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Abstract 

 

Shockvertising is a set of advertising tactics that sends its message through the breaking of 

norms, presentation of shocking images, exploiting the audience’s anxieties, and various other 

ways. It is a quick way to break through the clutter of similar advertisements in today’s 

oversaturated world of advertising. While shockvertising is a relatively common tactic in the 

non-profit sector, this thesis focuses on its use in the for-profit sector and the specific pitfalls 

and benefits it faces in this context. The focus here is on advertisers, as those who are sending 

the message, rather than on the receivers. This is done to build a sturdy theoretical base for 

anyone interested in using or studying shock in their advertising.  

 

The core of the study shows factors influencing the conception and subsequent creation of a 

shocking ad while also connecting it to the effect it has on the audience. Through interviewing 

professionals in the field and connecting their experience to previous studies, the AMEE model 

is created to facilitate an easier and safer way of using shock in advertising. This model and its 

thorough explanation can also be found separately in the appendices. 

 

Many important factors that influence the success and effectiveness of a shocking ad have been 

discovered, analysed, and presented in this study. The findings show that the most important 

factors are a relevant and purposeful Source of Shock, alignment with the Brand Image, the 

understanding of the Receiver, and the Context in which a shocking ad appears.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 SOS For Advertising 

Advertising is in a constant flux of change. It may have worked once upon a time, but it is no 

longer true that all you need to do for your product to sell well is to have as many 

advertisements (ads) as possible. And so, companies had to change their strategies (McDonald 

& Scott, 2007) to convince the customers to open their wallets, companies began to strive to 

show how their product or service will enhance the customers’ lives. Showing smiling, happy 

people achieving their goals, be it finding partners, feeding their families, or just being healthy 

in general, has become the norm. And for a while, it was enough. But try growing up in a world, 

where this kind of advertising is everywhere. These ads become cliché even before they have 

a chance not to be. A toothpaste commercial will have fake dentists smiling at you, a juice 

commercial will have a big happy family enjoying breakfast and perfume is going to have slow 

sensual music, probably with some random fabric gently drifting through the air. And with 

such predictability comes boredom. Whatever message these commercials were meant to send 

loses its strength and is no longer able to attract attention (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). It 

becomes clear a change is needed. How does one craft a message that convinces a customer to 

buy a product when people no longer believe in the happiness seen in these commercials? If 

the way of happiness and good word does not work, there is another way to go, unless you 

want your product to stay in the endless mire of its substitutes. The commercial can instead 

appeal to other emotions and experiences, such as fear, shock, or various taboo topics. Appeal 

being the keyword here. 

Message, in this context, can be described as a bundle of information one wants to impart on 

the customer. It consists of several parts, such as its source, credibility, or appeal (Cook, 2001). 

The appeal of a message concerns the manner in which you ask the customer to buy. Appeals 

can be divided into two main categories. While the specific terms for these categories vary, 

Holbrook (2018) calls them “factual” and “evaluative”. Factual, rational, or also hard-sell 

appeals are defined as logical, objectively verifiable descriptions of tangible product features. 

Whereas evaluative, emotional, or soft-sell appeals are meant to evoke emotion and subjective 

impressions of intangible aspects of the product (Holbrook, 2018). It is also important to note, 

that these categories do not exist as separate entities in a vacuum. They should rather be 
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perceived as a scale, as the trick to a truly persuasive message is the combination of these two, 

rather than blindly sticking to one (Dyer, 2008). However, one will always be dominant, and 

for the purposes of this thesis, the emotional appeals are more relevant. 

Since hard-sell appeals create a rather homogenous environment, emotional appeals can 

provide the much-needed differentiation to make a brand stand out. There are many possible 

appeals in this category, such as fear, humour, sex, fantasy, or shock. While hard-sell can 

trigger higher purchasing intentions, by triggering an emotion, it can attach to the message and 

increase its recognition and recall (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). 

While wanting to elicit positive emotions is understandable, opting for the negative ones can 

lead to interesting and sometimes unpredictable results. Shock advertising, or shockvertising 

for short, is displaying images that intentionally break the conventions of what is deemed 

acceptable in the given society in order to gain the audience’s attention. No other appeal can 

secure attention quite as fast as shock and still retain a long-lasting impact (Virvilaite & 

Matuleviciene, 2013). However, choosing shock appeal comes with major negatives too. It is 

all too possible, that by violating the expectations and boundaries of customers, they will 

choose a different brand as a result and develop a negative attitude rather than the other way 

around (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). Shockvertising also has a negative influence on society as 

a whole, as it may lead to desensitisation towards taboo topics (Sabri, 2017). 

In 2013, Parry et al. discovered that the relevance of the source of shock is important, as the 

subjects of their study looked more favourably upon the ads that showed clear correlation 

between the source of shock and the message of the ad. For example, the case of an ad 

comparing a fist coming out of a man’s mouth to verbal abuse fared considerably better than 

an image of a dead baby in an ad for a face wash. Their findings also show that shockvertising 

works better in the non-profit sector. The subjects of their study found themselves far more 

likely to accept a shocking ad when it was presented by a company that would not profit from 

the shocking imagery they were showcasing. 

 

1.2 Problem 

The topic of shockvertising is relatively unexplored and underutilised and one of the reasons 

could be the fear of many possible backlashes that shockvertising can cause. We also expect a 
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certain level of struggle to find applicable literature to support our case. In addition, the 

majority of the companies that have previously used shockvertising are quite large and 

therefore hard to get a hold of for an interview. This, however, does not make it impossible and 

the somewhat trailblazing nature of this study only underlines its importance.  

Shock advertising in the for-profit sector is on the rise in several ways. First, it is a simple way 

to break through the clutter of all the advertising campaigns people are being bombarded with 

every day (Parry et al., 2013) and as such can be used quite universally. Second, it enhances a 

warning message or other cause-related marketing strategies such as shocking images on 

cigarette packaging (Purwanto et al., 2018) or pointing out specific issues such as slavery or 

war as was the case of United Colours of Benetton. And third, it may be used as a simple 

attention grabber for the brand without correlation to its product (Andersson et al., 2004). Each 

of these ways has its own positives and negatives that further influence the ad's effectiveness. 

Effectiveness of an ad can be measured through several aspects, such as likeability (Polegato 

& Bjerke, 2009), its ability to grab attention, or its retention (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). 

Furthermore, it has been discovered that the effectiveness of an ad using shock appeal is not 

consistent. Many factors have been observed to influence the performance of shock ads such 

as gender (Andersson et al., 2004), religion (Waller et al., 2005), or culture (Phau & 

Prendergast, 2002). Another fact that needs to be presented is that even if the ad is effective in 

catching attention and eliciting a response, it might not necessarily reflect on the brand as a 

whole. This relationship between forming attitudes towards an ad and forming attitudes 

towards the brand needs to be taken into account when studying the long-term effects of 

shockvertising. 

Through the understanding of these matters, it should be possible to control the outcome of 

using shock appeal for one’s advertisement. 

It is important to point out that not every ad that shocks the audience is shockvertising. 

Therefore, the need to differentiate between intentionally and unintentionally controversial ads 

needs to be acknowledged. 

Unintentionally controversial advertisements are accidental controversial advertisements, 

where a brand discovers their advertisement is controversial after publicizing it. Usually, that 
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results in pulling back the ad and apologizing in order not to upset or lose customers or partners. 

Generally speaking, these ads do not use shockvertising but fail at using a different strategy. 

As an example, Sturegallerian, a shopping mall in Stockholm, made a campaign for Father’s 

Day in 2013 advertising lingerie with the statement “Please, please him” (Lundqvist, 2013). 

The advertisement was perceived as invidious and degrading women. After receiving a 

backlash and being reported to proper authorities, Sturegallerian apologized for the 

misunderstanding, clarifying that they did not intend to be sexist, offensive, or objectifying. In 

addition to the apology, they pulled the ad from the mall and replaced it in time for the holiday. 

Here it is clear that Sturegallerian attempted to use sex appeal, without the intention of being 

controversial, failed, and instead produced a controversial ad triggering shock in their audience. 

As such, this type of ad is not suitable for this study. 

The dairy substitute company Oatly commonly uses controversial advertisement strategies to 

urge - or bully, as it often is received - dairy consumers to abandon cow’s milk for their vegan 

substitute due to the impact traditional milk production and consumption has on the 

environment (Törner, 2019). In their 1970’s inspired commercial, last year Oatly urged “milk 

enthusiasts” to ‘Flush the milk’. It is a play on words from a commercial from the ‘70s and 

‘80s where different Swedish organizations collaborated to raise awareness for alcohol 

consumption among the Swedish people (Törner, 2019). Oatly has successfully built their 

brand to mirror their values. Their strong, public stand against dairy milk has resulted in a 

lawsuit against Oatly by the Swedish Dairy Lobby (Goldberg, 2019). As one can see, Oatly’s 

controversial advertising is entirely intentional and as such fits into this study. 

Only the intentionally controversial advertising involves the strategic use of shockvertising 

since the advertiser needs to make a deliberate conscious choice to use it. This makes it the 

only viable choice for this study. 

The study will be conducted from a researcher’s point of view, exploring the opinions and 

experiences of marketing professionals. Our findings will be of use for other researchers and 

marketers looking to expand their marketing methods. With all this in mind, we propose the 

following research questions: 

• What is the rationale behind companies using or avoiding shockvertising? 

• How can the use of effective shockvertising be facilitated?  
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1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to thoroughly analyse the concept of shockvertising to gain a deep 

understanding of all of its possible qualities and drawbacks. Part of this is also understanding 

the motivations of both professionals who use and professionals who avoid shockvertising. 

With our findings, we aspire to contribute with undiscovered knowledge regarding 

shockvertising and facilitate its use to those interested in it. 
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2. Frame of Reference 

2.1 Literature Review Process 

Our journey into this topic began with reading an award-winning work on political satire in 

advertising. While it mostly focused on the use of humour, some pieces of the studied ads 

were considered controversial, if not shocking. This has sparked our interest and we 

contacted the author. She was willing to talk to us and offered some good pointers, as well as 

several sources to study to help us build the base of our research. 

Two separate rounds of research were then conducted. Most articles that were chosen as 

relevant are in English, but several Swedish ones were also chosen to see if they have merit. 

The main focus was put on articles published between the years 2010 and 2020, simply 

because the nature of advertising changes rapidly and it is the intent in this thesis to provide 

the most contemporary information possible. However, several older articles were chosen to 

provide some necessary theoretical background. 

The first round of searching was conducted to build general knowledge of the topic and to 

narrow down the areas of interest. Therefore, “marketing appeals”, “shockvertising”, and 

“controversial advertising” were the starting points. The databases used in this round were 

Diva Portal and Google Scholar, as they offered quick and easy access to the necessary 

material. Titles, and consecutively abstracts, of the discovered articles, were examined, and 

works relevant to this study were chosen. The second round was held after a plan for this 

thesis was drafted, as it became apparent that sources of greater depth and variety were 

required. The set of search terms was supplemented by terms such as “brand attitude” or 

“provocative advertisement”. It was also during this round when the search for Swedish 

articles took place with terms such as “kontroversiell reklam”, “normbrytande reklam”, or 

“kontroversiell marknadsföring”. The databases used were not only Google Scholar and 

Diva, but also Primo provided by the JU Library. The lists of keywords used can be found in 

Appendix 1. 
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2.2 The Name of The Game 

2.2.1 Advertising 

Defining advertising is a troublesome endeavour, as some believe that the technological 

advancements have caused the more traditional definitions to no longer hold sway (Fill & 

Turnbull, 2016). That, of course, does not mean that these definitions cannot provide valuable 

information still. Some explain it simply as “any sponsored, paid message that is 

communicated in a non-personal way” (Keegan & Green, 2016, p. 254). Others, seeing it as an 

inseparable element of promotion, say that advertising must have an identifiable source of 

origin, it has to be paid by the marketer in some way and it needs to attempt to persuade the 

consumer to take action (Lamb et al., 2017). In this day and age, when the internet is woven 

through almost every aspect of life, research shows that the difference in the perception of 

advertising correlates with differences between generations (Campbell et al., 2014). Campbell 

et al. (2014) instead introduce a new way to look at advertising. They present a matrix with 

only two dimensions, those being the source and compensation. In other words, who is the 

image in question coming from, and was it paid by them or not? Shockvertising can simply fall 

into this new typology, for example as a display ad, which means paid brand or product-related 

visual content that is distinct from the editorial content. Another way it may fit in is through 

the use of a Viral Video, which is “brand or product-related video content created by a brand 

with the goal of inducing pass-along behaviour amongst consumers” (Campbell et al., 2014, 

p.9). Shocking ads might arguably have an easier time becoming viral than other 

advertisements due to their inherent galvanising nature (Sabri & Ouidade, 2017). 

2.2.2 Marketing Communication 

Another way to look at the issue is through marketing communications. It is an “audience 

centred activity, designed to engage audiences and promote conversations” (Fill & Turnbull, 

2016, p.20). While still firmly bound to Lamb et al.’s view of promotion and advertising, it 

highlights several different aspects and thus provides new perspectives. If the focus of 

marketing communications is truly in facilitating a conversation, then it is perfect for 

shockvertising, especially in the non-profit sector, where organisations aim to educate about 

their chosen issues. For example, drastic commercials about car crashes sparked discussions 

about car safety and motivated people to drive more safely and use seat belts (Parry et al., 

2013).  
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2.3 Advertising and Its Message 

2.3.1 Not All About Money, Money, Money 

When speaking of advertising, what may come to mind first are TV commercials about various 

products, or possibly billboards. This is called product advertising and today it can be 

encountered just about anywhere. However, products and services are not the only things 

enjoying the benefits of advertising. Companies, especially those with a multitude of products 

or services, may opt to advertise themselves instead of their respective products or services. 

This is called institutional or corporate advertising. Here, the focus is not usually to persuade 

the customer to buy, or take any other action for that matter, but rather to boost the company's 

reputation and to encourage positive attitudes towards the brand (Lamb et al., 2017). This 

concept has been studied as far as in 1952 when Pearlin and Rosenberg wrote about how this 

particular way of advertising can serve to humanise corporations. Since they conceptualised 

this phenomenon for TV and radio, they could not possibly dream of the power this form of 

advertising would have on social networks and social media as a whole (Pearlin & Rosenberg, 

1952). Nowadays, a popular way to engage is through advocacy advertising, where a company 

expresses its standing regarding controversial issues (Lamb et al., 2017). Nonetheless, there 

are certain tendencies that show the humanising factor of institutional advertising may not hold 

for much longer as people are starting to catch up on this trend and refusing to accept it at face 

value (Kim et al., 2009).  

2.3.2 No One To Hear Your Message? 

Understanding the process that an ad must go from a planning table, to the chosen medium, 

and finally to the mind of the consumer, is also vital for the ad’s success. Based on the theories 

of Schramm (1955), Shannon and Weaver (1962) and Fill and Turnbull (2016) present several 

models to illustrate this process. The simplest one, the Linear Model, presents a source that 

encodes the message that the ad is supposed to carry. This message is then decoded and 

interpreted by the receiver. To elaborate they include noise, which can hinder the process, 

realms of understanding, which can both hinder or help the process, and feedback, that can 

point out flaws in the encoding and possibly improve the process. This, however, does not take 

into account the role of technology such as social media. Therefore, they introduce the 
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Interactional model, which includes both technology and consumers as factors with far more 

influence than before. 

2.3.3 Effectiveness and Attitudes 

Many researchers have attempted to discover the ideal way to measure the effectiveness of ads 

and as a result, a variety of theories, methods, and approaches was developed (Scholten, 1996). 

From an economic point of view, the ideal way would be through sales (Little, 1979). However, 

this would disregard the plethora of variables involved as well as the possible gain of assets 

that are not just profit. In 2016, Polegato and Bjerke studied the ad campaign of United Colors 

of Benetton and proposed likeability as a possible measure of effectiveness. In the same year, 

Koszembar-Wiklik spoke of retention and attention-grabbing as tools to ascertain the 

effectiveness. However, as far as in 1961, Lavidge and Steiner discovered the link between ad 

effectiveness and attitudes while conceptualising their Hierarchy of Effects. 

As defined by Fill and Turnbull (2016, p. 115): “Attitudes are predispositions, shaped through 

experience, to respond in an anticipated way to an object or situation. They also further specify 

that the measure of effectiveness is not attitudes themselves, but their change via exposure to 

marketing communications. 

 

2.4 Knowing Me, Knowing You – The Importance of Message 

How to tell consumers that your product or service is just what they need? What words, images, 

or symbols are to be used to reach and engage them? This is the job of a message and 

understanding one’s brand and audience is essential in crafting it (Pflaumbaum, 2013). Fill and 

Turnbull (2016) identify four key elements that warrant acknowledgement while crafting the 

right message. 

The first element talks of perceptions of the source. More specifically, perceptions of the level 

of expertise, motives, and trustworthiness of the source come into question. Whether through 

a spokesperson or another way, a message needs to have some way of proving its credibility to 

be believed. 
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The second element highlights the importance of the structural components of a message. 

These are the balance of informational and emotional content, conclusion drawing, one- or 

two-sided approach, and order of presentation. 

The third element is creativity. It is as hard to describe as it is to achieve. Some say it is simply 

a violation of expectations (Blasko & Mokwa, 1986), while others try to dissect the concept 

more thoroughly. Heath et al. (2009) describe elements that can boost creativity, such as using 

characters expressing emotions and/or being put into specific situations, interesting visuals, or 

background music. 

The final element is the appeal. In other words, how the actual act of persuasion looks. Similar 

to the ideas of hard- and soft-sell, appeals generally fall into one of two categories: factual or 

evaluative (Holbrook, 1978), also known as informational or emotional (Fill, Turnbull, 2016). 

While informational hard-sell appeals attempt to persuade through logic, usually by presenting 

facts about the product, emotional soft-sell appeals persuade through evoking different feelings 

through imagery, music, etc. (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). While hard-sell improves the opinion 

about a product, soft-sell improves believability and strengthens purchase intentions (Okazaki 

et al., 2010). As specified before, these days a message is hardly ever purely informational or 

emotional. As Liu and Stout (1987) discovered, emotional and rational responses are not polar 

opposites, but rather separate yet integrated dimensions. Hence why we speak of balance 

between the two, instead of choosing one or the other. 

2.4.1 Don’t Go Wasting Your Emotions 

Evoking specific emotions can be a powerful tool when influencing attitudes. Fill and Turnbull 

(2016) list the most used ways to do it. Those having more potential to be controversial than 

others are presented below. 

Fear can be used mainly in two ways: “The first way demonstrates the negative aspects or 

physical dangers associated with particular behaviour…, …the second approach is the threat 

of social rejection…” (Fill & Turnbull, 2016, p. 616). Fear appeal can be a great motivator and 

attitude changer (Witte & Allen, 2000), but can easily be ignored or disbelieved if overused 

(Ray & Wilkie, 1970). 
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Humour’s biggest advantages are its ability to grab attention, stimulate interest, and establish 

a positive mood. This by no means suggests that it can only be innocent; through the use of 

parodic ads, competitors can bring each other down (Roehm & Roehm, 2013). Some studies 

even show that political satire in advertising can affect political attitudes of consumers (Boukes 

et al., 2015). 

The appeal of sexual imagery and innuendos is one of the most popular appeals out there and 

easily one of the most controversial. Sex is a great attention grabber and boosts both ad 

recognition and recall, however, it does little for the brand as a whole (Wirtz et al., 2018). As 

a matter of fact, Paek and Nelson (2007) have discovered that should the use of sex have no 

relation to the product, such as in the case of photocopiers or furniture, it may actually reflect 

negatively on the brand and provide no boost to add effectiveness. 

Shock is the one appeal that may be controversial in its very nature. According to Virvilaite 

and Matuleviciene (2013), it is the fastest way to gain the attention of the consumer. Shock 

appeal works by violating expectations and boundaries of consumers and intentionally 

offending the audience, which can clearly lead to the consumer switching brands and 

developing a negative attitude towards the brand and/or product (Venkat & Abi-Hanna, 1995), 

(Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). 

2.4.2 Effectiveness and Message 

Akpinar and Berger (2017) claim that conveying emotions is an important part of an effective 

ad. As established before, this is done through appeals. While some believe positive emotions 

provide higher boosts to effectiveness (Berger & Milkman, 2012), others claim that both 

negative and positive emotions can have the same effect (Reichstein & Brusch, 2019). 

According to Koszembar-Wiklik (2016), the market is quite saturated with appeals using 

positive emotions, and thus these appeals lose their potency as they no longer inspire, but 

instead bore the consumers. This trend suggests that using negative emotions and breaking the 

norms may actually provide a higher boost to effectiveness, and if one uses attitude change as 

a way of measuring effectiveness, then this theory aligns with the opinion of Parry et al. (2013). 

Following this train of thought, Parry et al. further specify what brings the positive attitude 

change with the use of negative emotion appeals. Illustrated as an example of shock appeal, 

the source of the shock has to cooperate with the content of the message. If this is not achieved, 
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as in the case of using an image of a dead baby in a face wash commercial, the subject’s shock 

will develop into rejection, rather than acceptance. 

Apart from emotions, the importance of creativity is also undeniable, as it can boost the 

effectiveness of a message by up to ten times (Priest, 2014). Other elements of creativity that 

help increase the effectiveness are originality and meaningfulness (Willemsen et al., 2018) as 

well as clarity of the message (Kucuk, 2015). In 2013, Pflaumbaum also highlighted the 

importance of creativity, namely in relation to shocking advertisements. 

 

2.5 Conceptualising Shockvertising 

While more traditional views on shockvertising define it as something intentionally offensive, 

jarring, and norm-breaking (Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016; Leggat, 2015; Parry et al., 2013). 

Pflaumbaum (2013) brings in a different look. She claims that shockvertising is not easily 

defined because it is a group of advertising strategies, rather than a singular, definable one. She 

also explores the fact that it is not only graphic depictions of violence, sex, and other taboo 

topics that can be shocking. If a deep understanding of the target audience is reached, the source 

of shock can be made very personal and influence attitude change even better, which is in line 

with Parry’s view on the topic. 

Dahl et al., (2003) consider shock in advertising to be of two parts. The first one is the 

previously discussed norm-breaking and the second one being surprise, as an enhancer of the 

first impression on the consumer. 

As the review showed, the execution and consequent perceptions and reactions differ based on 

whether the ad came from a for-profit or a non-profit organisation (Parry et al. 2013). Parry et 

al. claim that shockvertising in the non-profit sector elicits a more favourable response and 

actually increases the effectiveness of the ad, whereas in the for-profit sector the results were 

opposite, especially when the ads used shocking images for the sole purpose of being shocking, 

lacking relevance to the product or service. This is further supported by Dahl et al. (2003) that 

claim shockvertising in the non-profit sector is even more effective if it advocates for positive 

change. Pflaumbaum (2013) presents some contradicting views, when one of her research 

subjects openly disbelieved in this dichotomy, saying these are the differences between non-
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profit and for-profit sectors in general, rather than in relation to shockvertising. Another 

opposing theory presented the difference to be in the motivation of the company instead, i.e. 

trying to sell a product versus trying to stop the sale of a product. 

2.5.1 Shockingly Flawed 

Shockvertising is not an exact science and therefore its effect cannot be precisely predicted. 

Ideally, it works in the company’s favour, but one could also misjudge how far to push the 

boundaries. If they are not pushed far enough, it may end up not being shocking and completely 

miss its point (Pflaumbaum, 2013). If pushed too far, the consumer feels violated, but not 

positively motivated, ending up blocking the ad out or even actively going against it (Cilliers, 

2017; Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). The psychological process of desensitisation is another issue 

that shockvertising faces. In this context, it refers to the situation where the consumers are 

overexposed to shocking and provocative images, resulting in these images no longer being 

shocking and provocative (Pflaumbaum, 2013). This theory is further supported by Sabri and 

Ouidade (2017), who also show that such a process would lead to a moral decline in the society. 

2.5.2 Effectiveness and Shockvertising 

When it comes to likeability and shockvertising, it is not easy to find a direct correlation 

between the two. Polegato and Bjerke (2016), however, dive deep into what they consider 

important elements (logo, colours, situation, and people) and studied shock ads in correlation 

with the cultural background of their study subjects. They find a strong connection between 

likeability and the situation presented in the ad, which indeed was heavily influenced by the 

cultural background. Unfortunately, this study does not deliver a comparison to other types of 

appeals. Using retention as a marker of effectiveness, Koszembar-Wiklik (2016) shows clear 

success in boosting effectiveness. Cilliers’s (2017) findings also support this, presenting 

memory recall as one of the factors that were enhanced by the use of shock within an ad. The 

attention-grabbing ability of shock ads has been proven by many researchers (Parry et al., 2013; 

Koszembar-Wikli, 2016; Virvilaite, Matuleviciene, 2013), which could further enhance 

effectiveness. However, attention-grabbing cannot function as a standalone factor for 

measuring ad effectiveness. Last but not least, attitude change can be achieved with relative 

ease by using shock ads, provided it carefully aligns the source of the shock with the message 

the ad is meant to send (Parry et al., 2013). Many researchers have also highlighted the 

importance of the context the ad is placed in. Pflaumbaum (2013) presents the importance of 
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geographic location, others speak of culture (Polegato, et al., 2016), Waller et al. introduce 

religion as an influencing factor, and Andersson et al (2004) speak of gender. The latter may 

also prove of greater importance, as Gaugaş (2007) presents evidence that females and older 

people are more likely to be influenced by shocking ads.  It is also important to remember that 

not every line is made to be crossed. Ads that root their shock in racist imagery or anti-social 

behaviour should be avoided (Pflaumbaum, 2013) and while a sexist ad could still be accepted 

by some consumers, Cilliers (2017) shows that it is more likely to backfire. This type of 

controversy is advisable to be avoided, for the sake of everyone involved. 

This is not where the influencing factors end. A major cornerstone of Cilliers’s (2017) study is 

the level of shock an ad evokes, which has a direct impact on retention and recall, especially if 

the ad is relatable. She also presents guilt as a factor that could boost effectiveness, stating if 

an ad shows inappropriate behaviour, and the audience is guilty of engaging in said behaviour, 

the ad will be more effective (Cilliers, 2017). 

2.5.2.1 Everybody Talks 

Fill and Turnbull speak of amplification as a process that can help the ad reach further without 

the direct involvement of the marketer. Word of mouth is one of the ways a message can be 

amplified, and these days, we talk about electronic word of mouth (eWOM) to account for the 

inseparable relationship between consumers and social media. By having an ad be shocking, 

the audience is motivated to talk about it (Dichter, 1966) and nowadays this can be done easily 

through likes, shares, and various ways of instant messaging. King et al. (2014) speak of 

eWOM’s ability to be much faster and reach much further than regular WOM, as well as 

staying readily available. 

This also brings us to another important factor of the internet age – virality. López et al. (2016) 

view this concept as a form of eWOM and explain that its goal is to diffuse information. 

However, Reichstein and Brusch present a more in-depth definition, claiming virality to be 

“marketing strategies that permit exponential distribution of content in network-based channels 

in the shortest time with comparatively little effort” (Reichstein & Brusch, 2019, p. 1064) and 

also creating added value that can be measured. Building on previously presented information, 

if a shocking ad gets amplified by going viral, it will likely reach far beyond its original target 

audience. This can cause the ad to appear in the wrong context, possibly decreasing its 

effectiveness (Pflaumbaum, 2013). 
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2.5.2.2 Shocking Ad or Shocking Brand 

As mentioned before, what is good for an ad is not necessarily good for a brand. Offending a 

consumer will surely gain their attention and be retained, maybe even recalled later, but unless 

the ad is processed positively, this will not benefit the brand (Cilliers, 2017; Venkat & Abi-

Hanna, 1995, Koszembar-Wiklik, 2016). Not every ad that attracts attention reflects on the 

brand (Wirtz et al., 2018). This proves that shock ads can benefit a brand if used correctly, but 

also that shock advertising can do some real damage to a brand (Gaugaş, 2007). 

An absolute negative of using shocking ads, in the long run, is the fact that there are only so 

many ways something can be shocking. It will either lose its potency or, if the brand is built on 

the practice of shockvertising, it can run out of momentum, not be shocking anymore and lose 

its competitive advantage (Gaugaş, 2007). 

While Cilliers (2017) discovers that brand recall increases when the level of shock is low, one 

should also take into account the fact that the audience might have pre-existing attitudes 

towards the brand, which could aid the recall. Cilliers (2017) also names violation of one's 

beliefs or values as a limitation of shockvertising, showing an example of how a shocking ad 

that goes against her subject’s belief convinced them to condemn the brand as a whole. 

Another way shockvertising can help a brand is when a brand goes through reinvention. Using 

the example of Lady Gaga; whenever a major change to her brand occurs, such as a new album, 

she shocks the audience with a new extravagant look. Pflaumbaum (2013) argues that using 

shock to attract attention to a major change that a brand goes through, be it towards a more 

extreme or mellow version of itself, can be effective. 

To conclude, shockvertising is a very useful tool in the short term, even repeatedly, but fails in 

the long run as its pitfalls become insurmountable. 

 

2.6 The Journey for an Appropriate Model 

As per the purpose of this thesis, the facilitation of effective shockvertising is one of the 

primary goals. To achieve this, a model will be developed. Koszembar-Wiklik’s (2016) model 

will be examined together with several other pre-existing models. This examination will be 
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guided by the article by Scholten (1996). Building on that, the study results of Cilliers (2017) 

shall be implemented and the views of Pflaumbaum (2013) shall be examined and also 

integrated into the model. 

2.6.1 Brief look into the Hierarchy-Of-Effects Models 

Perhaps the oldest HoE model in the book, created by Strong in 1925 is the AIDA model. 

Created originally to describe stages of the personal selling process, it has since been adapted 

and improved upon to function for other types of advertising. AIDA model presents four stages: 

Attention, Interest, Desire, and Action. In 1961, Colley (1961) creates DAGMAR, a model 

concerned with defining-advertising-goals-for-measure-advertising-results. This model 

presents the stages of awareness, comprehension, conviction, and action instead. Building on 

this knowledge, McGuire (1978) presentes the information-processing model (IPM), with six 

stages instead, those being: presentation, attention, comprehension, yielding, retention, and 

behaviour. With a different outlook, Ehrenberg (1974) creates the ATR model, that relies on 

repeated advertising. “A” stands for brand Awareness, “T” for trial purchase, and “R” for 

reinforcement. This model points out the fact that a consumer may enter the hierarchy at 

different places based on their previous experience. Another important view came from Ray in 

1973 with his dissonance-attribution hierarchy with three stages: brand purchase based on non-

media or non-marketing sources, attitude change based on experience with the brand, and 

selective and biased learning of advertising communications. 

2.6.2 Pegasus’ Eye View 

Koszembar-Wiklik (2016) joins the bandwagon with a HoE model of their own. By putting the 

AIDA model in the context of controversial advertising, they created the PEGAZ model. “P” 

standing for provocation as a way of grabbing attention. “E” stands for evoking emotion as a 

way to make the consumer begin processing the information presented. “G” is to guarantee that 

the message is noticed, processed, shared, or otherwise influential on the consumer. “A” means 

action, as in the purchase of a product or other behaviour the ad suggested. “Z” stands for 

remembering the message and the brand. While the acronym may have gotten lost in 

translation, the fact stands that this model is made specifically to describe the process and effect 

a controversial ad has on a consumer. 
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2.6.3 Scholten’s Revised Information Processing Model 

While mainly focusing on the HoE models, Petty et al.’s (1983) Elaboration-Likelihood model 

informs much of Scholten’s (1996) views. Fill and Turnbull (2016) explain that ELM describes 

that a consumer exposed to a promotional message has to process it before their attitude can 

change. If the consumer's ability and motivation to process the information is high, the 

consumer will take the central route, which means they are more likely to listen to logic as in 

through an informational appeal. And if the ability and motivation are low, the consumer will 

take the peripheral route, therefore be more prone to emotional appeals. Scholten (1996) sheds 

light on some imperfections of this model. The most important one for this study is the fact 

that the ELM does not account for an escape route, meaning that the consumer will block the 

ad out. Scholten (1996) exemplifies his view on threat (shock) appeals which, in the light of 

the studies made by Cilliers (2017) and Gaugaş (2007), makes this point relevant to this study. 

However, the main benefit of this model is that it “overcomes a critical limitation of traditional 

hierarchy-of-effects models by relaxing the assumption that cognitively complex changes in 

consumer attitudes are necessary for effective reasoning” (Scholten, 1996, p. 100). 

Scholten (1996) uses the Information-Processing model by McGuire (1972) as one of the bases 

for his work. An important part of McGuire’s (1972) study was the classification of antecedents 

of advertising effects. This classification includes five-factor groups, source factors, message 

factors, receiver factors, channel factors, and destination factors (goals). Scholten (1996) then 

presents several revisions to IPM. He replaces presentation with “exposure” which shifts the 

focus from the sender to the receiver. He then merges attention and comprehension into 

“reception”, arguing that with this generalisation, the ELM can be applied and thus eliminate 

the limitation of HoE presented before. He also changes yielding to “persuasion” to account 

for the role of attitude change within his model. He also decides to disregard the destination 

factors, as those are represented in the effect side of the model.  

2.6.4 Pointers from Cilliers and Pflaumbaum 

In her study, Cilliers (2017) presents three variables that influence the success of a shock ad: 

the level of shock, norm violation, and memory recall. Level of shock uses a scale from low to 

high and affects how the ad is interpreted. If the level is too low, it will likely not create enough 

impact, but if it is too high, the ad will be written off as not credible and likely be ignored. She 

also discovered that even though higher level of shock may lead to better attention at that 
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moment, it decreases the likelihood of retaining the brand name afterward. Norm violation is 

concerned with the conflict of morals or beliefs. This is where the effect of societal context on 

shockvertising and the source of shock, discussed in previous chapters, is most relevant. 

Memory recall refers to the need for an ad to stay in the consumer's mind in order to be 

successful. Memory recall is polar, as positive recall reflects well on the product and brand, 

and negative recall reflects badly, but there is also the possibility that there will not be any 

recall at all. 

Pflaumbaum (2013) also mentions the importance of the influence stakeholders have. In her 

study, she found that the size of a company dictates much of the motivations it has for the use 

(or the lack of use) of shockvertising. Specifically, “big corporations want to keep status quo 

with the consumer, while smaller players have less to lose” (p. 187). 

2.6.5 The Provisional AMEE Model 

By combining the knowledge gained from the evolution of hierarchy-of-effects models, 

mellowing its limitations with aspects of the elaboration-likelihood model, and refining it with 

insights specific to shocking and controversial advertising, we have created an information 

processing model called AMEE. This abbreviation stands for the three main parts of the model: 

Antecedents, MEssage, and Effect. 

The Antecedents are issues that need to be considered and resolved first and are unlikely to 

change in the process. This part consists of “Source”, “Stakeholders”, and “Channel”. It is 

based on Scholten’s (1996) model, but we have added “Stakeholders” as one of the antecedents 

to reflect the findings of Pflaumbaum (2013). We have also removed “Message” and 

“Receiver” as antecedents since in this model they belong to a new category. The antecedents 

are important because if they cannot be determined, or are determined negatively, the creation 

and further usage of the ad cannot proceed. An example of a negative determination would be 

if investors (stakeholders) refused to be connected to a controversial campaign. 

The Message part contains the group of all elements that need to be considered when crafting 

a controversial ad. In Scholten’s (1996) model, Message is considered to be an antecedent, and 

while it remains an antecedent of advertising effects, it is not equal with the other antecedents 

and therefore has been moved. The first element of this group is “Substance”, referring to the 

actual content of the ad. Next is “Source of Shock” as its major influence has been proven by 
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Parry et al., (2013) in the way that it has to align with Message, hence its presence in this group. 

“Level of Shock” described by Cilliers (2017) also has a place in this group. Following the 

results of many researchers, we have included “Context” in this group, referring to its influence 

on decoding and interpretation of shocking messages (Polegato & Bjerke, 2009; Phau & 

Prendergast, 2002; Pflaumbaum, 2013; Waller et al., 2005). “Receiver” has been used by 

Scholten as an antecedent, which is also supported by our literature review, however, due to 

the importance it bears on crafting the message correctly it has been moved here (Andersson 

et al., 2004; Gaugaş, 2007). The last element of this group is “Intention” which refers to the 

goals of the ad and holds a special place. Its inherent influence of the other members of this 

group is symbolised by the bidirectional arrows.  

The third part contains the classes of advertising effects. The bold arrows represent mediation 

between the different stages of the hierarchy and the rightward arrows in this part provide exits 

at their respective stages. The bidirectional arrows in this part show that both facilitation and 

obstruction is possible, depending on the influence of the antecedents. After analysing 

Koszembar-Wiklik’s (2016) model, we have moved retention to the same level as behaviour, 

as behaviour is not necessarily the final stage, and retention is not necessary to facilitate 

behaviour. 

As mentioned before, “Intention” is unique as it is also a category of its own. Different 

intentions not only influence how the message is crafted but also directly connect to different 

parts of the advertising effects. We have included several options to illustrate this. Increasing 

recognition connects to Retention, intention to sell a product or share a campaign connects to 

Behaviour, intention to change attitudes connects to Persuasion, and intention to reinvent the 

brand calls for attention-grabbing and as such is connected to Reception.  
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 21 

3 Methodology 

The Methodology describes the process taken in collecting and analysing the data that will later 

be presented. Collecting the data must be done deliberately to ensure the quality and 

trustworthiness of our findings helps us answer the research questions and solve the problem. 

 

3.1 Research Paradigm 

A research paradigm is a philosophical framework guiding the research process with respect 

to people’s philosophies and their assumptions of reality as well as the nature of knowledge 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). Research philosophy depicts a belief system and assumptions of 

knowledge development (Saunders et al., 2018). According to Collis and Hussey (2014), there 

are two main research paradigms, positivism, and interpretivism. Interpretivism was born due 

to the insufficiency of positivism. Positivism is objective and measures social occurrences 

conducted in quantitative studies, while interpretivism seeks to explore the intricacy of a social 

occurrence to gain an understanding of it. That is done by interpreting qualitative research data. 

Interpretivism strives to describe, interpret, and comprehend the meaning of an event rather 

than measure how often it occurs (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

 

Further in this chapter, we will elucidate that this is a qualitative study, with a small sample 

size that is subjective and only replicable to similar situations. These are characteristics of the 

interpretivist research paradigm which will be used to structure our research. We have chosen 

the interpretivism paradigm as it explores individual people and cases, the participant’s 

knowledge is subjective, and the findings have high validity (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

 

Rather than two separate frameworks, positivism and interpretivism can be viewed as a 

spectrum. Assumptions of both paradigms, such as the reality, context, and research methods, 

are fluid based on what different scientists believe (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p.49). That is why 

this study must not limit itself to an inductive research approach to be considered interpretivist. 

3.2 Research Approach 

The research approach narrates if the data collection will be carried out as quantitative or 

qualitative research and whether it will take on an inductive or deductive approach. 
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3.2.1 Inductive vs. Deductive Research 

Inductive research is established on developing a theory based on observed empirical data 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). When using induction, specific instances evolve into general 

inferences. Hence, the inductive research method starts with extensive observations of 

empirical data that identify a problem. Subsequently, it explores existing theoretical 

frameworks or develops a new one that strengthens the research (Saunders et al., 2018).  

 

Deductive research tests empirical observations based on a pre-set theory or concept (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). The deductive research method moves from the general to a specific context, 

as specific instances are concluded from general inferences. 

 

Despite the assumption that it belongs to the positivistic paradigm, we deem the deductive 

research method applicable to our study as it is based on AMEE, a theoretical framework that 

we have developed. We have tested AMEE with our empirical observations to get a better 

understanding of how and why shockvertising is a successful marketing tool for companies. 

Furthermore, the deductive method is more suitable for the time frame of our research than the 

inductive method, which requires extensive time and deep effort of observation to gain an 

effective result. 

3.2.2 Qualitative Research  

According to Vaus (2002), qualitative research methods often provide rich data about real 

situations and people. It enables us to comprehend behaviour and understand it in a broader 

context. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research often lacks generalizability 

(Bhandari, 2020). It relies on the subjective interpretations of researchers and is often not 

replicable by ensuing researchers. Primary data which is gathered with a qualitative research 

method is usually temporary and best understood through the context of the study. Due to its 

association with the interpretivist methodology, qualitative study findings are considered to 

have high trustworthiness (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Interviews, printed material, and focus 

groups are a few types of qualitative research methods that can be used to gather empirical 

data. 

 

We will conduct a qualitative study, interviewing companies to understand why they chose the 

method of shockvertising to market their products. Furthermore, we want to learn how we can 
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encourage other companies to pursue shockvertising, taking inspiration from the companies’ 

experiences. In addition, we will conduct interviews with marketing experts, exploring 

controversial advertising in general from an outsider’s point of view. 

 

There are three types of interviews within qualitative research, structured, semi-structured, and 

unstructured interviews (Gill et al., 2006). We will conduct semi-structured interviews 

supported by follow-up questions based on the participants’ answers. 

 

 

3.3 Research Design 

To help solve the research problem, research design specifies the aim and objectives of the 

study (Yin, 2009). Research design clarifies the different types of research that can be 

conducted and how it can be comprehended. Those are explanatory, exploratory, and 

descriptive research design (Collis & Hussey, 2014). We will focus on Exploratory research 

design. 

3.3.1 Exploratory Research Design 

Exploratory research studies a problem that is new or under-researched to understand the 

problem identified (Dudovskiy, 2018). The exploratory researchers aim to contribute new 

information and insights regarding the existing problem. However, as exploratory research 

aims to explore a problem, oftentimes it fails to provide one clear and conclusive solution for 

the problem (Dudovskiy, 2018). Nevertheless, a problem does not have to be limited to one 

solution. Exploratory research highlights the different causes that led to the problem and 

suggests multiple alternatives for solutions to solve that problem. Unlike conclusive research 

design where the study issues a final solution without a need for further research, exploratory 

research contributes to solving the problem and allows for further research to take place 

(Sandhursen, 2000, cited by Dudovskiy, 2018).



 24 

3.4 Research Strategy 

When writing a research study, it is necessary to have a plan for conducting the study. That 

plan is called a Research Strategy. The researcher is guided in the planning, execution, and 

monitoring of the study by the research strategy. There are many different types of research 

strategies. Experiments, surveys, and case studies are a few examples of the strategies that can 

be implemented (Johannesson et al., 2014).  

3.4.1 Multiple Case Studies 

A case study is a research methodology that studies an event, a person, a decision, or a group 

of people in-depth (Heale & Twycross, 2017). Case studies explore the cause of that event’s 

existence and are able to generalise it for application on other events. Case studies tend to 

investigate phenomena within their context to capture their reality and understand how they 

function. A case study is an exploratory and descriptive analysis of an event, which is valuable 

when trying to describe, evaluate, compare, and understand a research problem. 

 

Multiple case studies explore several events, people, decisions, or groups of people. When 

conducting multiple case studies, we are able to compare the research problem from different 

aspects. It is of importance as different events, people or situations behave differently and can 

therefore provide a complete perspective of different outcomes within a specific research 

problem. Multiple case studies tend to generate more reliable studies as they examine and 

compare different cases, which prompts an in-depth understanding of the cases as a unit (Heale 

& Twycross, 2017). 

 

Our research will be carried out as a multiple case study as we are investigating two different 

cases of controversial advertising. Oatly is a Swedish company that produces dairy substitutes, 

it has a strong presence as a shockvertising company in the Swedish market, which we want to 

study to understand their motivation for using shockvertising and its characteristics. In 

addition, Autentik is a marketing agency in Slovakia with experience in controversial 

marketing, which will serve us as a learning ground for how to conduct shockvertising. 
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3.5 Data  

3.5.1 Sampling 

The data population for this thesis mainly includes Swedish advertisements previously done 

using shock appeal, we have also included Slovak shock advertisements for a better 

understanding, comparability and more accurate generalisability of its use. The data sample 

consists of advertisements conducted using intentional shock appeal with the aim of breaking 

norms or bringing controversy. 

 

We have studied advertisements from Åhlens and Oatly, among others, that have received 

backlash or strong negative feedback from the public regarding the content of their 

advertisements. After careful consideration of their ads and direct contact with Åhlens, we 

understand that their intention was not to be controversial, rather being inclusive, therefore 

they were ruled out of our data sample group. Oatly, however, has conducted several 

campaigns that intentionally chastised norms and therefore suits our research topic perfectly.  

 

Remaining advertisements that were studied were similar to Åhlens, advocating inclusivity, 

and therefore immediately ruled out.  

3.5.2 Data Collection 

Our primary data collection will be conducted through interviews with one company and one 

marketing agency that work with shockvertising directly and four experts with general 

knowledge within all types of marketing. The secondary sources used in the earlier chapters 

have been gathered from peer-reviewed articles, in addition to other sources such as websites 

and books for general information and definitions. Furthermore, we have used supporting 

theories from relevant secondary literature to construct AMEE in order to analyse the data we 

collected. 

 

To answer why and how companies use shockvertising, we will conduct semi-structured 

interviews with follow up questions. Attached in Appendix 2 are general questions for the 

marketing experts and specific questions for the company and agency, regarding their 

campaigns that used shockvertising, which will be applied during the interviews. 
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3.5.3 Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process of treating data to uncover and understand information, using certain 

analytical procedures. Discourse analysis, thematic analysis, and content analysis are a few 

methods that can be used to analyse data (Terry et al., 2017).  

 

As discourse analysis focuses on the purpose and influence of different types of languages 

(Luo, 2019), that will not contribute to our research purpose as we seek to understand behaviour 

and patterns. Content analysis of qualitative research prioritises the interpretation and 

understanding of data (Luo, 2019). The analysis is based on coding words, themes, and 

concepts within written texts or transcribed audio. However, content analysis neglects the 

importance of the data context. Thematic analysis is a qualitative analysis method used for 

identifying, analysing, and reporting common themes and pattern meanings in datasets (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). It is regarded as a method of high trustworthiness and provides valuable 

findings. 

 

Our focus will be on thematic analysis with the aim of understanding the intentions and 

identifying the patterns of controversial advertisements. The analysis will be conducted on 

thoroughly transcribed interview data that will later be coded and interpreted and lastly, the 

results will be reported. An advantage of using thematic analysis is that it can condense and 

offer a thorough description of the data set. In addition, it brings attention to both similarities 

and differences in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

The interviews with the marketing experts will be conducted in English and recorded for 

transcription, decoding, and analysis. The audio will be put through a software called Otter, 

which automatically converts audio to text. The interview with Autentik will be conducted in 

Slovak and the interview with Oatly in Swedish. Therefore, we must transcribe the data 

manually and then translate it to English to share the findings with each other. Lastly, we will 

compare and draw conclusions from the data set to identify patterns and themes that can be 

applied to other, similar, cases. 
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3.6 Ethical Consideration & Trustworthiness 

3.6.1 Ethical Considerations 

There are several ethical considerations a researcher should account for. They should be 

responsible to conduct their study according to good moral values, transparency, and respect 

for the participants, their privacy, and dignity when conducting inquiries (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). 

 

We will ensure that we get clear permission from our voluntary participants to record and use 

the information they provide us with for the purpose of this research, with the promise of 

extermination once the finalized research paper has been submitted. We respect their right to 

remain anonymous upon request, regarding personal names or the company they represent. In 

addition, we give them the right to refuse to answer any question we might ask which causes 

them discomfort. Lastly, the interview questions for the specific companies will be translated 

to their respective mother tongues to ensure accurate responses and avoid misunderstandings. 

3.6.2 Trustworthiness 

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), a qualitative research’s trustworthiness and quality 

should be fulfilled by the following criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility ensures that the research topic was identified and described 

accurately and that the findings are trustworthy. Transferability studies whether the findings 

can be generalised and applied to a similar situation (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Dependability 

reviews the research process, whether it is systematic, meticulous, and well documented (Collis 

and Hussey, 2014). According to Korstjens and Moser (2018), confirmability indicates whether 

the research process is thorough enough to evaluate if the findings stem from the data. 

  

The credibility of our research comes from accurate sampling and authentic sources 

interviewed. Oatly is an exemplary case of a Swedish company which uses intentional 

shockvertising to market their products. Their courage and transparency are admirable, as they 

took a great risk when they deviated from the traditional marketing methods most companies 

still use. 

 

We are conducting case studies. Thus, we are inspecting patterns and themes within our finding 

of the two cases with the aim for the results to be transferable to similar cases.  
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The dependability of our study is precise and can be followed by feature researchers to 

accumulate similar results if shockvertising continues to be an underrepresented marketing tool 

by Swedish companies. However, if more brands or marketing agencies start using 

shockvertising, a larger data sample would yield different results than what our study 

concluded. A bigger data group certainly contributes to more accurate generalisation and 

application for other cases.  
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4. Empirical Findings 

4.1 Preface 

To provide some context regarding the results, the interviewees will be shortly introduced in 

this section and a structure will be presented. First, the two interviewees that specifically 

worked with shockvertising are: 

 

Šimon, the creative director and owner of the advertising agency Autentik in Slovakia. 

Amanda, project manager in “Oatly Department of Mind Control” from Malmö, Sweden. 

 

Secondly, four professionals from different areas of marketing were chosen to provide more 

depth for the study, and also to compare their perceptions of shockvertising with those of Šimon 

and Amanda. Some have chosen to stay partially or entirely anonymous. 

 

Kristína, the head of marketing and director of the association Kopanice v Kroji, Matějovec, 

Slovakia. 

Rose, a copywriter in an advertising company, Gothenburg, Sweden. 

Farah, the digital marketing executive of a series of online shops, Dubai, UAE. 

Edward, a senior strategist in an advertising company, Gothenburg, Sweden. 

 

4.2 Antecedents 

4.2.1 Source 

Our interviewees all agree that who creates a controversial advertisement has a big influence 

on how well it will be perceived. They emphasize the importance that the ad aligns with the 

brand values and image. In addition, several of them believe there should be preconceived 

respect and a good reputation for a brand to be deemed credible when making a 

shockvertisement: 
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Kristína: It depends what reputation they already have… how people perceive them, 

what attitudes they have. 

 

Rose: Definitely... I feel like before you make a controversial ad, a lot of times you need 

to have some position of respect. 

 

Farah: You perceive it differently because of the brands.  

 

Edward: I don't think it works for every brand that tries to do it… it's gonna have a 

huge impact on how the advert is perceived. 

 

Šimon: Definitely yes, because it depends whether the brand is new or an already 

established one, what tone of voice has it been using, what strategy. 

 

Amanda: Absolutely, because I feel that you need to be able to stand up for what you 

say even in an advertising campaign and that credibility is built from the bottom up in 

a company. 

 

Edward and Šimon speak of the problems connected to using shockvertising to advertise high-

involvement products: 

 

Edward: …like buying a car, you don't see a car ad and then immediately go buy one 

the next day, it takes six to twelve months for that advert to actually have an effect or 

have a psychological effect on whether you're going to think about buying that car when 

you get to the point of purchase. 

 

Šimon: Although the awareness rose, even some people wrote that they would buy the 

sofas, a sofa is not ice-cream where the point of sale is very accessible. So, it doesn’t 

happen that we make a campaign and people will go and buy 300 sofas. 

  

When asked whether the size of the company is dependent on the success of the controversial 

ad, Kristína and Farah agreed that both small and large companies can produce successful 

shocking ads if they are done correctly: 
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Kristína: I don't think so… it's not size, rather it’s ethical values, and it's more of a 

culture of the organization or how it's in general perceived by customers... 

 

Farah: No, because you could be the smallest brand ever. And you could do a 

controversial ad that's very impactful… It has to be someone who is well, who has 

knowledge of what they're talking about.  

 

Edward, Šimon, and Amanda agree that bigger companies face larger risks and uncertainty: 

 

Edward: It would be a slightly different take on it (shockvertising) because a smaller 

company is obviously going to be less well known. And I think shockvertising can be 

something which can help smaller companies get greater reach, because people start 

talking about things they find shocking. 

 

Šimon: I don’t think there is a trend (to shockvertise), companies are rather afraid of 

this and the bigger the company, the more afraid they are, because everyone is afraid 

to bear responsibility if something goes wrong. 

 

Amanda: I think you have a little more freedom as a smaller company. The larger the 

company, the more you are scrutinized because you have a greater responsibility. 

 

Rose, however, differentiates in opinion as she thinks larger companies have a bigger chance 

of reach due to their large audience size which drives the message forward/widely: 

 

Rose: Absolutely. Because the bigger the company, the bigger the audience generally. 

So if you make a controversial ad, but no one's gonna see it, then… no one's gonna 

react to it. If you are Coca Cola and you make a controversial ad, then it will be talked 

about all over the world. 

 

Whether there is a necessity that controversy should be supported by the Brand Image, is clear 

cut: 

 

Kristína: It depends what reputation they already have. Or how people perceive them, 

what attitudes they have. 
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Rose: I think it absolutely matters who you are. And it also has to do with the brand, 

and the brand tone of voice and how the brand behaves, and the brand values and the 

brand visuals as well, because some brands can't do shockvertising because it just 

doesn't go with their guidelines. 

 

Edward: I very much believe that you really need to think about who you are, what 

you've said in the past, and then how you want to speak to people. 

 

Šimon: This sort of strategy is not suitable for every brand though, here a big advantage 

was that Sadkay wasn’t entirely defined. The brand was like a blank sheet of paper, and 

so this was strategically ok for us. However, there are brands with a totally different 

“tone of voice” and we would naturally not offer this style of campaign to those. 

 

Oatly, which are well known for their controversies, confirm that they will not be influenced 

to change their brand image or values: 

 

Amanda: It is so that many appreciate that we continue to dare to be the challenger, 

even as we grow, and we will, we always will be. 

  

There is a clear agreement of the opinion that shockvertising damages the brand and/or the 

brand image if done poorly: 

 

Rose: ... it (the controversial ad) makes a big impact, but it could damage the brand 

long term if it isn't executed well.“ She continues „And people get scared to do 

something different. Because of how it could affect the brand and the profit in the long 

run. 

 

Farah: People will associate the brand with that ad… So, if it's shocking in a negative 

way, it could harm the brand image. 

 

Edward: You can put out sort of shocking or controversial adverts that are very 

specifically focused on a product and it might not have that much of a lasting impact 
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on the brand perception, but equally it could see a backfire on both short term product 

sales and long term brand image. 

 

Oatly’s Flush the Milk campaign had a great outcome despite the backlash it brought along. 

Yet, they welcome all reactions as they contribute to the conversations they are trying to tackle: 

 

Amanda: We had a lot of discussions in the comments field on social media channels 

and again, you see it all the time that those who are the angriest of all are the ones who 

write in the comments…but every time you had to answer someone who was very angry, 

it meant that we could talk about how this is an important question. 

  

The shockvertisement should not be forced, but rather be the reflection of current events: 

  

Kristína: I think this is something that has to come sort of naturally. We (Slovaks) had 

quite the total political turmoil in the past year or two. And this was a very good 

opportunity to use shockvertising and sort of use the slogans and pictures that were 

circulating and sort of get some ideas from there, and then use it in your own marketing. 

 

Farah: Du (company), they created this campaign, telling people to stop sharing every 

single moment of your life on social media (as a response to a series of robberies). 

4.2.2 Stakeholders 

Rose and Šimon had a common understanding and acceptance that stakeholders have an 

influence on the creation of an ad: 

 

Rose: It's really hard to get ideas approved in general. Even when they aren't shocking. 

It is very difficult to get clients to be comfortable with something. There are usually a 

lot of stakeholders involved, and a lot of people who have a say over where the money 

goes. 

 

Šimon: Back then we had already been managing Sadkay’s social media and Google 

Ads for some time. One day, I got this idea for a shocking ad. We offered it to the client, 

they were excited and we started realizing it right away. 
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On the other hand, Oatly produces their own ads to retain control over the process: 

 

Amanda: Regardless of size or how many markets we are in or what type of investors 

we have, nothing will affect what we want as a company. 

4.2.3 Channel 

Without a doubt, social media is considered the ultimate medium for shockvertising by all our 

sources. In general, the interviewees agree that social media is the right platform for 

shockvertisements: 

 

Kristína: Obviously, if you want to do a shockvertising campaign, do it on social 

media... I would be more prone to post on Instagram because the audience is slightly 

younger, and I feel like on Instagram, things are not taken as seriously as Facebook. 

 

Rose: YouTube! I think videos do well with controversial advertising. Also, something 

to think about is that controversial advertising can also be highly contextual, it wouldn't 

be shocking on social media, but it would be shocking on a billboard kind of thing. 

 

Farah: Video! So whether it's on TV or on social media, of course, social media number 

one, because now it's the number one advertising place more than TV and by social 

media I include YouTube. 

 

Edward: I think social media has become a sort of space where it's very easy to talk 

about things that are deemed controversial. The potential reach of social media is 

enormous. And controversial advertising tends to breed division, which then breeds 

discussion. 

 

Amanda: TV and outdoors… if you are to reach a broad, undefined target group. But 

if you know that you have a specific target group or want to have a discussion, for 

example, it can be much smarter to do it only on digital or social channels. 

 

With regards to Oatly’s Spola Mjölken campaign, Amanda says:  
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Amanda: We did a big outdoor campaign and also a video commercial… Opinion 

formers like influencers… and politicians got involved. This also led to the issue being 

discussed in large national media such as p1, p3 and tv4, it is something we have never 

been able to dream of that this relatively small campaign could have led to. 

 

When introducing “Flush the Milk”, Amanda shared that the campaign had a relatively low 

budget which prompted the surprise of the unexpected success. 

 

In addition to social media and YouTube, Edward, Šimon and Amanda stress the importance 

for traditional media such as Television and outdoor advertising to reach the ultimate target 

audience. That, however, requires a larger budget. 

 

Edward: It can also be incredibly effective to run controversial advertising in a setting 

like television, where you have greater ability for the artistry and cinematic control 

over everything and there's a lot of really cool things you can do there that can be really 

shocking and stand out. 

 

Šimon: We live in age when online space is being hugely glorified. When it comes to 

Sadkay, we felt like we needed to make at least a couple of billboards… where it could 

be shocking among all the grey ads, and that’s exactly what happened… If the budget 

allows it, then it’s good to engage all media, TV, radio, online space. 

 

Amanda: I always think that the idea should control the medium, and what message 

you want to get across. So, there are different media that fit differently, but what we see 

is traditional media still reaching many people. 

 

4.3 Message 

When it came to the topic of message, all of our interviewees spoke about its general 

importance, ascribing different levels of importance to its different parts. Even though Receiver 

has been chosen as the most important factor by the majority – namely by Kristína, Rose, Farah, 

and Edward – Šimon and Amanda, who have personal experience with running shocking 
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campaigns, disagree. Šimon chose Source of Shock and Amanda “Intention”. For brevity, 

Source of Shock will be marked with an abbreviation “SoS”. 

4.3.1 Source of Shock 

The importance of this factor is undeniable as all interviewees have pointed it out in one way 

or another. 

 

Kristína: (It) is very much connected to whether people will actually like it (the ad) or 

not… Source of shock and emotions that are connected to it. That's an important thing. 

 

Rose: (It plays) A pivotal role, right? Because the source of the shock is, is the shock 

itself?... I would say the source of the shock is very important, because it also gives 

context to what you're talking about. 

 

Farah: There is some shocking advertising that's done that's only horrifying, like when 

they show you a kid that is bleeding… 

 

Edward: If Volvo, for example, came out with a message that was completely off brand 

and it was purely designed to shock in a way that just had no relation to that brand at 

all, then it would be weird and it wouldn't work… 

 

Šimon: Source of shock is one of the most important things in campaigns… 

 

Amanda: …if you have some kind of shock in a message, then it needs to be relevant. 

 

The discussions about this factor can be divided into two categories, rooted in what the 

interviewees perceived as necessities of a successful SoS: Relevance and Justifiable Purpose. 

Starting with Relevance, it can be seen that a SoS that is relevant to its product and message 

reflects well on the results of a shocking campaign. 

 

Kristína: …in my country, a big topic used to be LGBT, and all the associated issues… 

They (a brand) did it during Pride Week, they advertised rainbow trout. Because 

rainbow… And that an example of this, but they did it in a very tasteful and nice way… 

it was quite well received. 
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Edward: I have been involved in the creation of this well received campaign… Volvo a 

few years ago and ran a campaign that was for the new the launch of the new xT 60… 

you think the car's gonna hit the girl and run her over, but safety technology kicks in 

and stops the girl from getting hit. 

 

The discussion also shown that a shocking ad fails if its SoS is not relevant to its product and 

message. 

 

Kristína: It is an online shop for artisanal t-shirts… they made fun of the guy who is in 

charge of the whole epidemics… he made some very strange decisions… he is a little 

bit bigger guy. They basically took his picture, painted his face orange and said 

something about pumpkins. It just made people enraged that they are making fun of his 

body… this was not well received. 

 

Rose: You know, it (SoS) plays a really important role, because you remember it, but 

then you can remember it for a bad reason… (one) can’t just throw pictures of dead 

children to get you shocked. It has to be relevant to your message. 

 

Edward: …environmental brand that had a picture of New York with hundreds of planes 

descending on New York. And they said, if we don't solve the climate crisis, it's like 911 

every day for the rest of our lives… that just was so tasteless. It just offended everybody. 

 

Secondly, purpose was also identified as a necessity for SoS. 

 

Kristína: You can't use shock to just gain the views, you also have to think about other 

things. 

 

Rose: If it's shock, just for the sake of shock, then I think it's quite short lived. 

Rose: Those types of communications, where they call something out for a reason, and 

it becomes controversial, even though not everyone has that same opinion or that same 

view… I think it can build the brand and elevate the brand. 

Rose: I think it can create quite a lot of loyalty as well. If the advertising is 

controversial, but it's controversial for a purpose… 
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Farah: …there is some shocking advertising that's done that's only horrifying… I am 

with it (shockvertising) only when it's done for the right cause... 

 

Edward: I don't think it works for every brand… because they do it without any other 

reason behind it than just trying to shock people. 

 

Furthermore, not only does SoS need a purpose, but its purpose also needs to be easily 

justifiable to be effective. 

 

Kristína: …depends what shockvertising we're talking about obviously, are they using 

politics? Are they using sex? What are they using? They (companies) might be 

considered hypocritical. 

Kristína: I don't think that there are any topics that shouldn't be used, it's more about 

how they're used. 

 

Rose: …just no graphic images, including sexually graphic images, if it's in public… 

anyone can see that, like a child. 

 

Edward: One of the Jenners getting in on a Black Lives Matter protest, and just handing 

the police a can of Pepsi and Pepsi solves all of that… no one wants to see a movement 

that is so important and close to people's hearts used in a way Pepsi did. 

 

Šimon: When Charlie Hebdo made fun of Prophet Muhammad, who is sacred for a 

certain target group and they degraded him in some way, this would be a bad source 

of shock to me, it is shocking but in a bad way that will backfire. 

 

Šimon: The same thing (bad SoS) goes for sexist campaigns, when human dignity is 

degraded as a source of shock, when you see an almost nude woman in an ad for some 

construction, it’s just vulgar. 

4.3.2 Receiver 

As mentioned before, the receiver has been deemed the most important factor by the majority 

of interviewees. 
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Kristína: Receiver is the most important thing. 

 

Rose: Receiver! This is marketing 101, and basically copywriting 101, because your 

message is crafted for the receiver. 

 

Farah: Receiver. It's always the receiver. It's always that. That's number one. 

 

Edward: Think about your receiver, first and foremost, and then how are they going to 

react to stuff…? 

 

Several valid points supporting these claims were made by all of the interviewees. 

 

Kristína: You have to put yourself in the mind of every single person in your audience 

and ask the question, is this something they would still like? Is this something that's on 

the edge but still on the positive side of that edge? 

 

Rose: There's always that idea that you have to know how your audience will react to 

a message, I think that is how you would normally shape your message, in general, for 

any ad.  

 

Farah: To construct the ad and its context they need to know who their target audience 

is… If you've got an ad for a kid, but you target adults… it's not right. 

 

Edward: Try to really understand how the audiences are thinking, what challenges do 

they face? What's going to help you unlock and solve that challenge? 

 

Šimon: If we found that Sadkay’s target group is composed of people 50-60 years of 

age and older, living in smaller towns and in rather poorer financial situation, then it 

wouldn’t make any sense to go into such a campaign (shocking ad promoting high 

quality furniture)… 

 

Šimon: It really depends on who looks at the ad, two people can be shocked by an ad 

in entirely opposite ways… 
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Amanda: It is clear that you should respect those you talk to. You should not be blind 

to that ... but we want to reach a certain type of people who never buy a daily 

newspaper. 

 

On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that in practice, not all companies take the approach 

of “receiver first”: 

 

Amanda: ...we do very few analyses ourselves and look at few results and 

measurements, precisely because we do not want to be affected too much by how things 

should be. 

4.3.3 Intention 

The interviewees also pointed out not only how a clear intention can steer the creation process 

in the right direction, but also that it influences how the final product affects the audience. 

 

Farah: I think if the ad is shocking for a reason, at the end of the day, for sure people 

will remember it. The focus should not be about people remembering it or not, the focus 

should be on the behaviour it triggers, if that's the reason why the ad was created. 

 

Edward: Firstly, it (shockvertising) reinforces the brand message, it can create a lot of 

conversation… I would imagine it's more about how you use it and your intention 

behind it. 

 

Šimon: The main goal of this campaign was about raising awareness, and that had to 

be considered. 

 

A bit more specifically, Amanda presented that shockvertising helped reinvent Oatly’s brand 

and carve out their space on the market. 

 

Amanda: We are not afraid to be uncomfortable… Oatly was founded in the 90s and 

then it was re-branded in 2014/2015… (about campaign) we knew, of course, that it 

was a controversial campaign and that it would stir up emotions… and we believe that 
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was exactly what was needed… I think that it confirmed us as a challenger and a brand 

that dares to say uncomfortable things, 

 

On the other hand, Kristína raises a point of warning when deciding on the intention: 

 

Kristína: You might want to gain lots of new customers, but at the same time, you might 

forget about the customers that you already have. And those can be shocked in the 

negative way… what you're doing is a tricky tactic. 

4.3.4 Substance and Context 

While these two factors are still separate, the main issue discussed in regard to Substance are 

taboos, which are highly contextual to their culture. In general, the contextual topics mentioned 

were tradition, location, history, and culture in general. 

 

Kristína: Because folklore costumes are considered basically sacred. If you try to put 

that shocking context of sex and nudity into it, I'm 100% sure that this wouldn't be well 

received in any form. 

 

Rose: Shock advertising can also be highly contextual to where it is placed. It would be 

shocking in some locations, but not in others 

 

Farah: They have to be able to construct the ad and the context of who their target 

audience is… taking into consideration the target audience and what their situation 

is… 

 

Edward: … a problem that is faced by either the brand or the consumer, within the 

context of the real world and in the context of culture, and trying to identify what the 

cool thing that your product is trying to solve is… 

 

Amanda: It is difficult to say this in general because… something can be more 

important for one message and something else for another... All this depends on what 

you are talking about. 
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On the topic of whether taboo topics should be used as Substance, the general opinion seems 

to be positive, with some exceptions. 

 

Kristína: But as of now, I cannot think of anything. It's more like how it's used, what 

context is it put in. 

 

Rose: Just no graphic images, including sexually graphic images… 

 

Farah: …there is some shocking advertising that's done that's only horrifying, like when 

they show you a kid that is bleeding… It could cause something called sensory disorder 

in terms of showing someone too much... it could reflect negatively. 

 

Edward: It's more about how you use it and your intention behind it. And then the 

context that it is in. 

 

Šimon: You cannot generalize it because it hugely depends on the brand and cultural 

context. 

4.3.5 Level of Shock 

To start with, Kristína points out that LoS is not something rigid and stable, but rather quite 

manipulatable by skilled communicators. 

 

Kristína: You can have even something very mild and not even considered shocking, 

but you can turn it into something hideous, if you know how. 

 

This is supported by Rose, illustrating how different LoS leads to different outcomes. 

 

Rose: (if you) want them to be driven to action with your campaign, then you would 

have to do something quite high in shock… But if you just want to increase your brand 

awareness, you don't necessarily want them to become enraged. 

 

Kristína also raises a good point by bringing in the context of the industry: 
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Kristína: In my field, level of what's considered shocking is significantly lower, because 

it's a very traditional stuff that we are dealing with. 

 

One thing mentioned repeatedly by several of the interviewees is the idea that SoS is 

significantly more important than LoS. Both Kristína and Edward spoke of singular arbitrary 

goals, such as the pure focus on exposure, in a mocking tone. 

 

Kristína: If you want to only gain lots of views, then you would just skyrocket the shock 

factor… If you want people to actually like it and like your brand… you simply cannot 

go for the most shocking thing that you can think of, it needs to be relevant. 

 

Edward: It also depends on your objectives. If you want to get as many eyeballs on 

something as possible, going for as shocking as possible is going to help you achieve 

that. But then it might not actually help you achieve your sales objectives or your brand 

perception objectives. 

 

Amanda even disregarded LoS as something inferior to the SoS: 

 

Amanda: You talk about that (LoS)?  ... if you have some kind of shock message, then 

it just needs to be relevant. 

 

4.4 Effect 

We have seen that there is a split between our interviewees regarding the most important step 

of the process. Rose and Farah deem the behaviour to be the most influential step of a shocking 

advertisement: 

 

Rose: Let's say you see an ad that's controversial… the Send noods one from Kraft mac 

and cheese... Behaviour of a lot of people was triggered... by talking about it, by 

commenting on it, by boycotting the brand, by buying more of the brand… 

Controversial ads affect behaviour a lot at the end. 

 



 44 

Farah: The focus should be on the behaviour, because that's the entire reason why the 

ad was created. 

 

Edward disagrees, in that he thinks retention is more influenced by a shocking ad: 

 

Edward: I think retention is quite an important one that, it's easy to remember 

something that's shocking. 

 

When asked if they encourage more companies to start using shockvertising, these were the 

answers:  

 

Kristína: I guess at some point, it might become inevitable because we live in the world 

of social media, and it's very hard to gain attention. But… I don't think they should. 

 

Rose: I think shockvertising gets a lot of PR. And a lot of people start paying attention 

to the brand or the site or to the campaign… You know, when there is shockvertising 

people start to look into the brand and maybe uncover things that the brand perhaps 

doesn't want them to uncover. 

 

Farah: Duaa, I am sure you've seen the Egyptian ads… They stick to your mind. Have 

you seen them? Any Egyptian ad, it always sticks to your mind. And you always 

remember it, whether it's a controversial (ad), even if it's just a song. 

 

Edward: …there's a lot of really cool things you can do there that can be really 

shocking, and really stand out, really unique and really creative in the way that you 

think about something. 

 

Amanda: There are a lot of advertisements that are similar to each other in the mailing, 

and we would like to stay away from that precisely because you also need to do 

something different to stand out or to get attention. 

 

Regarding the reception and understanding of the ad. Farah gives the perspective of the 

receiver: 

 



 45 

Farah: I skip the ad (with graphic content)... you don't want to see it anymore. Even if 

you're going to buy from them later on. 

 

Rose and Farah spoke of the result of retention as the receiver remembering the ad or brand 

later in time: 

 

Rose: The news coverage creates this brand awareness like, Oh, you know, that brand, 

they did that campaign, right? And you recall it a little bit better than the other brands. 

 

Farah: A pro (of shockvertising) is that people will remember the brand, for sure. And 

they will associate the brand with that (ad). 

 

Edward and Amanda see influencing behaviour as an opportunity to increase the brand 

awareness and likeability and make a positive change in society: 

 

Edward: …it (shockvertising) can create a lot of conversation. It can energise your 

core loyal fan base, it can activate that kind of fan base as well and make them talk 

about you in a really positive sense. 

 

Amanda: So after the first mess when people were more upset, there were so many 

scenarios where we had the opportunity to talk about plant-based and also where the 

media without our direct involvement themselves realized that this is a topic worth 

talking about. 

 

4.5 Effectiveness 

To discover why shockvertising is not more common, we inquired about our interviewee’s 

attitudes towards it. Some were worried for their brands: 

 

Kristína: I think it's a very tricky tactic, because even though you might have very good 

theoretical background, and very good data, and everything, there's still a fairly big 

risk that something will not go as planned. 
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Rose: You know, maybe it makes a big impact, but it could damage the brand long term. 

  

Farah believed her moral values did not support the use of shock: 

 

Farah: It can create an impact… But I mean, again, this is so mean… You don't have to 

scare me in the middle of the night when I'm watching a video. 

  

And Edward does not see it as a major tactic to keep in mind: 

 

Edward: I don't believe it's sort of worth doing… unless there's some elements that are 

really interesting and it is super creative 

 

We also asked our interviewees for advice on how one could make their shocking ad more 

effective. A common answer was a return to using the right channel, social media taking the 

clear win. 

 

Kristína: We had a campaign in Slovakia that launched their shockvertising campaign 

on billboards. But it only got successful when it spread to social media… 

 

Rose: Social media is that amplifier, it is that thing that makes things go viral 

 

Rose also points out, that shockvertising can be very effective in niche markets: 

 

Rose: Let’s say we make cars, and we know the future is in autonomous cars, but we 

don't want to make autonomous cars. Then maybe we could make a controversial ad, 

dissuading people from trusting autonomous cars. 

 

Edward then brought up desensitisation, as something that is happening, and we cannot 

influence, but Farah disagrees, and advocates for creativity.  

 

Edward: The ability to shock people today has diminished since 10 to 15 years ago… 

we just have to look at what's been happening in America recently to think that nothing 

really shocks people anymore… 
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Farah: No, no, they're not immune. They think they are. But there's always something 

that can surprise you or shock you. 

 

Šimon highlights the virtue of patience, based on his personal experience with his shocking 

campaign. 

 

Šimon: There was basically no reaction for a week, we remained calm and then we got 

a breakthrough and it felt like a wave. And that is important when you can’t support a 

big campaign through the social media, it’s all about patience. 

 

Closing his interview, Edward points out something, that could be applied to much more than 

just shockvertising. 

 

Edward: I don't think you should be as a brand afraid of offending a few people. 

Because you can't please everybody. 
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5. Beyond the Evident 

5.1 Antecedents 

Our research has found that many companies still use traditional media outlets, such as 

television and billboards, for their controversial advertisements that reach all age groups. 

However, the feedback usually comes back via social networks which are majorly populated 

by the younger generations. Therefore, the claim by Campbell et al (2014) that different 

generations perceive advertising differently does not hold as younger audiences tend to have 

more tolerance to controversy and norm-breaking. Furthermore, we found that the emphasis 

while making controversial ads lies on the importance that it aligns with the brand image and 

values. Thus, ensure the credibility of the source that then establishes the perception by the 

audience. 

  

Larger companies tend to have stricter regulations and a larger responsibility with their 

consumers than smaller companies do. For large companies, the relationship to their audience 

is formal, they have protocols that do not provide marketers with the freedom to communicate 

to a niche target audience as their goal is to please the majority in order to achieve mass sales. 

Meanwhile, in smaller companies the chain is shorter and therefore the message can be more 

personal, which resonates with the receiver better than the generic one. Especially when 

applied to controversial advertisements. Our findings confirm Pflaumbaum’s (2013) research 

regarding the relevance of the size of a company when conducting controversial ads. However, 

the source of shock must be rooted in the message and align with the company’s values, rather 

than solely have the purpose to raise brand awareness, to guarantee long term success. By being 

thorough, they establish consistency which earns the receiver’s trust. 

  

As Gaugaş (2007) and Venkat & Abi-Hanna (1995) suggested, our research found an 

agreement among our interviewees that a badly executed shockvertisement can lead to negative 

attitudes towards the brand and damage it in the long-term. Nevertheless, poor reviews and 

feedback do not equate a poorly made ad. In Oatly’s case, their controversial ad was well made 

and still received massive backlash from the traditionalists. Gaugaş (2007) claims that brands 

built around shockvertising will eventually lose their competitive advantage, he fails to realise 

that the shock appeal is the means of delivering the advertisement rather than the purpose of it. 
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Despite the backlash, Oatly viewed it as a positive outcome as their aim with the ad was to start 

a conversation around the climate and the impact of milk consumption. Even if negative word 

of mouth was spreading, at least the issue was being talked about. The view on controversial 

advertising with negative reception that many see as a threat to their brand, Oatly sees as an 

opportunity, therefore, turning the negative attitudes into positive activism that promotes a 

change of behaviour.  

  

We also discovered that shockvertising is best received when it is born organically, rather than 

forced into existence. It is more authentic to build it on current life events (or nostalgic previous 

ones) where there is a relatability from the audience. The shock might take on another form, 

not stemming from fear, rather an eye-opening shock. 

  

There is a common understanding, and acceptance, among our interviewees that stakeholders 

have an influence on the creation of an ad, as Pflaumbaum (2013) observed. However, as 

previously mentioned, small companies have more integrity and independence that allows them 

to make the decisions for what advertisement to put out without the influence of a higher power. 

  

King et al. (2014) found electronic word of mouth to be quicker and have a wider reach, we 

have heard examples of ads that were advertised in traditional media first but only got 

recognition and success once they spread on social media platforms. Traditional media is 

harder to share instantly without using digital platforms, it would require in-person meetings 

or phone calls to be shared which in comparison is limited. Social media platforms are 

interconnected and therefore, a post on Instagram can be shared to Whatsapp and sent out to a 

group of people that forward it to their contacts and therefore create this domino effect. That 

further confirms Dichter’s (1966) statement that people are triggered to talk about shocking 

ads, as we are prone to discuss topics that upset us and want to share it with the people around 

us to validate our reactions and emotions. 

  

The advantages of social media regarding shockvertising should not limit marketing to digital 

platforms. In addition, we should advertise in traditional media, despite the menace it may 

bring, to reach the audience that is absent on social media. However, it is important to 

understand what medium best suits the message we are trying to convey. As Reichstein & 

Brusch (2019) claim, virality is ambiguous. We must be prepared for all possible outcomes and 
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be ready to defend our message which is rooted in our values to maintain the loyalty and 

trustworthiness of the audience. 

 

5.2 Message 

Examining the interviews in relation to the topic of message crafting, two key terms were 

discovered to be of higher importance than the others (Source of Shock and Receiver) as they 

were brought up repeatedly and without prompting. This does not mean the other factors are 

not important, but merely that these two factors should be taken into consideration first and 

given more value. 

 

Choosing the right Source of Shock is paramount in the creation of a shocking ad and will 

directly reflect on the likeability and perception of the ad. Parry et al. (2013) already showed 

us that relevance is an important dimension of SoS. However, we now know what that means 

in a bit more detail. The SoS needs to have a relation to at least one of the following: product 

(ex. Flush the Milk with Oatly), brand (ex. Volvo and safety =˃ preventing collision), culture 

(Sadkay using homonyms to make a political comment) or the underlying message (ex. fist 

coming out of a man's mouth alluding to verbal abuse). The other dimension is an easily 

justifiable purpose, one that is acceptable in its context. Examples of unjustifiable purposes are 

gore and nudity in public places, the mockery of other cultures and religions, or social prejudice 

such as racism, sexism, or homophobia. These findings are in line with the findings of Wirtz 

(2018), Paek and Nelson (2007), Pflaumbaum (2013), and Cilliers (2017) and as such we 

believe they are justified. A good purpose may also lead to further increase in loyalty and public 

opinion, which can be supported by findings of Willemsen (2018) and Dahl (2003).  

 

When it comes to Receiver, it truly is the factor that makes one think, at least in the context of 

shockvertising. While it is not hard to agree with the statements presented in the results, Rose 

brings out an interesting point that is only further proven by the vehemence of the other 

answers. Putting your target audience first truly is one of the first things marketing students 

learn. It is the “obvious” answer. But is it possible that this attitude makes us biased? It is 

important to note, that neither of the interviewees who have personal experience with making 

a shockvertising campaign chose this option. What if this automatic answer reflects the fact 
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that we, as marketers, are expected to always say it, rather than actually believing in it? We 

propose that in the context of shockvertising, it might be wise to explore other approaches than 

using the Receiver as the focal factor. After all, this “lack of interest“ in the Receiver factor 

helps Oatly keep a shocking edge. Combining these two opposite views, it should still bring 

merit to study the Receiver as a factor, since Pflaumbaum (2013) clearly showed in her study 

that the Receiver still holds value in the context of shockvertising. However, maybe instead of 

adhering to the expectations, one should use this information to create the shock value by 

subverting them. Blasko and Mokwa (1986) show that violating expectations increases 

creativity, and as presented before, creativity increases effectiveness. 

 

Intention may not be as important in the end as our literature review led us to believe, however, 

we discovered that it can be used to steer the creation process in the right direction and help to 

keep the “eyes on the prize”. It is also majorly important to still refer to one’s brand image and 

the state their brand is in instead of having a singular focus. Failure in that may result in 

damaging one’s brand, even if the ad is successful. Pflaumbaum (2013) theorised that the 

intention of reinventing a brand can be greatly improved by shockvertising, which we have 

found proof of in the interview with Amanda. 

 

Cilliers (2017) claimed that norms need to be broken in a shocking ad, and our study points us 

in the same direction. However, not all norms are made to be broken. Kozsembar-Wiklik 

(2016) and Sabri & Ouidade (2017) are of the same mind, but a middle ground needs to be 

found. This can be identified through a lens of culture. Understanding that awareness of certain 

problems is unavoidable, for in a war-torn country using war imagery will not reflect well on 

your brand. That is not to say that these topics should be ignored, but they are best left to the 

non-profit organisations, as it may leave for-profit brands looking hypocritical or even 

predatorial. On the other hand, making ads that break norms that are known to be broken by 

some can have an even stronger effect on these individuals (Cilliers, 2017). 

 

That high levels of shock influence actions and retention of the ad, while low levels of shock 

increase brand recognition, has already been proven by Pflaumbaum (2013) and Cilliers 

(2017). But we discovered a new point of view and that is that these levels are not universal 

across all industries. As Kristína stated, her industry has a much lower tolerance for sexually 

charged images. This means that what is considered as low LoS in one industry, can be a high 
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LoS in another. But generally speaking, Source of Shock has been deemed far more important, 

since a well-chosen SoS can countermeasure poorly chosen LoS, but not vice versa. 

 

5.3 Effect 

Our empirical findings revealed that the marketing professionals view influencing behaviour 

as the most important effect of a controversial ad, for a purchase to be made or the ad to be 

shared. However, companies that have practical experience in conducting shockvertisements 

believe retention to be more important, to reside with the receiver and impact them for a long 

time. 

 

Andersson et al claim that shocking ads do not necessarily have to correlate to the product to 

catch the attention of the receiver, we found that there is an awareness of how tough the market 

is and therefore, the need for controversial advertisements is essential to stand out among 

competing brands and to stay relevant. We also found that Cilliers (2017) is right in that it is 

easier to remember an ad if it uses the shock appeal as it brings out emotions affiliated with 

fear, offensiveness and discomfort, which tend to leave an impact on us. However, in some 

cases, it is crucial that the ad can have a long-term impact and be recalled later in time as certain 

products require thorough research before the purchase decision is taken. This includes 

products such as vehicles and property that should not be bought on impulse, which further 

highlights the importance for an ad to be remembered until the time of purchase. 

 

The level of shock can determine the reception of an ad by the customer. Using graphic images 

of war or abuse, nudity and religion, to name a few can reflect negatively on how the ad is 

perceived or if it is received altogether. Today, the average person comes across hundreds of 

ads daily, whether they are obvious or hidden. It is a common practice by technology users to 

skip any ad that pops up to return to the content originally sought. A triggering or boring ad 

will be skipped immediately, this limits the reach the brand has. Meanwhile, a good ad captures 

the viewer for its entire duration and prompts the receiver to take action. 
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5.4 Effectiveness 

We thought to combine Dichter’s (1966) idea that shocking ads motivate word of mouth, and 

King et al.’s (2014) findings that electronic word of mouth reaches further and faster, and we 

were right to do so. Majority of our interviewees pointed to social media as the most effective 

channel for shocking ads. Koszembar-Wiklik’s (2016) view on desensitisation was proven by 

our findings to a certain extent. According to our findings, desensitisation is happening, but it 

is not as unsolvable is it may seem. Properly understanding the Context factor and with a 

healthy amount of creativity, this obstacle can be overcome. It is also worth mentioning that 

the relation of some product attributes (namely level of involvement), intention, and LoS can 

have a big influence on effectiveness. As exemplified by Edward and Šimon, selling high-

involvement products takes significantly longer. The most logical conclusion here is that long 

term strategies should be adopted here, meaning a focus on brand rather than a specific product. 

This infers that low LoS, which boosts brand recognition, is preferable when advertising high-

involvement products. 
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6. The Revised AMEE Model 

We set out to find a way to show other marketers that shockvertising is not as scary as it seems. 

A common fear is that a shocking ad will make some people hate one’s brand and while that is 

entirely possible, if done correctly and with care and respect, it will also make some people 

love the brand. No brand is universally liked, and it is true that shocking advertising may cause 

some customers to switch brands, but those whose opinions will be heightened will likely speak 

of their experience and bring new ones. All in all, the balance is maintained. On the other hand, 

some marketers fear the moral ambiguity behind using shocking tactics, but shocking does not 

mean evil. One can be shocking without using graphic imagery or inappropriate topics. 

However, it needs to be mentioned that overusing shockvertising is not good for anyone either. 

Ray and Wilkie (1970) show that it will lose its power, Sabri and Ouidade (2017) point out that 

it could erode the moral standards of society and Gaugaş (2007) shows that sticking purely to 

shockvertising is not sustainable. Shockvertising has its place among the advertising strategies, 

not as a superior or inferior tactic to the others, but rather as their equal, and it is time it is 

treated as such. 

 

To help with this, we return to our AMEE model. Our findings led to many improvements to 

the model, making it clearer and more streamlined. We have added “Product Attributes” and 

“Brand Image” to show the important dimensions of the Source. We have also reorganised the 

“Message” section to reflect the discovered importance of its factors, putting those of more 

importance to the left to be resolved first. The bidirectional arrows, however, highlight the 

interconnectedness and necessary feedback loop with the other factors. The identified 

dimensions of the Source of Shock, Relevance and Justifiable Purpose, have also been added. 

Intention, while still on the side of high importance, has been discovered to not be predominant 

and therefore was scaled down and its “options” were reconceptualised as “most common 

examples”. Last but not least, the requirement of Level of Shock being aligned with Intention 

is also now part of the model, as well as its important dimension of “Industry tolerance”. We 

have compared the findings that lead to these changes with works of Scholten (1996), 

Koszembar-Wiklik (2016), Pflaumbaum (2013), and Cilliers (2017) and found no strong 

arguments against them. For a complete and comprehensive explanation of the final model, 

you may view Appendix 3. 
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7. When All Is Said And Done 

7.1 Limitations 

Although not mentioned previously, this thesis was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Due to the situation of lockdown and social distancing, we were unable to conduct in-person 

interviews with the four interviewees based in Sweden. We believe it would have given the 

interviewees a more personal experience with us researchers which might have made them 

more comfortable to trust us with more information than what they have already shared. 

  

Initially, we wanted to conduct this research to explore shockvertising in Sweden, which we 

let limit us in the beginning. However, this limitation proved unnecessary and we expanded 

our topic beyond Sweden by including marketing experts from other countries. As a result, our 

focus switched to their knowledge of shockvertising, rather than their culture. Considering how 

low the number of practising shockvertisers is, had we looked beyond Sweden from the start, 

our sample could have been more extensive. 

 

7.2 Future Research 

For future research, we advise using a large sample of companies – whether Swedish or global 

– that practice shockvertising to test the generalisability of AMEE. As we have constructed 

this framework, it would be interesting to see how other researchers would implement it and 

whether they would get different results than what we presented in this thesis. 

 

Moreover, it would bring merit to conduct a quantitative study on the receivers of shocking 

advertisements to test whether AMEE is a useful tool in practice. In addition, to confirm if 

Source of Shock carries more importance than Receiver, as this study proposes, we suggest 

presenting different ads that have a good Source of Shock to focus groups. However, the 

subjects of the focus groups are not part of the target audience for the ads, to test whether the 

Source of Shock affects receivers that are not targeted.  
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Lastly, we see an opportunity in conducting this study to explore the Context factor in AMEE 

further by applying the study to a specific country or culture. We believe focusing it on a certain 

culture could expand on and specify certain attributes of Culture in the framework that might 

have not been discovered yet. 
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9. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Research Keywords 

 

Appendix 2: Interview Questions 

General Questions: 

• Tell us a little about yourself, who are you and what do you do for work? 

• What kind of marketing do you work with? 

• Have you had any experience working on shockvertising? 

• What is your attitude towards shockvertising? 

• Do you think it should be used more often by companies? 

• What do you perceive the pros and cons of shockvertising to be? 

• What do you think is the relationship between controversial ads, virality and social 

media, and its effect on the brand or product? 

• Do you think controversial advertising has a different effect on the product/service 

than it has on the brand? 

• Controversial or shocking ads have been used plenty of times in the non-profit sector, 

what specific challenges does it face in the for-profit sector as opposed to the non-

profit? 

• How would you go about making a controversial ad?  
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• Are there topics you believe should never be used in advertising? 

• Are there any topics considered taboo to discuss publicly in your country/culture that 

you think should be challenged using advertising? 

• Do you think it is important who is making a controversial ad? 

- Do you think that the size of a company has influence on making controversial 

ads? 

• In your opinion, is what is communicated more important than how it is 

communicated or the other way around? 

• Are there specific channels that you believe to be better for the use of controversial 

advertising?  

• In your opinion, what kind of influence does the target audience have on the form the 

controversial ad should take? 

• What role do you believe the level of shock plays when creating a controversial ad? 

• What role do you believe the source of shock plays? 

• Out of the previous six discussed topics (Source, message, channel, receiver, level of 

shock, source of shock) which one do you believe to be most important when creating 

a controversial ad? 

• Which of the following do you think is influenced specifically by a controversial ad 

and how? 

- Exposure - the encounter with the ad 

- Reception - the receiving and understanding of the ad 

- Persuasion - the influence the ad has on the consumer’s acceptance of the ad 

- Retention - the customer being able to recall the ad at a later time 

- Behaviour - possible action the consumer takes based on the interaction with 

the ad 

 Additional Questions for Šimon: 

• Can you briefly explain what the campaign was about? 

• How did you come up with and make this campaign? 

• Why did you choose to conduct a campaign that could be perceived as controversial? 

(It was political, therefore impossible for everyone to agree) 

• What was the intention behind the campaign? 

• What were the expectations of the campaign before it was released? 
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• What was the result of the campaign? 

• Do you wish it had a different outcome?  

• Is there something you regret about his campaign? 

• How was the customer's attitude towards the campaign? 

• How did the customer's attitude towards the brand change after the campaign? 

• Did running this campaign influence your company in any way? (not the brand) 

• What was the brand like before the campaign? 

• What was the brand like after the campaign? 

• Today, do you feel like the campaign left a lasting mark on the brand? 

• Do you plan to continue to break norms with your advertisements? 

 

Additional Questions for Amanda: 

• Can you briefly explain what the “Spola Mjölken” campaign was about? 

• How did you come up with and make this campaign? 

• Why did you choose to conduct a campaign that could be perceived as controversial 

by the traditional milk consumers? 

• What was the intention behind the campaign? 

• What were the expectations of the campaign before it was released? 

• What was the result of the campaign? 

• Do you wish it had a different outcome?  

• Is there something you regret doing/not doing regarding this campaign? 

• Did you receive good feedback from your customers for this campaign? How was the 

customer's attitude towards the campaign?  

• How does it affect Oatly’s attitude and does it encourage you to continue making 

controversial advertisements? 

• How did the customer's attitude towards your brand change after the campaign? 

• What was the brand like before the campaign? 

• What was the brand like after the campaign? 

• Today, do you feel like the campaign left a lasting mark on the brand? 

• Do you plan to continue to break norms with your advertisements? 
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Appendix 3: The AMEE Model 

This appendix is created for clearer and more streamlined access to the AMEE model for 

those who are interested in it specifically, rather than in the entire study. This model gets its 

name from its three major parts: Antecedents, Message, and Effect. 

 

The Antecedents are issues that need to be considered and resolved first and are unlikely to 

change in the process. This part consists of “Source”, “Stakeholders”, and “Channel”. The 

antecedents are important because if they cannot be determined, or are determined 

negatively, the creation and further usage of the ad cannot proceed. An example of a negative 

determination would be if investors (stakeholders) refused to be connected to a controversial 

campaign. The Source is concerned with issues regarding the sender or creator of the ad. It is 

important to understand who communicates, what helps or hinders the sender of this 

message? The second issue of the Source is a proper understanding of the attributes of the 

product, service, or a brand that is being advertised. The third issue is the question of Brand 

Image and whether it allows for the use of shockvertising, or other possible influences it has 

on the creation of the ad. The Stakeholders are all of the people and other entities that have an 

influence on the creation of this ad. Investors and contractors would be the most common 

examples, but in the music industry, it could also be the singer that is being advertised. The 

Channel factor deals with where, when and how the communication is transmitted. Using 

billboards or making a series of posts that are released every other day on Twitter could serve 

as examples. 

 

The Message part contains the group of all elements that need to be considered when crafting 

a controversial ad. The first element of this group is the “Source of Shock”. This element has 

two major dimensions that need to be considered. “Relevance” refers to the notion that the 

part from which the ad derives its shock value has to be relevant to at least one of the 

following: the product, the brand, the culture of the target audience, or the underlying 

message of the ad. “Justifiable Purpose” means that the source of shock has to have a clear 

reason to be used and be easily justified. Simply put, shocking for the sake of shock is 

ineffective and inappropriate imagery in public places draws significantly more ire that it is 

worth. The second element is “Receiver” concerning the fact that understanding one’s target 

audience is necessary for a successful campaign. This, however, does not mean adhering to 

the status quo as subverting the expectations of the target audience can bring major merits. 
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The third element is “Intention” which refers to the goal of the ad. Included are some popular 

examples. It is important to note that different intentions have different strengths when 

influencing the “Effect”, such as increasing recognition connects more strongly to retention, 

intention to sell connects to behaviour etc. The fourth element of this group is “Substance”, 

referring to the actual content of the ad. The fifth is “Context”, which speaks of various 

factors that influence the receiver and the way they decode and interpret the ad. There are 

countless possible contexts, which is why only several examples are presented. The sixth 

element is the “Level of Shock”. This element is concerned with how shocking the ad is, 

using a scale from low to high. The level of shock needs to be modified according to the 

intention, as low levels boost brand recognition, while high levels increase the retention of 

the ad itself and provide a higher boost to the “Behaviour” effect. The bidirectional arrows 

between the two groups highlight the interconnectedness and necessary feedback loop 

between the elements. 

 

The third part contains the classes of advertising “Effects”. The bold arrows represent 

mediation between the different stages of the hierarchy and the rightward arrows in this part 

provide exits at their respective stages. The bidirectional arrows in this part show that both 

facilitation and obstruction is possible, depending on the influence of the antecedents. 

“Behaviour” and “Retention” are presented as equals, as both of these effects can be the 

desired final stage and they can mutually influence each other. 
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