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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to analyze message features of fear appeals in current British road
safety campaigns directed against mobile phone use while driving and to discuss barriers to explicit theory
use in campaignmessage design.
Design/methodology/approach – This message-centred research takes a qualitative content analytical
approach to analyze nine British web-based road safety campaigns directed against mobile phone use while
driving based on the extended parallel process model. Message content andmessage structure are analyzed.
Findings – There still exists a gap between theory and road safety campaign practice. The study reveals
that campaigns with fear appeals primarily use threatening messages but neglect efficacy-based contents.
Severity messages emerge as the dominant content type while self-efficacy and response efficacy are hardly
represented. Fear appeal content in the threat component was mainly communicated through the mention of
legal, financial and physical harm, whereas efficacy messages communicated success stories and
encouragement. As regards message structure, the threat component always preceded the efficacy
component. Within each component, different patterns emerged.
Practical implications – To enhance efficacy in campaigns directed against distracted driving and to
reduce the gap between theory and practice, social marketers should include messages that empower
recipients to abstain from mobile phone use while driving. Campaigns should show recommended behaviours
and highlight their usefulness and effectiveness.
Originality/value – This paper adds to limited research conducted on effect-independent message
properties of fear appeals. It enhances understanding of fear appeal message features across the structure and
content dimension. By discussing barriers to explicit theory use in social marketing practice and offering
practical implications for social marketers, it contributes towards reducing the barriers to explicit theory use
in campaignmessage design.

Keywords Social marketing, Road safety, Distracted driving, Fear appeals,
Extended parallel process model, United Kingdom, Accident prevention/road safety

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Aimed at voluntary behaviour change of individuals, downstream social marketing
campaigns play a vital role in addressing and reducing public health issues. They are
widely used in the road safety context and are an effective measure to change different types
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of road user behaviours (Elder et al., 2004; Phillips et al., 2011; Tay, 2005). A prevalent and
serious phenomenon resulting in impaired driving behaviour and increased crash risk is
distracted driving due to mobile phone use (Strayer and Johnston, 2001; Strayer and Drew,
2004; Lipovac et al., 2017)[1]. In the UK, mobile phone use by drivers caused 423 road traffic
collisions in 2018, resulting in 26 deaths, 95 seriously injured and 539 slightly injured road
users (Department for Transport, 2019a, 2019b). The dark figure of mobile phone-related
road traffic collisions is expected to be significantly higher than the official figures state
(Department for Transport, 2015; Ige et al., 2016). To change road user behaviour, negative
emotional appeals including fear appeals have been commonly used as a message design
technique in road safety campaigns (Guttman, 2014; Tay and Watson, 2002). Existing
theories such as the extended parallel process model (EPPM) (Witte, 1992) exist that can
guide message design of fear appeals. Other models that share many similarities with the
EPPM would be e.g. the health belief model (Rosenstock, 1966) or the protection motivation
theory (Rogers, 1975). In their essence, these theories suggest that threatening
communications should use threat-based and efficacy-based messages to achieve the largest
effect (Kok et al., 2018). Several meta-analyses support this perspective (Peters et al., 2013;
Tannenbaum et al., 2015; Witte and Allen, 2000). Nevertheless, there are indicators that real-
world campaigns often do not comply with theory (Wundersitz et al., 2010; Wundersitz and
Hutchinson, 2011; Algie, 2011), as they frequently include threat-based content while
neglecting efficacy messages (Guttman, 2014).

Previous research in the field of real-world campaign analysis and fear appeals has
mainly focussed on identifying theory-based message components in existing campaigns
(Ngondo and Klyueva, 2019; Cismaru, 2014; Cismaru and Nimegeers, 2016). In those studies,
messages were classified according to theoretical variables, however, neither further data
analysis and explorations were reported, nor possible reasons for poor theory use discussed.
Consequently, the insights remain limited. The aims of the present paper are twofold:

(1) to investigate how the message components of the EPPM are reflected in website
texts and online videos of current road safety campaigns directed against mobile
phone use in the UK; and

(2) to discuss possible reasons why practitioners apply fear appeals with a high focus
on threat-based content in road safety while neglecting efficacy content.

Understanding how and why practitioners apply fear appeals in road safety is important for
several reasons. First, theory-based insights into how existing fear appeals are designed
contribute to a better understanding of message design in current campaign practice.
Message design research has received relatively little attention in the scientific literature and
there is a need to enhance the scientific understanding of applied emotional appeals and
their message features, i.e. the effect-independent characteristics, the inherent message
properties, of fear appeal messages (Cappella, 2006; O’Keefe, 2006; Slater et al., 2015).
Second, a better understanding of the barriers to theory-based fear appeal application can be
informative for future campaign evaluations. Third, by combining campaign analysis with
barrier identification, more definitive facilitating strategies for better theory application,
specifically for the inclusion of efficacy messages, can be developed. Traditionally, road
safety campaigns used conventional media such as television, radio, print media and
roadside signage to reach road users (Wilde, 1993). However, the delivery of digital content
has become an increasingly important part of social marketing and road safety campaign
practice (Faulks, 2011; Beall et al., 2012; Webb et al., 2010). The paper, therefore, focusses on
digital campaign materials including websites and online videos.
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2. Literature review
2.1 Fear appeals in social marketing
To change harmful road user behaviours, fear appeals are commonly used in social
marketing campaigns in the road safety context (Lewis et al., 2007; Tay, 2005). They are
used in message design to achieve behaviour change through emotional engagement of the
target audience. Fear appeals communicate the dangers of a behaviour and provide
suggestions for how to change it (Witte, 1992). They are the source of emotional and
cognitive processes that may result in persuasion and behaviour change (De Pelsmacker
et al., 2011; Awagu and Basil, 2016).

The EPPM is a message design theory for fear appeals. In terms of message content, it
posits that fear appeals have two main components, namely, the threat component and the
efficacy component. The threat component consists of severity and susceptibility. Severity in a
fear appeal is expressed by content communicating the dangers and negative consequences
of a risky behaviour (LaVoie and Quick, 2013; Lapinski, 2006; Witte, 1992). Susceptibility is
conveyed through messages that communicate the likelihood of experiencing the negative
consequences resulting from a dangerous behaviour (Lapinski, 2006; Witte, 1992). To
initiate behaviour change, the recipients need to perceive the dangers originating from the
behaviour as voluntarily entered into, severe, and they need to perceive high efficacy
(Donovan and Henley, 1997; Lewis et al., 2013). The efficacy component in a fear appeal can
include recommended responses, response efficacy and self-efficacy messages. Recommended
responses are concrete tips describing how to change the dangerous behaviour (Cismaru,
2014; Witte, 1992; Lapinski, 2006). Response efficacy messages highlight the usefulness and
effectiveness of the recommendations and self-efficacy messages aim to enhance the
recipients’ ability to perform the proposed alternative behaviour (Witte et al., 1996).

A meta-analysis of experimental fear appeal studies conducted by Tannenbaum et al.
(2015) concluded that fear appeals were generally effective in changing attitudes, intentions
and behaviours; but the largest effects were achieved when efficacy components were
included. This meta-analysis did not find negative effects in cases where fear appeals lacked
efficacy components. However, the results of other empirical studies and meta-analyses
demonstrate that the neglect of self- and response efficacy messages has negative
consequences. The meta-analysis of experimental fear appeal studies conducted by Peters
et al. (2013) showed an interaction effect for threat and efficacy; threat-based messages were
only effective if efficacy was high and efficacy only had an effect if perceived threat was
high. Under low efficacy, threat had negative effects on behaviour (Peters et al., 2013).
Similarly, in quasi-experimental and experimental research, Shen (2011), Shen (2015) and
Shen and Coles (2015) showed that fear appeals and loss-framed messages activate
psychological reactance. People are overwhelmed by their emotions and do not consider
behaviour change. The meta-analysis by Witte and Allen (2000) also concluded that high
threat combined with low efficacy resulted in people responding defensively.

Apart from the importance of including threat and efficacy messages in fear appeals, the
sequence and order of presenting the content is crucial, i.e. themessage structure also plays
an important role (Dillard and Shen, 2018). To influence behaviour change, the threat
component should be communicated first, followed by the efficacy information (Dillard and
Shen, 2018; Mongeau, 2012). On the micro stage of the threat component, susceptibility
content should precede severity content and on the micro level of the efficacy component,
response efficacy should come before self-efficacy messages (Dillard and Shen, 2018). For
fear appeals to be effective, both message content and structure are important (Dillard and
Shen, 2018; Dillard et al., 2016; Witte, 1994).
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2.2 Theory use in social marketing practice
Applying theory in behaviour change interventions, programs and campaigns is a key
social marketing principle (Almestahiri et al., 2017; International Social Marketing
Association, European Social Marketing Association and Australian Association of Social
Marketing, 2013). It implies explicit theory use in the development and evaluation phase of
social marketing activities. There is broad agreement in the literature on the relevance and
usefulness of integrating explicit theories into campaign practice (Storey et al., 2015; Noar,
2006; Cappella, 2006; Peters et al., 2018; Lapinski and Witte, 1998). The benefits of applying
suitable theory in downstream social marketing are manifold, including:

� a better understanding of the target behaviour and its determinants (Peters et al.,
2018; Conner and Norman, 2015; Anderson, 2011);

� guidance for identifying, selecting and measuring variables of behaviour change
(Valente, 2002; Fishbein and Cappella, 2006; Glasgow and Linnan, 2008);

� guidance for campaign goal and objective setting (Valente, 2002);
� a meaningful basis for segmenting target audiences (Storey et al., 2015; Noar, 2006;

Delhomme et al., 2009); and
� guidance for message design (Cappella, 2006; Fishbein and Cappella, 2006).

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses of behaviour change interventions in various health
contexts have shown that explicit theory use can enhance the effectiveness of interventions
(Peters et al., 2009; Webb et al., 2010; Steinmetz et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2012). In the traffic
safety context, similarly, the evidence suggests that the use of formalized theories has a
positive effect on intervention effectiveness (Elliott, 1993; Stead et al., 2004; Glendon and
Walker, 2013). Nevertheless, in practice, the extent and rigour of theory application varies
greatly (Helmig and Thaler, 2010; Wundersitz et al., 2010; Wundersitz and Hutchinson,
2011). For example, in their review of road safety campaign evaluation studies, Wundersitz
and Hutchinson (2011) found that only 1 of 14 traffic safety campaigns was based on explicit
theory. However, the chasm between research and practice is critical as best outcomes in
message creation and, ultimately, the reduction of public health issues, can only be achieved
through an interplay of science and practice (Cappella, 2006; Rothman, 2004; Glanz et al.,
2015).

2.3 Barriers to theory use in social marketing practice
When reviewing and analyzing the literature, the key barriers to the use of theory in social
marketing practice can be explained as follows: lack of knowledge, time constraints,
perception of difficult applicability and excess of choice. First, limited knowledge appears to
be a crucial barrier to theory use in campaign practice. This includes practitioners’ limited
knowledge of the variety of available theories, limited knowledge about the high potential of
theory use in campaigns, limited knowledge about different behaviour change techniques
and limited knowledge about cause-effect relationships that underlie threat messages
(Peters et al., 2014; Davis et al., 2015; Davidoff et al., 2015). Second, the literature shows that
time constraints in campaign development impede rigorous theory application. Campaigns
are often driven by developers or stakeholders to achieve remarkable campaign effects
within short periods of time (Watson et al., 2019; Peters et al., 2014; Glanz et al., 2015; Job,
1988). Campaigns, therefore, often opt for threatening messages, convinced that this will
help them to attain their goals (Peters et al., 2014). Third, the application of theories in
practice has been perceived as complicated and inhibiting by professionals when developing
interventions or campaigns (O’Cathain et al., 2019; Davidoff et al., 2015; Aldoory et al., 2018;
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Dejong and Atkin, 1995; Rothman, 2004). Fourth, excess of choice refers to the variety of
theories available, which, in practice, can result in decisional conflicts for practitioners
(Damschroder, 2019; Michie et al., 2005; Noar, 2004). Apart from the four main barriers to
theory use, an additional barrier related to the use of fear appeal theory in particular can be
identified: false target audience assumptions. False target audience assumptions drive
practitioners to use threat-based message design while neglecting efficacy messages
(Hastings and MacFadyen, 2002; Peters et al., 2014; ten Hoor et al., 2012). Two phenomena
are identifiable in this respect: First, there seems to be a prevalent belief that threatening
messages are favoured by recipients (Hastings and MacFadyen, 2002). Second, practitioners
often overestimate recipients’ self-efficacy levels (ten Hoor et al., 2012; Peters et al., 2014), and
therefore, rely on threat-based messages instead of also including efficacy components in
their communications.

Bringing these barriers together, the paper aims to review and understand the link
between theory and practice in message design of current British road safety campaigns
directed against mobile phone use.

3. Methods
3.1 Search strategy
Following the data collection method of Cismaru (2014) and Nelson et al. (2011), a Google
search was conducted to find publicly available materials of British road safety campaigns
directed against mobile phone use on the internet. The key words used were “mobile
phones” and “road safety” to identify nationwide campaigns. To discover local campaigns,
the key words “road safety” and “mobile phones”were supplemented with every county and
city in the UK. This was carried out systematically, as two alphabetically ordered lists of
cities and counties were used to ensure that every city and county was covered in the key
word search (Great Britain Economic and Trade Digest, 2017a; Great Britain Economic and
Trade Digest, 2017b). In total, 66 cities and 70 counties were included. As the meta-analysis
by Phillips et al. (2011) showed that many regional road safety campaigns exist, a mixture of
national and local campaigns seemed most appropriate to capture the full spectrum of
campaigns. In every search, the first five pages of search results were screened for relevant
content. The first five pages were selected due to the decreasing relevance of the results from
the sixth search results page onwards. The procedure of focussing on the first five pages of
search results has previously been applied in other empirical studies (Tang and Ng, 2006;
Singh et al., 2013; Harris et al., 2018; Nissan et al., 2018). Data collection was conducted over
three separate eight-day periods in 2017.

The criteria for inclusion of a campaign were the following:
� The campaign has a campaign website and at least one campaign online video

embedded in the website.
� The campaign website was released between the years 2014 and 2017.
� The campaign was run by an authority, institution, organization or business in the

UK.
� In case the same originator released multiple campaigns directed against mobile

phone use while driving throughout the data collection period, all campaigns were
included. The communication campaign definition by Rogers and Storey (1987) was
used as a theoretical underpinning for the inclusion criterion.

� The website texts and the online videos contained some degree of threat, which was
apparent after the first screening. Websites and online videos, which use other
appeals, such as humour, were excluded.
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Similar to de Hoog et al. (2007), a campaign was considered to apply fear appeals when it
contained messages about the negative consequences of the target behaviour. More precisely,
a campaign was included if messages about the dangers, negative consequences or
seriousness of mobile phone use while driving were identifiable (Lapinski, 2006; LaVoie and
Quick, 2013; Witte, 1992). There was no evidence that campaigns purposefully used fear
appeal theories as theoretical underpinning. In the search process, nine campaigns with nine
websites and 12 online videos were identified.

Post-test: To validate whether the sample of campaigns contained threatening
communication, a post-test was conducted. The participants were 115 students (male 68 per
cent, female 32 per cent; aged 19 to 42 years, M = 24.31) enrolled at a European university. In
total, 6 of the 12 online videos were randomly selected and served as stimuli. One video after
the other was shown to the participants. After each video, participants completed a
questionnaire:

� to characterize the content of the videos; and
� to report their emotional reactions to the videos.

First, participants assessed the extent to which the videos convey the dangers, negative
consequences or seriousness of mobile phone use while driving on three seven-point
semantic differential scales. The statements include “mobile phone use while driving is
(safe/dangerous)”, “mobile phone use while driving has (positive consequences/negative
consequences)” and “mobile phone use is (problematic/not problematic)”. The results
validated the authors’ classification of campaigns as containing threat-based messages (M =
6.50, SD = 0.92), (M = 6.54, SD = 0.93), (M = 6.48, SD = 0.92). In addition, the modified
differential affect scale (Renaud and Unz, 2006) was used to assess the emotional reactions of
the participants to the threat-based videos. Negative emotions (fear and sadness) and
positive emotions (joy and amusement) were assessed based on a five-point Likert scale (“not
at all” – “very much”). The one-sample t-test showed significantly higher negative emotions
than positive emotions (p# 0.01; negative emotions M = 2.58, SD = 1.16; positive emotions
M = 1.39, SD = 0.68) in the participants. Similar to the first part of the post-test, these results
validate the threat-based nature of the campaigns.

3.2 Coding
3.2.1 Segmentation. In preparation for coding, the websites and videos were saved locally
and organized in folders marked with the retrieval date of the data. With regard to
the website analysis, following the procedure by Lapinski (2006), the written content of the
websites, mainly on the home pages, was considered for analysis. This seemed reasonable,
as most of the websites only consisted of a home page and were largely text-based. The
formal criteria of segmentation chosen for the websites were phrases or sentences (Schreier,
2012). In the segmentation process, the website texts were split into phrases, e.g. “and a fine
of £100” (C1, Table 1 for campaign indices) or sentences, e.g. “studies show that drivers
using a hands-free or handheld mobile phone are slower at recognizing and reacting to
hazards” (C3) based on content meaningfulness. The coding units were listed and numbered
consecutively in aWord document file.

The overarching segmentation criteria for the online videos was written text, voice-over, oral
communication of protagonists, audio sounds and visual images (Casais and Proença, 2015). The
written text in the videos included all written communication visible in the videos, i.e. displayed
text. The voice-over referred to the oral communication of an unseen narrator. In contrast, the
third dimension, oral communication of protagonists represented the verbal communication
uttered by people visible in the video. Audio sounds were noises and music in the video. The
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visual images included visual representations of objects, people, places or situations. For all
videos, the written text, voice-over and oral communication of protagonists was manually
transcribed by the author and saved in a Word document file. The audio sounds were also
transcribed and included in the document. More precisely, brief descriptions were provided for
every discernible sound, e.g. “ambulance siren” or “crash sound”. The formal criteria of
segmentation applied to the transcript, consisting of written text, voice-over, oral communication
of protagonists and audio sounds were phrases or sentences (Schreier, 2012). Similar to the
procedure for the website texts, the transcript was split into phrases or sentences considering
content meaningfulness and every unit of coding was numbered consecutively. As a formal
criterion of segmentation for the visual images, a fixed time interval of 2 s was applied. Every
two-second time interval received a number. Consequently, all visual units of coding were
numbered consecutively in a list to identify the coding units.

3.2.2 Coding frame development. Two coding frames with categories, sub-categories,
definitions and examples were developed to ensure comparability within the website texts
and online videos. The categories for both coding frames were developed deductively and
inductively. Given that the central theoretical underpinning of the research was the EPPM,
the message component variables of the EPPM, severity, susceptibility, recommended
responses, self-efficacy and response efficacy were used as broad, deductive categories. This
procedure was in accordance with Lapinski (2006), who also considered five theoretical
variables of the EPPM in the analysis. The category definitions were adapted from the
literature including Witte et al. (1996), Lapinski (2006), LaVoie and Quick (2013) and
Cismaru (2014). The definition of severity and susceptibility were adapted from Witte et al.
(1996), Lapinski (2006) and LaVoie and Quick (2013). Self-efficacy and response efficacy
definitions were adapted from Witte et al. (1996) and Lapinski (2006). The definition of
recommended responses was adapted from Cismaru (2014) and Lapinski (2006). To
determine the sub-categories of the EPPM categories and other main categories, a combined
deductive-inductive approach to category development was applied. Essentially, all data
were screened in an iterative, data-driven process (Schreier, 2012) until exhaustion of
categories was achieved. The inductively built categories and sub-categories were
crosschecked with the literature and some were renamed and refined based on categories
put forward by Donovan and Henley (1997), Atkin and Rice (2012), Guttman (2014),
Guttman (2015) and Nelson et al. (2011). In a pilot phase, both coding frames were tested
with half of the websites and half of the videos of the original data set. This involved
assigning a code to every unit of coding and recording it in an Excel coding sheet. After the
trial coding, adjustments to categories and definitions were made to enhance
exhaustiveness, saturation andmutual exclusiveness of categories (Schreier, 2012).

3.3 Data analysis
Qualitative content analysis by Schreier (2012) was used for data analysis. The main coding
phase was split into two stages. The full data set was first coded by one researcher and
subsequently recoded independently by another researcher to check for inter-coder
reliability. The percentage of agreement for the websites was 89.58 per cent and 95.67 per
cent for the videos, which indicates high consistency and high inter-coder reliability (Miles
and Huberman, 1994). After the independent coding processes, the researchers compared the
codes and highlighted any differences. During a follow-up discussion, both coders agreed on
a final code for every unit of coding (Schreier, 2012). Based on the results of the coding,
further data explorations for patterns and relationships of the categories (Schreier, 2012)
were conducted.
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4. Findings
The sample consisted of nine web-based road safety campaigns. The majority were
nationwide campaigns (n = 6). Three were local campaigns. All campaigns targeted general
driving populations in the UK, either nationwide or in regional areas. The nine campaigns
consisted of websites (n= 9) and online videos (n= 12). Table 1 presents campaign details.

4.1 Frequency of threat and efficacy messages
Across all websites and videos analyzed, a total of 794 references to EPPM categories were
found. In total, threat-based content occurs 693 (of 794, i.e. 87.3 per cent) times across
websites and videos in contrast to efficacy-based content, which appears only 101 (of 794, i.e.
12.7 per cent) times, demonstrating a clearly imbalanced allocation of the content among the
different EPPM categories. Sub-divided into the different message component variables, the
uneven distribution becomes even more pronounced. Severity is the threat category used
most intensively. All websites and videos contain severity content. Both on the websites and
in the videos, more than half of the content related to the EPPM belongs to this category,
signifying the pervasiveness of this theme. The threat component susceptibility, in
comparison, plays a minor role on websites and in the videos. While all websites contain
susceptibility messages, only 50 per cent of the videos include them. According to the
EPPM, the efficacy elements of fear appeals are of equal importance, though underused in
the analyzed campaigns. The most prevalent of the three efficacy sub-categories is
recommended responses. Eight websites and nine videos contain recommended responses.
Considering the two remaining message component variables, self-efficacy and response
efficacy, together they comprise the other half of the efficacy-based messages. For each
EPPM message component variable, the absolute frequencies of EPPM messages and the
percentage of messages are displayed in Table 2.

4.2 Fear appeals in website texts
4.2.1 Message structure. Across all website texts that included both threat and efficacy
messages (n = 7), the threat component preceded the efficacy component. More precisely,
there was no website text that introduced efficacy messages before having communicated a
threatening message on the site. Narrowed down to the level of the different EPPM
categories, four structures were identified. The three most common structures were:

� introduction of susceptibility messages followed by severity messages (n = 2/7);
� introduction of severity messages followed by susceptibility messages (n = 2/7); and
� introduction of susceptibility messages followed by recommended responses (n = 2/7).

Table 2.
Numerical website
and video analysis

results

Absolute frequency of EPPMmessages % of EPPMmessages
Variable Websites Videos Total Websites (%) Videos (%)

Severity 94 532 626 50.81 87.35
Susceptibility 48 19 67 25.96 3.12
Recommended responses 28 21 49 15.13 3.45
Self-efficacy 11 24 35 5.94 3.95
Response efficacy 4 13 17 2.16 2.13
Total 185 609 794 100 100
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For example, for structure (b): From 1 March, the penalties for holding and using your phone
while driving have increased. [Code: Severity] It’s now six points [Code: Severity] and £200
[Code: Severity].The facts: Drivers using a hands-free or handheld mobile phone are slower at
recognizing and reacting to hazards. [Code: Susceptibility] Research shows: You are four
times more likely to be in a crash if you use your phone. [Code: Susceptibility] (C2). Besides,
another pattern occurred, namely, (d) introduction of severity messages followed by
recommended responses (n= 1/7).

As regards arrangement of the messages in the further body of the texts, two patterns
were identified. On most sites that included both threat and efficacy messages, the
efficacy messages were sprinkled throughout the text (n = 4/7), which meant a mixture of
threat and efficacy messages in terms of arrangement. In contrast, three websites
bundled the efficacy messages close to the end of the text after all threat message had
been communicated (n = 3/7).

Within the threat components of websites that contained both severity and susceptibility
messages (n= 8), three sequence structures were visible:

� susceptibility messages communicated in a block prior to the severity messages
(n = 3/8);

� a block of severity messages communicated first, followed by susceptibility
messages and again by severity messages (n = 3/8); and

� a block of susceptibility messages first, followed by severity messages and again by
susceptibility messages (n = 2/8).

Concerning the efficacy component, only two website texts use both response efficacy and
self-efficacy messages (n = 2). In these two texts, self-efficacy occurs before the first
response efficacy message is communicated. One website ends with a self-efficacy message,
whereas the other ends with a response efficacy message.

4.2.2 Message content. Figure 1 presents a graphic illustration of the EPPM categories
with selected, inductively derived sub-categories, examples and interrelationships for the
website content.

On all websites (n = 9), messages are included that highlight the negative consequences
of mobile phone use while driving. Two prominent severity themes that emerge are legal
and financial harm. For example, “if you are caught using a handheld phone while driving,
you’ll get six penalty points on your license” (C2), “you will lose your license” (C1) or “if you
are caught its a £200 fine” (C6). The themes legal and financial harm co-occur on most of the
websites (n = 7). Legal harm is communicated on all sites, but instead of financial harm,
additional themes including physical or moral harm are addressed on the two remaining
sites.

On eight websites, the EPPM category of susceptibility is communicated through
messages showing recipients the high probability of experiencing the harmful consequences
when using a mobile device while driving. Personal relevance of the threat-based messages
is, thus, established, for example, “even careful drivers can be distracted by a call or text-
and a split-second lapse in concentration could result in a crash” (C1). Besides, it is
communicated that distracted driving has become an omnipresent phenomenon on today’s
roads, for example, “it is a behaviour seen too frequently on our roads” (C3).

Recommended responses for drivers and for people outside the car were communicated
on the websites. Table 3 shows the action types with examples from the data. In terms of
response efficacy content, messages were present on the sites that demonstrated to the
recipients what following the recommended behaviour meant for them and/or for others
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Figure 1.
EPPM categories
(Witte, 1992) with

inductively developed
sub-categories,
examples and

interrelationships
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(Figure 1 for examples). The self-efficacy messages aimed at encouraging the recipients in
their ability to pursue the recommended behaviour, for example, “so get into the habit now
of leaving the phone alone” (C4).

4.3 Fear appeals in online videos
4.3.1 Message structure. Similar to the campaign websites, all videos that communicated
threat and efficacy messages (n = 10) presented threat-based content prior to efficacy
information. Efficacy messages mostly appeared towards the end of the videos through oral
communication of the protagonists or written text. Concerning the different EPPM
components and all video dimensions, severity content was exclusively presented first in all
videos.

The efficacy component subsequent to the severity content took several forms. The two
most common patterns were an efficacy component consisting of recommended responses
and response efficacy content (n = 3/10) or recommended responses only (n = 3/10). In two
videos, the efficacy component consisted of recommendations and self-efficacy messages
(n = 2/10). The full range of efficacy messages was only exploited in two videos (n = 2/10).
Interestingly, those videos also included susceptibility messages, which were present in only
four other campaign videos.

4.3.2 Message content. Figure 2 presents a graphic illustration of the EPPM categories
with selected, inductively developed sub-categories, examples and interrelationships for the
online video content.

All videos (n = 12) contained severity content. Severity was expressed through all five
video dimensions, namely, written text, voice-over, oral communication of protagonists,
audio sounds and visual images. In the dimensions written text, voice-over and oral

Table 3.
Matrix with types of
actions and examples
from the websites

Recommended responses for drivers
Switching off “Switch off before you drive off” (C1)

“Riders switch off their phones before they turn the engine on” (C4)
“Your best bet is to turn it off” (C7)

Park before use “Park safely before using your mobile phone” (C1)
“Find a safe place to stop first” (C4)
“Our advice – wait until you’re parked safely!” (C7)

Place out of reach “Put your phone away before driving so you won’t be tempted to use it” (C2)
“Make the glove compartment the phone compartment” (C2)
“If you know or think, you’re tempted to use a handheld phone at the wheel, put it away”
(C9)

Use before drive “If you need to call someone or check an e-mail give yourself a couple of minutes to do
that before you get in the car” (C7)

Pledge “Help make the roads safer for all of us –make a promise today to your friends and
family to Be Phone Smart” (C9)

Recommended responses for people outside the car
Be considerate “Don’t call other people when they’re driving” (C2)

“If you call someone and they tell you they are driving, ask them to call you back when
they have parked up safely” (C5)

JSOCM
10,2

254

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/jsocm/article-pdf/10/2/243/1643271/jsocm-07-2019-0105.pdf by guest on 03 June 2026



Figure 2.
EPPM categories
(Witte, 1992) with

inductively developed
sub-categories,
examples and

interrelationships
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communication of protagonists, the severity messages were similar to the messages on the
websites. Nevertheless, one type of severity message exclusive to the videos was
testimonials of police officers who deliver death messages to relatives, testimonials of
bereaved people and testimonials of a car crash survivor. Their real-life stories about fatal
crashes indicate tragedy and established a direct relationship between mobile phone use and
the negative consequences. Figure 2 displays the sub-categories details of the crash,
suffering of the relatives, physical harm and delivering the death message, which originated
from testimonials in the videos.

A small number of audio sounds (n = 10) that express severity were used in a minority of
videos (n = 4). The audio effects include collision sounds, alarms, emergency braking
sounds, glass shattering or ambulance sirens.

In the video dimension visual images, severity was conveyed through different themes.
First, as dramatized graphic portrayals (Guttman, 2015), themes such as victim in crashed
car, dying victim in someone’s arms or dead body occurred (Figure 2). In addition, related to
testimonials, images of a real victim of a mobile phone-related road traffic collision were
portrayed in one video (C3a). Besides, in two videos, symbols including a skull, explosion,
loudly crying face emoji or cracked mobile phone screen clipart were used to communicate
the danger and negative consequences of mobile phone use while driving (C5a, C7a). Finally,
images of nonverbal communication that show emotional devastation or shock conveyed
severity in the videos (C1a, C3a).

Susceptibility messages, coded in the video dimensions written text, voice-over and oral
communication of protagonists of the videos, were similar to the messages in the website
texts (Figures 1 and 2).

In congruence with the websites, the recommendations in the online videos focussed on
drivers and people outside the vehicle. Nevertheless, a new group was addressed, namely
passengers. For example, “and if you are in the passenger seat and somebody uses it, tell
them to stop” (C6b). Concerning self-efficacy content, the most interesting sub-category that
emerged was success stories (Nelson et al., 2011). It included statements of interviewees who
described their behavioural intentions of abstaining from mobile phone use while driving,
for example, “if I see it ringing or I get a text - in the future I’m just gonna lock it into the boot
of the car where I cannot be distracted by it” (C7a) or “I’m not going to use my phone and
drive and not gonna do it when I go to work tomorrow and the next day after that until you
know it becomes a habit and it just does not happen at all”(C3a).

5. Discussion
The qualitative investigation of current web-based road safety campaigns directed against
distracted driving based on the EPPM highlighted potentially important limitations in
campaign message design. There are three central discussion points that arise from the
analysis of current web-based road safety campaigns directed against distracted driving.

5.1 Neglect of efficacy messages
Our results illustrate that recent road safety campaigns with fear appeals continue to use
threatening messages while neglecting efficacy components. The findings are further
evidence of a gap that exists between theory and practice in road safety campaigns
(Cismaru, 2014; Ngondo and Klyueva, 2019). In light of the EPPM and empirical literature,
the reliance on threat-based content is critical, as this is likely to impair fear appeal
effectiveness (Shen and Coles, 2015; Brennan and Binney, 2010; Quick et al., 2018; Hastings
et al., 2004; Aldoory and Bonzo, 2005). Although there is agreement in the literature about
the benefits that explicit theory use has for message design in campaign practice, our results
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illustrate that the barriers to theory application seem to be omnipresent in practice. The five
barrier categories outlined in the literature review, lack of knowledge, time constraints,
perception of difficult applicability, excess of choice and false target audience assumption
are potential explanations for the neglect of efficacy components in the analyzed campaigns.
Further research is needed to determine which barrier type has the greatest effect on
campaign developers in the road safety context. Overall, the neglect of response and self-
efficacy messages in the campaign sample indicates the need for facilitation strategies that
specify how efficacy components can be integrated into road safety campaigns. Similarly,
Kok et al. (2018) and Peters et al. (2014) call for clearer recommendations of how to increase
self-efficacy in behaviour change interventions.

5.2 Deficits in fear appeal structure
In all website texts and videos that included both threat and efficacy messages, threat
content was communicated prior to efficacy messages. This meta level sequence is in
accordance with theoretical considerations in the literature (Dillard and Shen, 2018;
Mongeau, 2012; Shen and Coles, 2015). However, on the micro stage, various patterns
occurred in the campaigns, not all consistent with the recommended message sequence of
susceptibility ! severity ! response efficacy ! self-efficacy (Dillard and Shen, 2018).
Obviously, there is a great variety of fear appeal structuring that is used in campaign
practice and further research is needed to gain a better understanding of the effectiveness of
the different structures.

5.3 Content dynamics of fear appeals
According to our findings, campaign websites and online videos directed against mobile
phone use while driving use a variety of content themes to communicate threat and efficacy.
For threatening communications, legal and financial consequences were highlighted on the
websites. These co-occurring content themes are congruent with Guttman (2014), who
identified loss of one’s driving license as a theme in various road safety campaigns. Similarly,
mruk Ltd (2004) showed that the threats of penalty points, loss of driving license and the
threat of having to pay a fine were the most influential threats in a Scottish anti-drink
driving campaign. In line with previous research (Guttman, 2014; Cismaru, 2014),
testimonials were identified in campaigns. Our findings illustrate various interrelated
severity themes within testimonials of people directly affected by mobile phone-related road
traffic collisions. The themes emerged in language-based content and visual images.

Although low frequencies of efficacy messages occurred, our analysis of the message
features showed various relevant and specific recommended responses for drivers and
others. The tips for drivers are in line with previously identified suggestions (Cismaru,
2014). The success stories and encouraging messages represented self-efficacy enhancing
content. According to Nelson et al. (2011) and Guttman (2014), success stories are highly
appropriate for communicating efficacy in campaigns.

5.4 Implications
Our research contributes towards closing the gap between theory and practice through a
theory-based analysis of real-world campaigns, the discussion of potential barriers to
campaign message design, and the development of practical recommendations for future
campaigns. The results showed a neglect of efficacy messages in the campaigns. To bridge
the gap between theory and practice, facilitating strategies for enhancing self-efficacy and
response efficacy in web-based road safety campaigns are proposed based on the analysis of
the real-world campaign sample. In this vein, the call for clearer explanations on how to
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increase self-efficacy in behaviour change interventions will be addressed (Kok et al., 2018;
Peters et al., 2014).

To enhance self-efficacy: Illustrate success stories of drivers who have found useful ways
for themselves to change their behaviour from mobile phone use behind the wheel to
undistracted driving in everyday life. It includes telling or visually showing precisely what
strategies they use, e.g. lock phone away, airplane mode, use of apps to prevent distracted
driving, that helped them change their behaviour. Personal stories from a variety of drivers
should be included to target different age groups or types of drivers. By letting them tell
their personal, positive experiences with changing behaviour, they will function as
encouragement for campaign recipients.

To enhance response efficacy: The success stories need to highlight that the selected
strategies of the drivers have been effective in avoiding negative consequences of mobile
phone use while driving. These consequences can include a road traffic collision or legal or
financial harm due to mobile phone use. If success stories verbally or visually demonstrate
that recommended responses are highly useful in everyday life and lead to effective
outcomes, recipients are more likely to adopt them.

Apart from the recommendations, we contribute to the scientific understanding of the
message design of fear appeals. Much of previous research has focussed on message effect
research and little is known about the science of fear appeal message design (Cappella, 2006;
O’Keefe, 2006). Our results illustrate effect-independent message features of fear appeals
that are used in current campaign practice. Through the lens of the EPPM, we contribute to
theoretically-based insights into message properties and structures of fear appeals. We
identify different patterns of ordering the threat and efficacy component. As patterns co-
occurred across campaigns, they might be worth analyzing in future message effect
research. The various content themes the analysis revealed contribute to the existing pool of
themes that might be used for campaign message design and variations in practice.
Additionally, they might be used for future message effect research to examine perceived
and actual message effectiveness of certain message types and combinations.

Similar to previous studies, our research showed a gap between research and practice;
more precisely, the use of threat-based message design while neglecting efficacy. By
outlining precise practical recommendations for enhancing self-efficacy and response
efficacy in road safety campaign practice based on previously identified barriers, we
contribute towards closing the theory and application gap. Several authors (Cappella, 2006;
Rothman, 2004; Glanz et al., 2015) have highlighted that to move the entire field forward, an
interplay of theory and practice is needed to achieve best outcomes.

5.5 Limitations and future research
The study has certain limitations that indicate avenues for further research. Even though
the qualitative analysis yields insightful results, the qualitative nature of the study limits the
generalizability of the findings as well as the implications. Future studies might apply a
quantitative approach to content analysis to investigate the relationships between different
media forms, as for example, television and print media and each EPPM variable. Another
limitation is that for the coding process, the online videos were fragmented into five video
dimensions. This might bear issues, as the recipients’ perceptions of a video might not be
based on single video dimensions. In our study, we coded efficacy and susceptibility
messages only in the language-based dimensions of the videos. In the future, attempts could
be made to identify efficacy and susceptibility also in the non-language-based video parts.
The findings of the present research demonstrate a variety of message structures that are
used for fear appeals in real campaigns. Future research might examine and elaborate on the
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most effective structures of message components. Apart from fear appeals, other emotional
appeal types such as humour appeals exist that might be worth investigating with regard to
their prevalence and effectiveness in real-world campaigns. Besides, all analyzed campaigns
were targeted at general driving populations in the UK. In future research, it might be
interesting to examine campaigns that are adapted to specific target audiences. Moreover, as
the campaign sample in the present study included national and regional campaigns, future
research could examine the differences between national and regional campaigns in more
detail. Furthermore, the geographic focus of the research was solely based on the UK.
Instead of focussing on campaigns from one country, future studies could take a
comparative approach and examine road safety campaigns directed against mobile phone
use while driving as deployed in different countries. Concerning practitioners’ barriers of
theory use, future studies could apply expert interview or focus group methods to gain new
and additional insights into barriers of message design and theory application in road
safety. Finally, it would be interesting to conduct an analysis similar to this research on
existing campaigns that have already been assessed for their effectiveness. Consequently, a
comparison of both evaluations could bring new insights into the use and effectiveness of
fear appeals.

Note

1. The word mobile phone refers to nomadic devices. These are “all portable electronic devices for
information, entertainment or communication that can be used outside of the vehicle and inside
the vehicle by the driver whilst driving” (Janitzek et al., 2010, p. 10).
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