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in advertising in which a negative message or tagline (e.g., “you
don’t buy the product) is used to motivate consumers to make
purchase. Psychological reactance theory advocates that reactance
Reverse psychology marketing occurs when people reacfc to_ restore a freedom when it is eliminated
Psveholoaical reactance ’ or threatened to be eliminated. The expected response to an
yCl g , - . . . .
Advertising messages, adver'glsmg message _of not doing sometr_ung is to_do it. An
Consumer attitudes experiment was designed to measure if 52 subjects were
comfortable with negative advertising messages yet felt interested
in them. Results showed that 49.7% of subjects were interested in
these messages, although 76.6% of them were uncomfortable with
the negative advertising messages. Results suggested that the
application of reverse psychology tactic in advertising enable
marketers to create awareness and raise interest of consumers. It is
also interesting to find out that 40.8% of subjects were
uncomfortable with the messages but showed interest in them. The
practical way of using reverse psychology in advertising is
discussed at the end of paper with an example for illustration.
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By conducting the experiment to test reverse psychology of consumers, this study showed that
consumers are interested in advertising framed with negative message, although they are
uncomfortable with the negative messages. Managerial implications on using reverse psychology in
advertising to raise customers' awareness and interest with real-life examples are included in this study.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Psychological reactance is a motivational state of arousal after a freedom has been eliminated or
threatened to be eliminated (Brehm, 1966). People are free to select what they like (Clee and
Wicklund, 1980) but when the freedom is limited, reactance can be provoked. Reactance arouses when
there is an intention to reduce freedom, it puts emphasis on the motivational and affective sides of
resistance (Knowles and Linn, 2004), and it motivates ones to reestablish their lost or threatened
freedoms (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). Reactance will become more intense when the number of
jeopardized behaviours is more, the degree of the threat is higher and the importance of the eliminated
freedom is greater (Brehm et al., 1966). Researchers focused on choice situations and measured
reactance in terms of choice reversals when unavailable options were more attractive. Reactance
theory is applied in various contexts. For example, the persuasive messages in public service
announcements have applied reactance theory to affect consumers to behave in a desired way. The
reduction in freedom of choice makes the unavailable options more desirable. For instance, an
experiment (Lessne and Notarantonio, 1988) proved that constraining the choices of participants will
increase the attractiveness of the products, when there was a wide variety of were available for
participants to choose or purchase. Reactance also produces counter-intuitive results. For example,
when experts’ recommendations are not in favour of a dominant option or against to majority,
consumer satisfaction levels decreases (Fitzsimons and Lehmann, 2004). Reactant responses also
affect ethical consumer behaviours. Scarcity affects the degree to which ones are willing to purchase
pirated products and this willingness increases with unavailability (Miyazaki et al., 2009). Reactance
research was performed in the context of advertising (White et al., 2008). For instance, justification
and utility of emails have to be designed cautiously to improve their communication effectiveness.
Consumers measure the trade-offs between the amount of personal information in emails and the
utility and justification of emails. There are antecedents and consequences of the perception of pop-
up advertisement intrusiveness (Edwards et al., 2002). Although limitation of freedom arouses
reactance, there are other factors minimizing it like entertaining and informative ads.

The consequence of psychology reactance is restoration of freedom (Worchel and Brehm, 1971). In
direct restoration, the individuals carry out it themselves. In indirect restoration, on the contrary, the
sense of autonomy is reinstated by a third party. There are both mental and behavioral effects of
freedom restoration. The former changes in judgment or perception, while the latter attempts at
freedom restoration observable by others. The boomerang effect is the most extreme behavioral
response to threatened freedom. The individuals increase their liking of the threatened position and
may engage in the prohibited activity. In the context of persuasive communications, the direct and
mental restoration are the most common because they do not rely on third parties and usually available
at once when facing restriction on freedom. The aim of persuasive communications is assumed to
impact behavior ultimately and being receptive to the message is the first step of the impact. To achieve
behavioral goals requires affective changes that are related to emotions and attitudes, and cognitive
changes that are related to learning. However, when receptivity to message is low, the path is blocked
for such changes to take place (Krugman et al., 1999).

Reverse psychology involves the advocacy of a belief or behavior that is opposite to the desired one
and expects that this will encourage ones to do what is desired actually. This approach relies on
psychological reactance in which the individual reacts negatively and choose the option that is
advocated against. Usually, individuals are not aware of this approach. A typical application of reverse
psychology in advertising is “Don’t buy this jacket” from Patagonia (see Figure 1). This advertising
campaign aims to tell consumers that the company cares more about consumerism and the
environmental strains, while encouraging consumers should not buy more than what they need. This
actually creates a sense of alliance that makes consumers buy the jacket. In the Action-Interest-Desire-
Action (AIDA) model of marketing communication, the first two stages are awareness and interest in
which advertising is usually used to draw attention of consumers and create awareness of a product
followed by feeling interested in it. To apply reverse psychology, an advertising message will be
opposite to what is desired and may make people feel uncomfortable and dislike the message. Curiosity
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may be the reason why reverse psychology works in marketing. Consumers like to learn more about
strange advertising messages such as “Don’t buy this jacket”. However, this approach seems risky for
marketers.

Individual experience reactance occurs when one’s freedom to behave is threatened. The response can
strengthen desire to the threatened freedom mentally or physically. Individual responses to such a
threat can be influenced by factors like reward compensating for the loss of freedom (Wendlandt and
Schrader, 2007). In consumer marketing, there are various reactance theory applications (Clee and
Wicklund, 1980). The major study theme is reactance against promotional effect like online promotion
(Edwards et al., 2002) and personal selling (Wicklund et al., 1970). Hard selling is a typical example
demonstrating reactance effects. Subjects show a less favorable attitude to the promoted product.
When individuals evaluate advertising and finds it intrusive, they may feel that advertising prevents
them from accessing information and capability of processing information that displeases their feeling
caused by different types of advertising stimuli. There are several factors triggering perceived
advertising irritation including perceived loss of ones’ behavior control, advertising intrusiveness, and
advertised products (Li et al., 2002; Morimoto and Chang, 2006).

The aim of this paper is to find out whether reverse psychology in advertising makes consumers
interested in a message although they may feel uncomfortable with the message initially. The paper
will first review how reverse psychology has been applied in advertising. Then, the research method
used to measure respondents’ feeling about a message and their interest will be suggested. Finally, the
experimental results and marketing insights will be discussed.

DON'T BUY
THIS JACKET COMMON THREADS INITIATIVE

REDUCE
WE make useful gear that lasts a long time
YOU don't buy what you don't need
REPAIR
WE help you repair your Patagonia gear
YOU pledge to fix what's broken
REUSE
WE help find a home for Patagonia gear
you no longer need
YOU sell or pass it on”
i RECYCLE
WE will take back your Patagonia gear
that is worn out
- 7 - - YOU pledge to keep your stuff out of
the landfill and incinerator

REIMAGINE
TOGETHER we reimagine a world where we take
only what nature can replace

Figure 1: Advertising of “Don’t buy this jacket” (Source: http://reversedads.blogspot.hk)
2. REVERSE PSYCHOLOGY IN ADVERTISING

Reverse psychology is applied when the intent of an action is the opposite of what is done or stated
(MacDonald et al., 2011). Usually, people are psychologically willful to react to stimuli by ignoring
or contradicting it. Little research has been performed to evaluate the effectiveness of reverse
psychology on the consumer decision process. Reverse psychology is used in a paradoxical manner
from the theoretical perspective (Sinha and Foscht, 2016) and it features reactance and contrast that
are well established concepts in psychology (Brehm, 1966; Brehm, 1989). Reactance is a motivational
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reaction to the threatened or restricted behavioral freedom while contrasting messages may lead to
one’s interest and further exploration of the message.

There are some marketing concepts related to reverse psychology marketing. The first one is de-
marketing that refers to discourage and diminish demand. De-marketing is usually used in decreasing
unhealthy habits like cigarette and battling supply shortages. The second one is anti-marketing that
refers to anti-advertising ideology and anti-consumption. For example, many anti-marketing brands
have their retailer stores in inconvenient locations or the stores open in inconvenient time and this
creates contrast between other typical brands leading to differentiation. The third one is paradoxical
marketing that refers to combination of contradictory factors to create a win-win situation for both
consumers and the firm (Driscoll, 2008). Paradox is a phenomenon when two apparently opposite
factors like globalization and localization are found simultaneously (Poole and Van del Ven, 1989).
Reverse psychology marketing is with the characteristics of these concepts mentioned above. Thus,
application of reverse psychology marketing may include launching products during the off season,
decreasing advertising intensity, understocking inventory, offering restricted or limited services,
ignoring useful product attributes, or choosing inconvenient store locations (Miklos-Thal and Zhang,
2013).

Conventionally, an advertising message portrays a brand and shows only the good features while the
contrast of the reverse psychology marketing strategy surprises consumers with its unexpected
advertising stimuli and they are told to respond in an unrespecting way (Sinha and Foscht, 2016) like
“Don’t trust advertising” in the marketing campaign of BMW in 2007 (Krix, 2007). Consumers are
interested in searching for more information because of this paradoxical tagline. This advertising tactic
involves great cognitive processing since the time spent on the advertising is longer (Sinha and Foscht,
2016). In addition, missing or vague information in advertising seems to be opposite of the traditional
marketing tactic. Customers will like to find out more information about the brand when there is no
product attribute cue (Mayzlin and Shin, 2011). It is suggested that when the company is sure that
information searched by the consumers is positive, it may withdraw from advertising its products with
positive attributes.

One of the major challenges for reverse psychology marketing is that it is still in its experimental
manner. Marketers are concerned about the implementation of a marketing tactic not based on
conventional ideas. In addition, marketers are not certain of the consumers’ reaction to their goods.
Conducting marketing research before launching an advertising campaign is useful for marketers to
understand if a particular advertising message is acceptable for the market. However, reverse
psychology techniques usually use strange messages that may make consumers feel unpleasant and
uncomfortable. In a typical marketing survey, such advertising messages trigger a longer cognitive
process in which respondents may attempt to respond in a logical manner. They may not state that
they are interested in advertising that may make them feel uncomfortable. Thus, the collected data in
the survey may not really reflect the consumers’ attitudes to the reverse psychology application in an
advertising campaign. In the study of this paper, an experiment was carefully designed to collect
consumers’ attitudes to advertising messages to find out if these messages were practical to be used to
create awareness and raise consumers’ interest.

3. RESEARCH METHOD

There are two thinking systems of a human brain: System 1 and System 2 (Kahneman, 2011). The
former is a fast automatic and usually unconscious way of thinking. It is efficient but prone to errors
and biases. The latter is slow and controlled way of thinking. Although it is effortful, it often leads to
correct decisions (Chan and Leung, 2018).

To measure brand awareness of a product, the recommended route should be with System 1. When

research data indicate that a particular advertising message compels buyers to purchase an item, the
data is only accurate if they really purchase the item. This decision on whether to buy the product is

324



Asian Journal of Empirical Research, 8(9)2018: 321-329

possibly conjured up promptly in an intuitive thinking process and, thus, the only precise way to
evaluate this intuitive nature is through System 1. In a traditional survey, respondents may ponder
their answers for a while and stray into System 2 that is not suitable for such a decision. It is necessary
to capture their unabashed feelings towards advertising messages and brands and avoid any risk of
stopping to think carefully about their attitudes and feelings.

A more complex research collection process may make respondents to think with System 2 and
collected data will be generated by this system. For example, simply decreasing the legibility of the
font used in a test can make respondents more likely to change to think with System 2 (Frederick,
2005). Therefore, when respondents are asked to express how they feel about an advertising message
and then if they are interested in the same message, it is probably that they may switch to think with
System 2 and the collected data cannot reflect their accurate feelings and attitudes to the brand. It is
logically assumed that in a survey when a respondent states that he feels negatively about a message
like “Don’t buy this jacket”, he may also states that he is not interested in the same message. It is
because the respondent is processing the same message mentally long enough to switch to System 2
to make his two replies consistent with each other.

One simple way to this problem is to collect data on their feelings and interests separately. In the first
survey, a respondent states whether he feels comfortable with a negative advertising message like
“Don’t buy this jacket”. After a week or longer, in the second survey, the respondent is asked to select
one of the two opposite messages like “Buy our product” and “Don’t buy this jacket” in the advertising
context that is more interesting for him (see Figure 2).

DON'T BUY
THIS JACKET

THES SEARIN SWAME SOV VRLIES
240 o0 € 0 -

Figure 2: An example of two opposite advertising messages

Table 1 shows the ten advertising messages studied in the experiment. The respondents were asked to
express if they felt comfortable and interested in them in two separate surveys at different times.

Table 1: Ten advertising messages studied in the experiment

1. Don’t buy this jacket
2. Textand drive

3. You’re not ready

4. 1It’s probably not for you

5. No one will read this poster

6. Itis not useful for you

7. It never arouses your interest

8. You do not know how to use it
9. You are not smart to select it
10. You never regret not buy it

In the first survey, for each message in Table 1, a respondent might select three options: “feel
comfortable”, “neutral” and “feel uncomfortable”. If the respondent selected “neutral”, this message
would not be processed again in the second survey. Only when either “feel comfortable” or “feel

uncomfortable” was selected, the corresponding pair of opposite messages (like ones in Figure 2) will
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be presented in the second survey in which the respondent selected either “feel interested” or “feel
uninterested”. The purpose of this experimental design was to find out the following four types of
attitudes to the messages.

Feel interested Feel uninterested
Feel comfortable Type 1 Type 3
Feel uncomfortable Type 2 c

Type 1 and Type 4 are consistent because respondents state their attitudes in the same manner (either
positively or negatively) in two surveys. Type 2 and Type 3 are contradictory because respondents
states their attitudes to the same message positively in the first survey but negatively in the second
survey, or vice versa. These two types are especially important in this study because their proportions
directly reflect whether respondents really have opposite attitudes to reverse psychology advertising.
A high proportion of Type 2 can show the effectiveness of reverse psychology advertising because
although a negative message looks strange, it can really create awareness and make consumers
interested in it.

4. EXPERIMENTAL RESULT

In this experiment, there were 52 subjects who were university students studying business subjects. In
the first survey, they were asked to state if they felt comfortable with the advertising messages in Table
1. There were 520 (52 x 10) responses collected in this survey and 380 of these messages were non-
neutral (i.e., either feeling comfortable or feeling uncomfortable).

These 52 subjects participated in the second survey that was performed one week after the first one.
Each subject only processed the messages that were non-neutral to him/her as stated in the first survey.
For each non-neutral message, subjects were given a pair of advertising in which one applied reverse
marketing while another did not (like those in Figure 2). Subjects were asked to select the one that
interested them. The results were presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Experimental results of the second survey

Feel interested Feel uninterested Total
Feel comfortable 34 (8.9%) 55 (14.5%) 89 (23.4%)
Feel uncomfortable 155 (40.8%) 136 (35.8%) 291 (76.6%)
Total 189 (49.7%) 191 (50.3%) 380 (100.0%)

The experimental results showed that the majority (76.6%) of respondents felt uncomfortable with the
negative messages (like “You don’t buy this jacket”). However, among these respondents, more than
the half (40.8% > 35.8%) was interested in the negative messages actually. This experiment proved
that when an advertising message is strange and may even create a negative feeling to the audiences,
they are interested in the message and like to learn more about it. This experimental design was able
to measure these two attitudes separately, instead of their measurements being affected by each other
in the traditional survey design.

The experimental results also revealed that about half the respondents (49.7%) were interested in the
negative messages, no matter they felt comfortable with the messages or not. Thus, reverse psychology

could achieve the aim of advertising to create awareness and raise the interest (i.e., the first two
elements of the AIDA model), compared with the traditional marketing communication.

5. CONCLUSION

Reverse psychology is a new promising approach for a brand to differentiate itself from others. Its
application in advertising can draw attention of the audiences who would like to learn more about an
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unusual message. It can raise consumers’ interest in a way different from what traditional marketing
can achieve. Traditional marketing attempts to find what consumers want and fulfill their requirements
while reverse psychology pays more attention to what the firm think is suitable for their major
customers (Sinha and Foscht, 2007). Using reverse psychology, firms can send refreshing messages
contrary to push marketing that puts emphasis on loud and attention seeking. Consumers may consider
messages restricting freedom in greater detail. Information receptivity is the important initial step
without which changes in attitudes and behaviors are impossible to occur.

The experiment in this study proved that there were certain proportion of audience feeling interested
in reverse psychology applied in advertising messages although they might express negative feelings
at the same time. The cautious design of the experiment was proved to be able to capture such
inconsistent attitudes of the subjects. This kind of experiments should be conducted by a firm to
confirm if their messages are really practical and acceptable before it launches a corresponding reverse
psychology marketing campaign in the market.

Reverse psychology marketing is a risky strategy for most companies. To apply this strategy
successfully, there are several conditions to be met. First, customers should be understood and reverse
psychology is able to resonate with customers so that they intrigued enough to request for further
information about the product, instead of getting uninterested in the product. Second, there should be
positive associations that exceed the negative perception of the product. The negative message should
not be only thing connecting to the product. Positive associations may be related to, for example, brand
strength, shared values and customer experiences. Third, there should be the follow up strategy that
ensures all the requested information helps customers to make the right buying decision. For example,
the official websites, search engine optimization and social media can be used to spread the relevant
information to customers who are interested in the product. The follow up strategies should be strong
enough to intrigue and delight to highlight benefits of the product.

The marketing campaign in Figure 1 is a typical example illustrating how to meet these conditions to
apply reverse psychology marketing. First, the image in advertising creates a positive impression. The
negative message creates a sense of exclusivity and a barrier to reinforce such desire. Customers want
the product although they are told not to buy it. In addition, advertising provides right information to
explain the brand values. The company can create positive associations and people feel like that they
are making the right decision. Customers are potentially turned into advocates for the product.
Moreover, the potential customers may seek out more information from various sources like peers on
social media and information on the official websites and they are not likely to run into a negative
opinion.

The current study mainly focused on the advertising context. It would be of interest to study issues
more scientifically with respect to communication medium, message topic, expected responses toward
advertising and the degree of threat to freedom. Consumer may learn to block out threats to freedom
when there is repeated exposure. From the marketing perspective, it is necessary to find out the most
suitable way of applying reverse psychology in marketing practices.
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