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There is

an ongoing debate as to whether cultural differences necessiadaptation of advertisements to local circumstances in international business communication. In particular, value appeals are thought
to be culturally sensitive because cultures differ with respect to which
values are considered important, and it is thought that appealing to
important values is more persuasive than appealing to ones less important. This article reports on an experiment in which the persuasiveness
of an appeal to security was compared to that of an appeal to adventure. The relative persuasiveness of these appeals was studied in countries (i.e., Belgium, France and Spain) that are characterized as high
uncertainty avoidance cultures, and a country characterized as a low
uncertainty avoidance culture: The Netherlands. Results showed that
the two value appeals proved equally persuasive for all countries.

tate

(1993) suggests that the topic of international business
communication is one of six requiring research emphasis. This call
for attention has led to several articles and a special issue on international business communication (e.g., Ulijn, 2000). Varner (2000) has
developed a model for the interrelationship between business strategy,
intercultural strategy, and communication strategy. Her models posits that the topic of business communication requires an independent
research agenda about intercultural interaction. Indeed, research has paid
little attention to the quality of persuasive documents used in international business communication. Most investigations have been conducted
to detect differences in organization, tone, formality or rhetorical choices
in business letters from various countries (see Alred, 1997; Bell, Dillon,
& Becker, 1995; Haneda & Shima, 1982; Varner, 1988). Characteristic of
these letters is that they are sent from one person to another person.
A notable exception is Graves (1997), who described the influence of
culture on direct mail letters written by American and Canadian writers.
Letters were sent to a large audience whose members were unknown to
the sender. Graves then analyzed the rhetorical choices made by letter
authors. Shelby (1998) defines rhetorical choice as the &dquo;preference for the
’most appropriate’ option for a given situation&dquo; (p. 338). According to
Shelby, the designer should take audience preferences into account to
produce high quality documents. As Graves notes, these preferences may
be culturally influenced. What is appropriate in one culture may be inappropriate in another. For instance, Beamer and Varner (2001) analyzed
differences in the design of a direct mail letter from American Express
that was sent to potential customers in the United States and to potential customers in Mexico. The researchers discussed the choices made in
terms of the cultural differences that exist between the two countries.
We address the issue concerning the extent to which cultural differences require different rhetorical choices in the design of advertisements.

meltzer
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As is the case for writers of direct mail, designers of advertisements do
not know members of the intended audience. When designing advertisements, internationally operating companies must decide whether to standardize their marketing operations or to adapt them to local circumstances. Advertising standardization implies using the same visual and
verbal message (except for the language). Whether such a standardized
approach is in a company’s best interest or if a company should develop
different advertisements for each country separately has given rise to a
lively debate. We briefly touch upon the debate in the next section.
Afterward, we review the relevant empirical evidence on the matter. We
find that several content analysis studies have been conducted on differences in the design of advertisements in Western Europe. However, we
find that no such experimental research has been conducted on the issue
of adaptation. The present study was conducted to fill this apparent gap.

The

Standardization-Adaptation

Debate

White (2000) reviewed the arguments in favor of standardizing marketing communications, and found that financial concerns seem to play an
important role. Developing different advertising campaigns for each country is more expensive than it is to first develop one advertising campaign
and having it translated to the languages of other countries. A second popular argument is that by using a standardized campaign, it is possible to
create a similar brand image in each of the countries in which the company is active. Another Swiss watch manufacturer actually refers to this
argument on its website: &dquo;What is important for Rado is the idea of global
advertising, which helps to guarantee a worldwide brand image-from
Hong Kong to New York, from Oslo to Cape town&dquo; (http://www.rado.
com/communication/). The claim that companies can benefit from standardization has not gone unchallenged. De Mooij (1998), in particular, has
argued forcefully that the benefits of standardization do not outweigh the
costs. She claims that if advertisements are to be successful they must be
adapted to cultural differences. Following Hofstede (1984), De Mooij states
that differences in values lie at the core of cultural differences. Cultures
differ with respect to which values are regarded as important. For
instance, status may be considered more important than safety in some
cultures, but this preference may be reversed in other cultures.
Using value differences has become an effective way to describe cultural dissimilarities. Smith and Schwartz (1997) review this line of
research and conclude that countries differ with regard to value priorities
consistently, and that these differences in priorities show meaningful and
consistent relations to other societal attributes. Differences in value priorities are usually described at the group level. However, these differences
also influence individuals of a given culture. As a result of socialization
processes, the cultural preference for important values can be largely
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internalized by individuals in the culture. That is, most people living in a
culture that places greater value on status than on safety should consider
the former more important.
Using dissimilarities in value hierarchies is certainly not the only way
in which cultural differences can be described (for a review of other
approaches, see Fiske, Kitayama, Markus & Nisbett, 1998). Depending on
the kind of process or behavior that is to be explained, a different
approach may be more suitable. Janosik (1987), for instance, argues that
to fully understand the influence of culture on negotiation processes, one
must take into account individual differences and the social context. It is
indeed hard to imagine that one can explain the process and outcome of
a negotiation process in which participants with different cultural backgrounds interact by simply referring to differences in value hierarchies.
When studying the response of a person to an advertisement, such an
approach is more promising given the role played by values. Yet, we also
agree with Janosik that knowledge about individual differences among
individuals is needed.
The reason that values are important in persuasive communication is
that they influence the evaluation and decision processes (Feather, 1990,
1995). For instance, when people carefully evaluate the benefits of a product, values play a critical role in assessing the product’s attributes.
Indeed, differences in value hierarchies may have far-reaching consequences for such evaluation processes. Consider a consumer who wants
to buy a car and who has narrowed down the choice to two, equally expensive brands. One brand is known for safety, the other for status. To a consumer who values safety over status, the former car is more attractive,
whereas the latter will be more attractive to a consumer who values status
more than safety. Research tends to show that value hierarchies play an
important role in consumer decision processes (De Mooij, 2000, 2001;
Vinson, Scott & Lamont, 1977).
Given the importance of values in the consumer decision process and
given that cultures differ with respect to which values are considered
important, De Mooij (1998) claims that standardized advertising is probably ineffective. Effective advertising, therefore, accounts for differences
in the relative importance of values. Stressing a car’s safety when trying
to persuade members of a culture in which safety is considered relatively
unimportant will not likely be effective. De Mooij’s advice to adapt advertising campaigns to local value hierarchies appears to be accepted by
many international companies, as evidenced by Jones (2000, p. 5), who
reports that in the 1980s the proportion of fully standardized campaigns
fell from 70% to 10%.
Understanding standardization or adaptation of advertising is not
restricted to opinions and consumer behavior data only. Researchers have
taken on the task of learning more about the extent to which advertising
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reflects cultural differences and whether adaptation yields more persuasive
messages. The results of this scholarship are discussed in the next section.

Empirical

Research Evidence

Recent studies have addressed whether advertisements developed in
various countries for similar products and target groups differ with
respect to content and design. Our review of the research literature found
that in a typical study researchers collect a large number of advertisements from different cultures and then analyze each advertisement with
respect to the occurrence of certain variables of interest. The most frequently studied variables are value appeals (e.g., independence, pleasure),
the type of information included (e.g., on price, availability), the use of
visuals, and the use of a hard-sell versus a soft-sell approach.
Questions about the limitations of some of this research notwithstanding (see Harris & Attour, 2000), there are clear indications that cultural differences in advertising strategies exist. For instance, Abernethy
and Franke (1996) conducted a meta-analysis of 59 content-analytic studies in which the number and types of information contained in advertisements were addressed. The data showed that cultural differences play
a role in the amount of information included in advertisements. Similarly,
Le Pair, Crijns, and Hoeken (2000) reviewed 17 content-analytic studies
that presented a total of 145 comparisons among characteristics of advertisements from different cultures. More than 60% of these comparisons
(on the use of value appeals, information type, hard or soft sell strategy,
use of visuals) were statistically significant. Research seems to indicate
that there are indeed differences in the design of advertisements from different cultures.
The results of these two reviews of content-analytic studies suggest that
advertisers with different cultural backgrounds differ in their approaches
regarding what makes an advertisement effective. Given that professional
advertisers usually have well-founded approaches (often supported by
focus group data) about what makes an advertisement persuasive, these
differences must be taken seriously. However, these results are not sufficient to resolve the standardization-adaptation debate. For instance,
Albers-Miller and Gelb (1996) reported a negative relationship between
the extent to which members of a culture felt threatened by uncertain or
unknown situations and the frequency with which advertisers used an
adventure appeal in their advertisements. Apparently, these particular
advertisers believed that appealing to adventure was less convincing than
appealing to another value, such as security. Yet, to adequately address
this vexing issue, an experiment must be conducted in which members
from a culture evaluate advertisements that either appeal to one thing or
the other. If the appeal to adventure, for instance, is less convincing than
an appeal to security, then the advertisers’ approach is correct.
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The number of experiments addressing cultural differences in advertisements in this way is rather limited. Le Pair et al. (2000) uncovered five
experimental studies. In all five studies, the reasoning is more or less the
same: Advertisers appeal to certain values. The more important a value to
an individual, the more convincing an advertisement is. However, as noted
in the previous section, the relative importance of a value may differ from
culture to culture. All five studies were designed to test the prediction that
cultural differences arise because appealing to more important values is
more persuasive than appealing to less important values. One such investigation is the research by Zhang and Gelb (1996). These researchers developed advertisements for a fictitious camera brand and a fictitious toothbrush brand. For each product, two advertisements were designed that
differed only with respect to value appeal. One appeal for the camera
advertisement read, &dquo;Come and indulge in the joy of self-expression,&dquo; while
the other read, &dquo;Share the moments of joy and happiness with your friends
and family.&dquo; These appeals were translated into Chinese and presented to
American and Chinese students (Zhang & Gelb, 1996, p. 35). The two slogans were chosen because each appealed to values that were expected to
differ for the American and Chinese cultures. The self-expression appeal
was expected to tap into values that are relatively important in an individualistic culture, such as the United States. In contrast, the friends and
relatives slogan appealed to values considered important in collectivistic
cultures, such as China. Zhang and Gelb’s results showed that the American students were more susceptible to the self-expression appeal, whereas,
the Chinese students were more susceptible to the friends and relatives
appeal. These results appear to provide clear support for the claim that
cultural differences influence the persuasion process.
As previously mentioned, all five experimental studies discussed by Le
Pair et al. address the same question: Does appealing to important values
in a culture yield more persuasive advertisements than appealing to less
important values? All of the studies demonstrated that cultural differences play a significant role in persuasion. Another striking similarity
between the five experiments is the country from which participants were
recruited. In each case, the responses of US participants were compared
to those of participants from Asian countries: the People’s Republic of
China (Aaker & Williams, 1998; Wang, Bristol, Mowen & Chakraborty,
2000; Zhang & Gelb, 1996), Japan (Aaker, 2000) and South Korea (Han
& Shavitt, 1994). Clearly, the limited sampling of cultures presents us
with a rather shallow understanding of cultural differences regarding
value appeals. For instance, only one cultural dimension on which cultures
may differ has been addressed: The US and the Asian countries differ on
the collectivism-individualism dimension. None of the other cultural
dimensions that Hofstede (1984, 2001) presents have been considered by
the extant research. A second problem with the present research is that
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US and Asian cultures differ more widely than on values alone. For
instance, the number of competitors, as well as advertiser and consumer
experience in producing and processing advertising, differ widely between
the US and, for instance, the People’s Republic of China (which has only
allowed commercial advertising since 1978). Differences other than in the
value hierarchy may also account for cultural differences in responding to
certain value appeals (see Hoeken & Korzilius, [in press] for an extended
discussion of this issue).
Clearly, an experiment on cultural differences with respect to the persuasiveness of value appeals in a number of European countries would
make a valuable contribution to our understanding of international advertising. Some suggest that European countries are similar with respect to
their political and economic situation than are US and Asian countries
featured in the extant research. Yet, Hofstede (1984, 2001) reports significant cultural differences between European countries, suggesting that
there are relevant differences in value hierarchies between these countries. Furthermore, cultural dissimilarities exist on dimensions other than
the individualism-collectivism dimension used in previous studies.

European

Cultural Differences and Rationale

be
discompared: individualism-collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, power
tance, masculinity-femininity, and long-term versus short-term orientation. Briefly, these dimensions are based on the results of a factor analysis gleaned from an extensive survey among people from 53 countries.
Each dimension was measured by a number of questions. The scores of
these questions were combined to compute an index value for each country. This index score was computed to range from 0 to 100. Hofstede
(1984, 2001) reported two results for each represented country: An index
value and a ranking placement (ranked low to high).
The results showed that European countries did not differ significantly
on several dimensions. For instance, most European countries are positioned at the individualism extreme of the individualism-collectivism
dimension, at the short term extreme of the long- versus short-term orientation, and at the medium and low extreme of the power distance
dimension (Hofstede, 2001). On the other two dimensions, uncertainty
avoidance and masculinity, European countries did differ significantly. In
our study we focused on uncertainty avoidance.
Hofstede (2001) defines uncertainty avoidance as &dquo;the extent to which
members of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations&dquo;
(p. 161). European countries are found at the top (e.g., Portugal & Belgium), in the middle (e.g., Austria & Germany) and at the bottom of the
list (e.g., Sweden & Denmark). Further corroboration for the assumption
that uncertainty avoidance is a relevant dimension is found in De Mooij

Hofstede (2001)

distinguishes five dimensions

on

which cultures

can
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(2001). She reports data on correlations between consumption patterns in
European countries and the scores of these same countries on Hofstede’s
dimensions. The data show that uncertainty avoidance is strongly correlated with consumer behavior, thereby underscoring the relevance of this
dimension for cultural differences in European consumer behavior.
By way of a preview and explanation, the present study targeted four
European countries: the Netherlands, Belgium, France, and Spain. The
latter three are considered high uncertainty avoidance cultures. Belgium’s
index value is 94 (Rank 5); the index value of France and Spain is 86
(Rank 10). The Netherlands, on the other hand, is considered to have a
relatively low uncertainty avoidance culture (index value: 53; rank: 35).
Given the mean (65) and the standard deviation (24) of the scores on this
dimension, the scores of Belgium, France, and Spain differ significantly
from that of the Netherlands.

Measuring

Value Hierarchies at the Individual Level

Characterization of a country as a high or low uncertainty avoidance
culture applies at societal level. Using Hofstede’s dimensions in cross-cultural research is often criticized for simply extending country scores to
individuals. Certainly, one would expect that there are many Belgian,
French and Spanish citizens who do not feel threatened by uncertain or
unknown situations. Conversely, there are likely many Dutch citizens who
do. As a result of socialization processes, however, the probability is somewhat higher that a person raised in a high uncertainty avoidance culture
feels more threatened by such situations than a person raised in a low
uncertainty avoidance culture. Clearly, information on individual values is
necessary before a more precise understanding of the role culture plays
in response to advertisements is achieved (Janosik, 1987).
Hofstede’s instrument is designed to measure cultural differences at
the macro level and may not be used to measure individual characteristics. When conducting experiments in an intercultural context, it is
advised to measure a concept at the individual level that is related to the
cultural difference at the level of society (Hoeken & Korzilius, in press; Singelis & Brown, 1995). Hofstede claims that values are at the core of cultural differences. Therefore, we chose an instrument developed to measure individual value differences. Specifically, we used the Schwartz value
list (Schwartz, 1992, 1994). Briefly, respondents are presented with a list
of different values and are asked to rate each value on a scale from -1
(this value opposes the principles that guide you), from 0 (this value is
not at all important), through 6 (this value is very important) to 7 (this
value is of supreme importance). The list has been validated and used
extensively in cross-cultural research.
The complete Schwartz value list consists of 56 values that are further
classified into ten motivationally distinct value types; for instance, Uni-
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versalism (containing values such as social justice and equality) and
Achievement (containing values such as successful and capable). The ten
value types are positioned on a circle, symbolizing that the pursuit of
some values may be in conflict with others. For instance, achievement
may conflict with benevolence since seeking personal success may
obstruct the enhancement of the welfare of others. Likewise, pursuing
stimulation values, such as novelty and excitement, may conflict with pursuing security values, such as the desire to know what to expect. Data
obtained from 97 samples in 44 countries provide strong support for the
classification of the 56 values into ten value types, as well as for the positioning of these value types on a circle (Schwartz 1994).
Schwartz (1992, 1994) has developed a value typology independent of
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. There is no apparent direct relationship
between Hofstede’s dimensions and the Schwartz value typology. However, given Hofstede’s definition of uncertainty avoidance, &dquo;the extent to
which members of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations&dquo; (Hofstede, 2001, p. 161), it is reasonable to expect that the majority of people raised in a low uncertainty avoidance culture pursue stimulation values, whereas, most people in a high uncertainty avoidance
culture pursue security values. The socialization process would suggest
that a value, such as seeking out adventure, is higher in the hierarchy
among people living in a low uncertainty avoidance culture, whereas, a
value like knowing what to expect is higher in the hierarchy among citizens in a high uncertainty avoidance culture. Security values are positioned opposite to stimulation values on the Schwartz value circle. Further evidence for the relation between Hofstede’s uncertainty avoidance
dimension and Schwartz’ security and stimulation values can be found in
the research of Albers-Miller and Gelb (1996). These researchers had six
coders from different parts of the world (Taiwan, India, France, Mexico,
& the United States) match advertising appeals to the Hofstede dimensions. These coders related high uncertainty avoidance to the need for
security and low uncertainty avoidance to the appreciation of adventure.
The employment of the Schwartz value list serves two goals. First, it
allows us to check whether Belgian, French and Spanish participants
value security more than stimulation and the extent to which Dutch participants value stimulation more than security. Second, the instrument
allows us to assess whether differences among countries in response to
advertisements can be attributed to value hierarchy dissimilarities.

Research Questions
Let

summarize the line of reasoning used to support the questions.
it
is
assumed that an appeal to values that an individual regards as
First,
is
more convincing than an appeal considered less important.
important
the
relative
Second,
importance of certain values may be culture dependent.
us
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We examined research questions instead of hypotheses because it is unclear
to what extent cultural differences in Western Europe exist. Hofstede (2001)
and De Mooij (2001) argue that cultural differences between countries in
Western Europe exist, but other studies (Fiske et al., 1998; Smith and
Schwartz, 1997) have found that Western Europe is relatively homogeneous.
We posited the following research questions for further exploration:
to a high uncertainty avoidance value yield a more
advertisement
than appealing to a low uncertainty avoidpersuasive
ance value in Belgium, France, and Spain?
2. Does appealing to a low uncertainty avoidance value yields a more
persuasive advertisement than appealing to a high uncertainty
avoidance value in the Netherlands?

1. Does

appealing

Method
Material
We chose two versions of an advertisement for a commercial watch.
We selected to use a watch because it is relevant to our participants in
each of the four countries and because it is a socially visible product.
Zhang and Gelb (1996) report that cultural values are especially influential in the evaluation of socially visible products. These researchers reason
that a consumer is more likely to take group norms into account if other
people can see which brand someone has bought. A fictitious brand name
was chosen (Tempus) to avoid evoking established attitudes toward existing brands. We also reasoned that the large number of watch manufacturers on the global market suggests that it is not unusual for consumers
to be confronted with an advertisement for a brand with which which they
are unfamiliar.
The advertisements used in the experiment were created using the following procedure. First, five pairs of advertisements were designed with
each member of a pair appealing either to novelty seeking and/or adventure and the other to security. The pairs were presented to 92 students
with the question to select the pair they considered as the most naturally
looking advertisements that clearly appealed to either adventure or security values. A majority of the students chose two short texts in which a
person describes his or her favorite evening out. The two descriptions differed with respect to which aspects of an evening out they preferred. The
advertisement that appealed to security values described the evening out
as one with no surprises (our favorite restaurant, a classical concert that
has received positive reviews only). The advertisement that appealed to
adventure described the evening out as one full of surprises (a new restaurant, a modern music concert).2 Apart from choosing the most suitable
pair of advertisements, the students made suggestions about the choice of
the visual, the wording of the text, and the appeal to the different values.
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Table 1. The Text of the Two Different Advertising Versions

This process resulted in two versions of the advertisement that were kept
constant with respect to the visual and number of sentences, and differed
with respect to the value they appealed to.
Next, using the translation back translation method advised by Brislin
(1980), equivalent translations in French and Spanish were made. This
method meant that one translator translated the Dutch version into
French (or Spanish). Another translator translated the French (Spanish)
version back into Dutch. The two Dutch versions resembled each other
greatly, suggesting that the French (Spanish) translation was equivalent
to the Dutch version. The French and Spanish versions were presented to
a native speaker of that language who checked the naturalness of the
advertisement as well as the extent to which the advertisement appealed
to the intended values. Table 1 contains English translations of the two
advertisements. (See the appendix for examples of the Dutch versions.)

Design

and

Participants

A between-subjects design was used. That is, participants read only one
version of the advertisement. The different versions of the advertisement
were distributed randomly. A total of 476 volunteer participants took part
in the experiment (142 participants from Belgium, 125 from France, 108
from Spain, and 101 from the Netherlands). All participants were students
from humanities departments at universities. In the Netherlands these
participants were from the universities of Nijmegen and Tilburg, in Belgium from the university of Antwerp, in France from the universities of
Paris and Lyon, and in Spain from the universities of Barcelona, Granada,
and San Sebastian. The number of female participants outnumbered the
number of males (86.9% versus 13.1%) approximately at the same rate for
each country. In each of the samples, the participants were young (21
years old on average).
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Special attention

was

paid to the number of participants for each

try. As noted in the introduction, it is unclear whether there

coun-

cultural
differences in Western Europe relevant for the persuasiveness of different appeals. Therefore, care was taken to ensure that the number of participants for each country was sufficiently large to produce sufficient statistical power. More specifically, the chances of obtaining no significant
effect whereas there is such an effect in actuality are .01 for the comparison between countries regarding the relative importance attached to
security and stimulation values, and .20 for the comparison between the
relative persuasiveness of the two value appeals.33
are

Instrumentation
A questionnaire was used to measure the dependent variables associated with each research question. A number of control questions were
asked with respect to the advertisements and the watch. To assess the
persuasiveness of the advertisement, attitudes toward the product advertised and toward the advertisement were measured. Furthermore, participants completed a subset of the Schwartz (1992) value list to determine
individual value hierarchies. The translation back-translation method was
used to develop equivalent questionnaires in Dutch, French, and Spanish
(consult Brislin, 1980). First, a Dutch version of the questionnaire was
developed. Pre-testing the questionnaire led to minor revisions in the
wording of some items. The questionnaire was then translated from Dutch
into Spanish and French by experienced translators. The Spanish and
French questionnaires were translated back into Dutch by experienced
translators. The original Dutch questionnaire was compared to the back
translated Dutch version, which led to some minor revisions. The
Schwartz value list had already been translated and validated in numerous previous studies. The items on the questionnaire are discussed in
more detail below. The order of discussion is identical to the ordering of
the items in the questionnaire.
Attitude toward the product advertised. The main dependent variable
measuring the advertisement’s persuasiveness was the attitude toward the
product advertised, that is, the attitude toward this specific watch from
the specific manufacturer. The attitude toward the product advertised is
considered to be a relevant measure of an advertisement’s persuasiveness
because advertisements are employed to influence consumers’ perception
of the manufacturer’s product, rather than directly influencing buying
behavior. Promotions and in-store communication are usually employed to
target buying behavior (see Russell & Lane, 1999, p. 43).
The respondents’ attitude toward the product advertised was measured
using eleven items: eight seven-point semantic differentials and three
seven-point Liker~items. The first four semantic differentials were preceded by the phrase &dquo;I think this watch looks....&dquo; Two of the semantic
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differentials had the positive antonym at the right-hand end of the scale,
&dquo;of high quality,&dquo; &dquo;very attractive;&dquo; the other two had the positive antonym
at the left-hand end of the scale, &dquo;very beautiful,&dquo; &dquo;very good.&dquo; The next
four semantic differentials were preceded by the phrase &dquo;Purchasing this
watch seems....&dquo; Again, a balanced scale was used, with two positive
antonyms at the right-hand end of the scale (very wise, very smart) and
two at the left-hand end (very good, very positive). The three Likert-items
read, &dquo;I would like to receive more information about this watch,&dquo; &dquo;I
would consider buying this watch,&dquo; and &dquo;if I needed a watch, I would definitely buy this watch.&dquo; Participants could express their agreement using
a scale, ranging from &dquo;completely agree&dquo; to &dquo;completely disagree.&dquo; The
eleven items formed a reliable scale for each of the countries (The Netherlands : a
.85; Belgium: a .87; France: a .81; Spain: a .84).
Attitude toward the ad. The respondents’ attitude toward the ad was
measured using four seven-point semantic differentials following the
phrase &dquo;I think this advertisement is....&dquo; Two of the items had the positive antonym at the right-hand of the scale (interesting, attractive), the
other two at the left-hand of the scale (beautiful, appealing). The reliability of the scale was at least adequate for each of the countries (The
Netherlands: a
.83; Belgium: a .90; France: a .79; Spain: a .82).
Control questions. Two items with respect to the advertisement were
constructed using seven-point Likert-items (&dquo;This is a typical advertisement for a watch&dquo; and &dquo;This is a typically Dutch, Spanish, Belgian, French
advertisement.&dquo;) Three seven-point Likert-items were used to assess the
extent to which a watch is considered a functional product (&dquo;I use a watch
mainly to keep track of time,&dquo; &dquo;To me, a watch is mainly a piece of jewelry,&dquo; and &dquo;A watch contributes to my image&dquo;).
Schwartz values list. The original Schwartz values list consists of 56
values clustered into ten categories (Schwartz, 1992). For the present
study, the two most relevant categories were &dquo;security&dquo; (for the high
uncertainty avoidance cultures) and &dquo;stimulation&dquo; (for the low uncertainty
avoidance culture). All the values that fell into these two categories were
included on the questionnaire. For the other eight categories, two values
of each category were included. The resulting list consisted of 27 values.
The original instructions from Schwartz were used. Participants were
instructed to rate the importance of each value as a guiding principle in
their life. The rating scale ranged from -1 (this value opposes the principles that guide you), through 0 (this value is not at all important), 3
(this value is important), 6 (this value is very important) to 7 (this value
is of supreme importance).
=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

Procedure
The experiment was conducted during a class lecture on a topic that
not relevant to the experiment (e.g., linguistics or training in com-

was
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munication skills). The lecturer introduced the experiment as a survey
that was being carried out to determine consumers’ opinions about a new
brand of watches, which was about to be introduced on the market. The
participants were told that the advertisement was in the early stages of
development. After agreeing to take part in the experiment, participants
randomly received one of two experimental booklets, which differed only
with respect to the advertisement included. The participants read the
instructions and the advertisement, and then completed the questionnaire. Afterwards, the lecturer told the participants about the true goal
of the experiment and answered questions.

Results
The control questions were analyzed first. For each of the control questions significant effects by country were found. Participants from different countries differed with respect to the extent to which they regarded
the advertisement as a typical advertisement for a watch and as a typical
advertisement for their country. They also differed with respect to the
extent to which they considered a watch as a purely functional product,
as a piece of jewelry and as an image-enhancing product. There was no
regular pattern for these differences. That is, for each question, the country that differed significantly from the other countries was a different one.&dquo;
So, only one country differed from the others, and for each question, that
country is a different one.
The differences on the control questions could provide a relevant explanation about why different advertising appeals yielded different attitudes
among participants from certain countries. Therefore, there must first be
an assessment about the extent to which such attitude differences among
countries exist. Table 2 contains the mean attitudes toward the product
advertised and toward the ad as a function of the different countries.
The research questions asked whether appealing to a high uncertainty
avoidance value (security) would result in a more persuasive advertisement for the Belgian, French, and Spanish participants, compared to
appealing to a low uncertainty avoidance value, such as stimulation. We
also asked if the opposite holds for the Dutch participants. Planned comparisons were conducted for each of the represented countries. The
results showed no significant differences. For Belgium, France, and Spain
the test did not approach significance for any of the dependent variables
(p values > .16). Taking the three high uncertainty avoidance cultures
together did not reveal any significant difference for either the attitude
toward the product advertised (t (373)
0.54, p .59) or the attitude
toward the ad (t (371) 0.23, p .82). Interestingly, the trend for the Belgian data revealed that a security appeal yielded a more positive attitude
toward the product advertised, but this effect did not meet conventional
levels of significance (t (140) 1.68, p
.09).
=

=

=

=

=

=
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Table 2. The Mean Attitude Toward the Product Advertised and
Attitude Toward the Ad as a Function of Advertisement Appeal
(Security, Adventure) and Culture (Low Uncertainty Avoidance,

High Uncertainty Avoidance)

Note. 1

It

=

was

very

negative,

7

=

very

positive.

expected that participants from high uncertainty avoidance culmore importance to values from the security category

tures would attach

in the Schwartz value list. Therefore, the average score for each of these
values was computed for all participants. We also expected that participants from low uncertainty avoidance cultures would attach more importance to values from Schwartz’ stimulation category. Again, the average
scores for these values were computed for each participant. Separate ttests were conducted taking uncertainty avoidance (low, high) as the independent factor and the security and stimulation scores as dependent variables. The results showed that, counter to the anticipated pattern,
participants from low uncertainty avoidance cultures regarded the security values as more important (M 4.98, SD 0.92) than those from high
uncertainty avoidance cultures (M 4.55, SD = 1.11; t (184.57) 3.94,
=

=

=

=
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.001). With respect to the stimulation values, no difference was found
between the two types of cultures (t (473) 0.48, p
.63).44
Although the average scores per culture on the security and stimulation scores are insightful, they do not tell us the complete story about the
participants’ value hierarchy. It is possible that participants from a low
uncertainty avoidance culture would provide higher scores to values
regardless of the specific value concerned. Therefore, participants were
categorized as either regarding &dquo;security more important&dquo; (if the average
security score was higher than the average stimulation score), or as
regarding &dquo;stimulation more important&dquo; (if the average stimulation score
was higher than the average security score). For nine participants, the
average score for the security category was exactly the same as for the
stimulation category. These participants were excluded from further
analysis. We then examined the extent to which participants from the
high uncertainty avoidance cultures considered security more important
than stimulation, and if the opposite would hold for the participants from
low uncertainty avoidance culture. We found a correlation between cultural difference and value hierarchy (X2 (1) 9.81, p < .01), but this correlation ran counter to that expected. The number of participants from
the high uncertainty avoidance cultures that valued security more than
stimulation was exactly the same as the number that valued stimulation
more than security. The number of participants from the low uncertainty
avoidance culture that valued stimulation more than security was actually
lower than the number of participants that valued security more than
stimulation. Therefore, the assumption about the differences in value hierarchies between participants from high and low uncertainty avoidance
cultures was not confirmed.
We also tested the assumption that participants who value security
over stimulation would yield more to an appeal to security, whereas participants who value stimulation over security would yield more to an
appeal to adventure. Table 3 contains the mean attitudes toward the product advertised and toward the ad as a function of value hierarchy differences. A 2 (value hierarchy) X 2 (advertising appeal) factorial analysis of
variance was conducted. Data analysis did not find significance for advertising appeal regarding attitude toward the product advertised (F (1, 463)
< 1). However, results did show a main effect for value hierarchy (F (1,
463) 5.44, p < .05), showing that participants who regarded security as
important held more positive attitudes toward the product advertised than
participants who regarded stimulation as more crucial. However, the main
effect was qualified by a significant interaction between value hierarchy
and advertising appeal (F (1, 463) 6.25, p < .05). Comparisons revealed
that the advertisement appealing to security yielded a more positive attitude toward the product advertised for the participants who regarded
security as more important than for the participants who regarded stimp <

=

=

=

=

=
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Table 3. The Mean Attitudes Toward the Product Advertised and
Toward the Ad as a Function of Advertisement Appeal
(Security, Adventure) and Value Hierarchy (Security More Important,
Stimulation More Important)

ulation as more important. The advertisement appealing to adventure
yielded similar attitudes from the two groups.
A main effect of value hierarchy was obtained for attitude toward the
ad (F (1, 461)
7.19, p < .01). Again, regardless of which advertisement
who regarded security as more important held a
read,
participants
they
more positive attitude toward the ad (M
3.81) than those who regarded
stimulation as more important (M 3.47). There was no main effect of
advertising appeal (F (1, 461) < 1), nor was there a significant interaction
between value hierarchy and advertising appeal (F (1, 461) < 1).
=

=

=

Discussion
The experiment reported on in this article was designed to answer
questions relevant to the standardization-adaptation debate. Proponents
of adaptation predict that appealing to stimulation is more persuasive in
a low uncertainty avoidance culture, whereas appealing to security is
more persuasive in a high uncertainty avoidance culture. Consequently,
appealing to adventure should have been more effective in The Netherlands, and appealing to security would be expected to be more effective
in Belgium, France, and Spain. Proponents of standardization predict that
no such differences between participants from different countries should
be present.
The results of this investigation did not reveal significant differences
in persuasiveness between appeals among the countries represented. The
prediction that a security appeal would yield a more persuasive advertisement in a high uncertainty avoidance culture, whereas a stimulation
appeal would yield a more persuasive advertisement in a low uncertainty
avoidance culture, was based on two assumptions. First, appealing to a
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value higher in the individual’s value hierarchy would yield a more persuasive advertisement. This assumption appears to be well-founded: When
the data were analyzed using differences in individual hierarchy instead
of nationality, the interaction between advertising appeal and value hierarchy was significant. The appeal to security proved to be more persuasive for people valuing security above stimulation, whereas it was far less
persuasive for people valuing stimulation above security. At least for the
security appeal, the expected relationship was found between the individual’s value hierarchy and the advertising appeal.
The second assumption was that participants from countries that,
according to Hofstede (1984, 2001), differ with respect to uncertainty
avoidance hold different value hierarchies, specifically with respect to the
value categories security and stimulation. Our data do not support this
assumption. The number of participants from the high uncertainty avoidance cultures that preferred security values was no different from the
number of participants that preferred stimulation values. For the participants from the low uncertainty avoidance cultures, the preference was
counterintuitive: The number of participants preferring security above
stimulation exceeded the number of participants with the reverse preference. These results are in accord with the interpretation of the Schwartz’
studies by Smith and Schwartz (1997); that is, the cultures in Western

Europe

are

relatively homogeneous.

Previous research on cultural differences with respect to the persuasiveness of value appeals has focused on only one dimension (individualism-collectivism) and on only one set of countries (the U.S. versus Asian
countries). These studies have documented cultural differences in persuasiveness. The experiment reported on in this paper shows that the results
of these studies may be restricted to only those appeals and to only those
countries. Using appeals associated with a different cultural dimension
(uncertainty avoidance) in countries that are much more alike than the
US-East Asian countries did not reveal any country by advertising appeal
interactions.
How can the results of this investigation be used by the business communication community? Clearly, those responsible for a company’s international marketing communications should take note of our results. However, our findings may also be important for those not responsible for
international marketing communication. Many business communication
professionals interact with people from other countries, people of whom
they do know not much more than nationality. To conduct business successfully, their direct mail, business letters, or brochures have to be persuasive and attractive. Our results show that Shelby (1998) provided good
advice when she suggested that we adapt persuasive documents to an audience’s preferences: We found that appealing to security did indeed yield a
more persuasive advertisement for those valuing security. Schriver (1997)
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also provided valuable insight when she suggested that documents should
be pretested using members of the targeted audience. Especially in the
case of documents that must serve in an international context, conducting
pretests may provide a more promising point of departure for adapting
messages than Hofstede’s (1984, 2001) data on cultural differences.

Limitations
This study and its results obviously have some limitations. One limitation is that only one advertisement for one product is used, and that of
the many different ways in which one can appeal to security and stimulation values, only one is studied. These restrictions severely limit the generalizability of the results. Another limit on the generalizability results
from the selection of participants. The participants were all Bachelor’s
degree students from a humanities department. This ensured that, apart
from the cultural difference, they did not differ much on other dimensions, which might have influenced their responses to the different advertising appeals. However, this strict selection of participants may have
resulted in samples that were much more cohesive in terms of age and
interests, than divided by cultural differences. Ford and Phillips (2000)
report data on teenagers in four large countries in Europe. They distinguish six different ways of being a teenager in Europe. Based upon a
survey among 10,070 European teenagers, they state that &dquo;all six types
appear in all countries&dquo; (Ford & Phillips, 2000, p. 125). By selecting young
students from humanities departments, the participants in our study were
perhaps very much alike, thereby reducing the impact of cultural differences. Still, the selection of the material and participants closely resembles previous studies on cultural differences in responses to advertising
appeals (e.g., Aaker, 2000; Zhang & Gelb, 1996), studies that did report
cultural differences in response to advertising appeals. Therefore, keeping
these limitations in mind, we do believe that our study provides valuable
insights into the lack of cultural sensitivity to different advertising
appeals in Western Europe.
NOTES

(1996) report a negative correlation between a counand the frequency with which appeals on the
avoidance
score
try’s uncertainty
value of adventure are used in advertisements. This negative correlation shows
that appeals to adventure are less used in high uncertainty avoidance cultures and
more in low uncertainty avoidance cultures. The correlation is readily interpretable if the value of adventure is higher in the value hierarchy of low uncertainty avoidance culture and lower in the value hierarchy of high uncertainty
avoidance cultures.
2. One of the reviewers noted that the stimulation appeal may have been invalid.
According to the reviewer, people seek out stimulation or risk in order to be pleased
1. Albers-Miller and Gelb
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by the experience. In the advertisement, however, the copy explicitly sets forth the
possibility of displeasure. In our opinion, an event can only be risky if it harbors at
least the possibility of a dissatisfying result. Advertising copy promising the audience sensation and risk while at the same time guaranteeing a happy ending, may
have been very appealing to people who value security above stimulation.
3. The power estimate is based on the existence of a medium effect size that
is tested using a one-way ANOVA or a t-test with alpha set at .05. The assumption of a medium effect is based on Cohen’s (1988) claim that small effect sizes
are only relevant for finding differences that are of theoretical importance
whereas large effect sizes are that large that no research is needed to detect them.
4. Oneway Anova’s using country as the independent variables were conducted
as well. These analyses revealed that there was an effect of country for the security
values (F (3, 471)
5.59, p < .01). Post hoc comparisons using Tukey’s HSD test
revealed that the Dutch participants gave higher rating for the Security value compared to the French and Spanish participants. The ratings of the Belgian participants
did not differ from either the Dutch participants on the one hand, and the French
and Spanish participants on the other. The effect of country for the stimulation
values did not reach conventional levels of significance (F (3, 471) 2.40, p .07).
=

=

=
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