
of the inner model are shown in Table 1 and address H1 to H7. The AVA for the
endogenous variables was .174, and the R2’s for attitude, believability and intention were
greater than the recommended level of .10 by Falk and Miller (1992).
Table 1 Partial Least Squares Results for H1 to H7
Predicted variables
Predictor variables
Hyp Path
Attitude to Issue
Attention to ads
Believability
Intention to Comply
AVA
* Significant

Involvement
Believability
Involvement
Believability of ads
Involvement
Attitude to Issue
.17

H1
H5
H2
H3
H4
H6

.39*
.21*
.015
.13*
.34*
.56*

Critical
ratio
6.99
3.92
0.23
2.40
6.50
11.6

The regression weights were moderate to high as shown in Figure 1. A reasonable criterion
for evaluating the significance of the individual paths is the absolute value of the product of
the path coefficient and the appropriate correlation coefficient. Because paths are estimates of
the standardized regression weights, this produces an index of the variance in an endogenous
variable explained by that particular path, and 1.5% (.015) of the variance is recommended as
the cut-off point. Variance due to the path were above the recommended level (except for
involvement-attention to ads). In Table 1, all the paths exceed this criterion, and the bootstrap
critical ratios are of the appropriate size (greater than 1.96, p < .05 for two-tailed test or p <
1.645 for one-tailed test, that is all t-values were all significant and the regression weights
were acceptable.
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Figure 1 Model Results
Involvement
In social
issue

.39

.015
.34

R2 .31

R2 .25
R2

.02

Attention
To ads

Attitude to
Issue

.56

Intention to
Comply
with campaign

.13
Believability

.21

of Ads

R2 .12

Discussion
The results of the study indicate social issue involvement influences attitude towards the
issue, suggesting that once an individual is involved in an issue, they form stronger, more
positive attitudes towards that issue. In addition, social issue involvement determines the
degree to which an individual believes the message or theme of the advertisement, framed by
the social marketing campaign. Thus, the more involved one is in the social issue, the more
one would tend to believe the message in the social advertisement. The believability of social
advertisements was also found to be significant because of its positive effect on attention paid
to ads and attitude towards the issue. Hence, an ad that is seen to be believable in its portrayal
of the consequences of an aberrant social behaviour (e.g. ‘Every cigarette is doing you
damage’) should result in more attention paid to the message and a more positive attitude
towards the social issue. Further, it would seem that social marketers should consider ad
believability when designing effective social advertisements, because as indicated by the
results, ad believability influences attention and attitude, and attitude has an effect on
intention to comply. This suggests that ad believability may be an important component in an
individual's intention to comply with a social marketing campaign - and eventual behavioural
outcomes. Thus, the aim of an anti-smoking ad should be to increase a smoker’s belief that
'every cigarette is doing you damage'. Such belief should result in the formation of a more
positive attitude towards the anti-smoking issue, which (hopefully) should translate into a
greater intention to stop smoking.
Given that social marketers are using advertising to discourage social issue related
behaviours such as smoking or drinking to excess, it would seem the effectiveness of the ads
may be determined to some extent, by such factors as the degree to which individuals believe
the theme or message of the ad. In particular, these results highlight some of the difficulties
faced by social marketers, because if the ad is only believable to those involved in the positive
behaviour, what purpose does social advertising serve in the decision process of stopping
aberrant social behaviours? This appears to be the crux of the argument, particularly so in the
context of the significant growth in use and money being spent on social advertising.
Limitations & Future Research
Limitations of the study were the social issues selected as the products associated with these
issues (i.e. tobacco and alcohol) are seen to be addictive. While accepting this limitation, the
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social advertisements used as stimuli did not allude to the addictive aspect of products, rather,
the focus of the message was on consequences. Other limitations of the study were the type
of respondents, the choice of constructs and the method of survey administration. However,
given that social marketers utilise social advertising, further research on ad believability and
attention paid to the ad in relation to social advertising and intention to comply with social
marketing campaigns could provide a greater understanding of their influence on those
individuals who practise aberrant social behaviours. This could be done through examining
the believability of differing appeals and corresponding involvement, attention and attitudes
across different issues.
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