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2 Adapting Consumer Advertising 
Appeals to Cultural Values

A Meta-Analytic Review of Effects 
on Persuasiveness and Ad Liking

Jos Hornikx

Radboud University Nijmegen

Daniel J. O’Keefe
Northwestern University

It is a truism that successful persuasive messages should be adapted to audi-
ence values. A substantial research literature—not previously systematically 
reviewed—has examined whether advertisements with appeals adapted to the 
audience’s important cultural values (e.g., individualism for North Americans) are 
more persuasive and better liked than appeals that are unadapted to such values. 
A meta-analytic review of that research fi nds that adapted ads are only slightly 
more persuasive (mean r = .073, 67 cases) and slightly better liked (mean r = .082, 
66 cases) than unadapted ads. Moreover, these effects were mainly limited to 
North Americans and Asians and to values related to individualism-collectivism. 
In this chapter, we discuss explanations for these results and identify directions 
for future research. 

Persuasion is a pervasive communicative function, occurring in personal 
relationships, the workplace, political settings, and in a variety of medi-
ated contexts. Not surprisingly, persuasion has historically attracted 

considerable attention from scholars in many academic fi elds. For centuries, 
students of persuasion have taken it to be a commonplace that, in order to be 
effective, persuasive messages should be adapted to the audience. Indeed, this 
belief seems very nearly to be taken for granted, to the point that standard 
treatments of persuasion research do not give the matter much elaboration (e.g., 
Dillard & Pfau, 2002; O’Keefe, 2002; Perloff, 2003; Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). 
Of course, offering a systematic treatment of this question is complicated by the 
very large number of different possible specifi c bases of audience adaptation. 
A persuader might try to adapt to the audience’s demographic characteristics 
such as sex and age (e.g., Martin, 2003; Yoon, Lee, & Danziger, 2007), psycho-
graphic characteristics such as values, attitudes, and lifestyles (e.g., Kahle, 1996; 
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Novak & MacEvoy, 1990), information-processing style (e.g., level of sensation-
seeking; Stephenson & Southwell, 2006), regulatory focus (e.g., Keller, 2006), 
attitudinal ambivalence (e.g., Broemer, 2002), and so forth.

Of all the possible bases of persuasive message adaptation, however, adapta-
tion to the audience’s values might plausibly be supposed to be the most impor-
tant. Values are people’s guiding principles in life (Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 
1992), affecting their attitudes, intentions, and behavior. To the extent that 
a persuader’s arguments speak to the audience’s values, surely to that same 
extent the persuader is likely to be successful. Conversely, an advocated action 
(whether buying a product, voting for a candidate, adopting a policy, and so 
on) that is justifi ed in terms of attributes or outcomes not valued by the audi-
ence is not likely to fi nd much support. In short, adapting persuasive appeals 
to the audience’s values would seem to be an obviously important element 
of successful persuasion. Although it seems reasonable to suppose that value 
adaptation will be important—or indeed crucial—to persuasive success, until 
rather recently relatively little direct research attention had been given to this 
supposition. A substantial body of relevant research has quietly accumulated 
in the form of studies that compare the persuasiveness of consumer advertis-
ing appeals that vary in the degree to which the appeals invoke the audience’s 
important cultural values. 

Cultural Values and Advertising Adaptation

People differ in the extent to which they prefer one specifi c value over another. 
One individual may prefer adventure over harmony, whereas another may pre-
fer harmony over adventure. Not only do individuals vary in their value priori-
ties, but cultures also differ in their value hierarchies, that is, their rankings of 
which values are relatively important and unimportant (Hofstede, 1980, 2001). 
In the United States, for instance, individualist values (e.g., independence) are 
relatively important; however, in the Korean culture, members prioritize col-
lectivist values (e.g., interdependence) (Hofstede, 1980, 2001).

Values are the core element of culture, which can be defi ned as “collec-
tive programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group 
or category of people from another” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 9). Although various 
defi nitions of and approaches to the fuzzy concept of culture exist, research-
ers concur that values play a central role in distinguishing and characterizing 
different cultures (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Hofstede, 1980, 
2001; Smith & Schwartz, 1997). Hofstede (1980, 2001) identifi ed fi ve value 
dimensions on which cultures can be classifi ed and compared: individualism-
collectivism (the relationship between the self and groups), high-low uncer-
tainty avoidance (the tolerance for uncertainty), large-small power distance 
(the acceptance of power inequality), masculinity-femininity (the distribution 
of gender roles), and long-term versus short-term orientation. This dimensional 
approach taken by Hofstede and by other scholars has been the most popular 
means of characterizing and studying cultural value variation (e.g., Fiske et al., 
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1998). Within this approach, the Hofstede dimensions have been most widely 
adopted in cross-cultural marketing research in general (e.g., Soares, Farhang-
mehr, & Shoham, 2007), and—as will become apparent—in studies on adapt-
ing advertising appeals to cultural values in particular.

Given that cultures vary in what values are emphasized, advertising in dif-
ferent cultures naturally displays corresponding variation. Corpus analyses of 
advertising appeals in magazines (e.g., Han & Shavitt, 1994), on television (e.g., 
Lin, 2001), or on websites (e.g., Singh & Matsuo, 2004) indicate that advertise-
ments in a given culture often refl ect that culture’s values (cf. Cutler, Erdem, 
& Javalgi, 1997). Han and Shavitt (1994), for instance, found that appeals in 
Korean ads were more frequently related to interdependence and harmony, 
whereas those in U.S. ads tend to feature independence and individuality.

It is plausible to hypothesize that adaptation to important cultural values 
enhances the persuasiveness of advertising. To be sure, it is possible to adapt 
advertising to a culture in other ways. For example, some studies comparing the 
effectiveness of culturally adapted ads with culturally unadapted ads have based 
adaptation on such message elements as (non)comparative advertising (Choi & 
Miracle, 2004), attribute-focused or context-focused pictures (Meng, 2004), and 
associational or claimless information (Wells & Van Auken, 2006). However, 
just as adaptation to an audience’s basic values is likely to be more important 
(generally speaking) than adaptation to (say) age or information-processing 
style, so adapting advertising appeals to cultural values is likely to be an espe-
cially important contributor to persuasive success. In fact, the most prominently 
studied message element in cultural advertising adaptation has been the value 
appeal (see overviews of Gelbrich & Roschk, 2008; Shavitt & Zhang, 2004). 

This research on adapting advertising appeals to culture can be seen to 
be spurred by the increasing globalization of brands and products and by the 
consequent need to address the question of the degree to which advertising 
can be standardized across cultures as opposed to culturally adapted (e.g., M. 
Agrawal, 1995; Taylor, 2005; Taylor & Johnson, 2002). For companies the ben-
efi ts of standardization include not only economies of scale and the creation 
of a corporate brand image, but also the possibility to more fully exploit good 
creative ideas (see, for an overview, White, 2000). Adaptation, on the other 
hand, allows companies to tailor their ads to the needs and tastes of each local 
culture; the supposition is that the existence of different cultural values makes 
for corresponding differences in product use and purchase motives (e.g., De 
Mooij, 2005).

The paradigmatic research design in this area has compared the persuasive-
ness of two advertisements (appealing to different values) in each of two cul-
tures, with one ad well-adapted to one culture and the other ad well-adapted to 
the other culture. For example, several studies have compared the persuasive-
ness of an ad appealing to individualist values and an ad appealing to collec-
tivist values for both American and Chinese audiences (e.g., Aaker & Schmitt, 
2001; J. Zhang, 2004). Researchers have generally expected that Americans 
will be more persuaded by (and will like better) an ad with an individualist 
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appeal compared to one with a collectivist appeal, with the reverse expected 
for the Chinese. However, despite the apparent importance of illuminating the 
effects of advertising standardization or adaptation, the existing experimental 
research has not attracted much careful review. For example, Le Pair, Crijns, 
and Hoeken’s (2000) narrative review identifi ed six relevant experiments, but 
it did not address questions of the size of the observed effects. 

Thus, we undertook a meta-analytic review of the effects of cultural value 
appeal adaptation on the persuasiveness of, and liking for, consumer advertise-
ments. We sought not only to provide information about the practical issues 
concerning the question of the use of standardization or adaptation in inter-
national advertising—information called for by various scholars (e.g., Luna & 
Gupta, 2001; Zou, 2005)—but also to speak to broader theoretical questions 
about the effects of adapting persuasive appeals to audience values. Our analy-
sis addressed two broad research questions, corresponding to the two outcome 
variables most commonly assessed in this research literature.

RQ1: Are ads with culturally adapted value appeals more persuasive than ads 
with culturally unadapted value appeals?

RQ2: Are ads with culturally adapted value appeals better liked than ads with 
culturally unadapted value appeals? 

These two outcomes—persuasion and ad liking—are conceptually distinct; 
it is possible, for example, that a consumer positively evaluates an advertise-
ment even if she or he is not persuaded by it. Indices of persuasiveness and 
ad liking are sometimes empirically positively associated. For example, with 
unfamiliar products, a positive evaluation of the advertisement can provide 
a basis for a similarly positive evaluation of the product (e.g., M. P. Gardner, 
1985; Mitchell, 1986). However, ad liking and persuasion can also diverge, 
especially with more familiar products (e.g., Cox & Locander, 1987; Machleit, 
Allen, & Madden, 1993; Machleit & Wilson, 1988; for a relevant review, see 
Brown & Stayman, 1992). Hence, ad persuasiveness and ad liking are best 
treated as different outcomes, even if sometimes closely related empirically.

To help assess the generality of any obtained effects on these outcomes, 
we also examined the effects of two potential moderating factors. First, to 
examine the possibility that adaptation effects might vary from one culture to 
another, we distinguished cases on the basis of the audience’s culture (specifi -
cally, on the basis of geographic region). Second, to explore the possibility that 
effects might vary from one value to another, we distinguished cases on the 
basis of the particular values invoked by the appeals.1

Method

Literature Search

We identifi ed relevant research reports through personal knowledge of the lit-
erature and through examination of reviews, reference lists of located reports, 
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and relevant conference proceedings such as from the American Academy of 
Advertising, the Association for Business Communication, the Association for 
Consumer Research, and the Society for Consumer Psychology. In addition, 
we located reports through the computerized database retrieval systems ABI-
INFORM, Communication Abstracts, Dissertations Abstracts, and PsycINFO 
through at least March 2008. We used a number of terms (in appropriate com-
binations), including adapt, adaptation, congruent, congruency, culture, cul-
tural, match, matched, matching, tailor, tailored, tailoring, target, targeted, 
targeting, sensitive, sensitivity, standardize, standardized, and standardiza-
tion. Mindful of the possibility of publication bias and the attendant possibil-
ity that research appearing in the published research literature might yield an 
infl ated estimate of the average effect size (Rothstein, Sutton, & Borenstein, 
2005), we sought both published and unpublished research reports.

Inclusion Criteria

We selected studies for the review if they met two criteria. First, the study had 
to compare at least two consumer ads that differed only in whether their value 
appeals were culturally adapted or culturally unadapted to an audience. By this 
criterion, we excluded studies in which it was not made clear which appeals 
were adapted or not adapted for a given cultural audience (e.g., Tai, 1999; Wil-
liams & Aaker, 2002). We also eliminated studies that presented only one 
ad appeal to two cultural audiences (e.g., Grier & Brumbaugh, 1999; Pitts, 
Whalen, O’Keefe, & Murray, 1989) or that confounded the adapted-versus-
unadapted manipulation with other manipulations such as brand (e.g., Chiou, 
2002; Donthu, 1998; Garcia, 2004) or product (e.g., Paik, 1995). We included 
any study whose design provided evidence relevant to our research questions, 
even if the study’s rationale was not explicitly formulated in such terms (e.g., 
Lau-Gesk, 2003; Van Hartingsveldt, 2004).2

Second, appropriate quantitative information had to be available in order to 
compute effect sizes for a dependent variable of interest, namely, persuasion or 
ad liking. By this criterion, we excluded studies with other dependent variables, 
such as perceived persuasiveness (Cooperman, 2003), ad interpretation (Cal-
low, 2000), and so on (e.g., Hornik, 1980; J. Zhang, 2004, study 2). Whenever 
reports did not provide suffi cient quantitative information, we sought to obtain 
it from the authors. Studies for which we could not obtain enough information 
(either because the information was no longer available or because multiple 
e-mail requests went unanswered) included: Aaker (2000) study 1, and study 
2; Aaker (2000) study 3, ad liking; Aaker and Williams (1998) pilot study and 
study 2; Callow (2000); Chang (2005, 2006b); Chiou (1996); Han and Shavitt 
(1994) study 2, Koreans, intention measure for chewing gum ad and running 
shoes ad; Lepkowska-White, Brashear, and Weinberger (2003), all depen-
dent variables for Polish participants; Sara (2004); Shavitt, Nelson, and Yuan 
(1997); Shavitt, Zhang, and Johnson (2002); Shim (2002); Teng (2003); Wang 
and Mowen (1997) study 2; Wilcox, Ko, Gentry, Stricklin, and Jun (1996).
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Dependent Variables

Two dependent variables were relevant. We assessed the fi rst one, persua-
sion, through measures such as attitude toward the product, attitude toward 
the brand, purchase intention, and product choice. Whenever a study reported 
multiple measures for persuasion, we computed an effect size estimate for each 
measure and then averaged these estimates into an overall persuasion mea-
sure.3 The other dependent variable was liking for the ad (sometimes referred 
to as attitude toward the ad).4 Most, but not all, studies collected both depen-
dent variables of interest. 

Effect Size Measure

We computed an effect size r for each comparison between the adapted ver-
sion of an ad and the unadapted version of the ad. We chose r as the effect size 
index because of its familiarity and easy interpretability. Effect sizes with a 
positive sign indicate an advantage of the adapted version over the unadapted 
version. We converted results not reported as correlations to r using formulas 
provided by Rosenthal (1991). When effect sizes had to be averaged (such as 
with several measures of the persuasion dependent variable), we calculated an 
average r using the r-to-z-to-r transformation procedure, weighted by n.

Moderators

We coded studies for two potential moderating factors, geographic region (as a 
proxy for culture) and the value dimension that was investigated. 

Geographic Region

Adaptation effects might vary from one culture to another, so examining 
mean effects in different cultures could be informative. The studies reviewed 
included participants from a large number of different cultures (countries), but 
we often found too few cases for any given culture to permit useful analysis 
on a culture-by-culture basis. Hence, as a proxy for variation in the audience’s 
cultural identity, we recorded each audience’s geographic region: Asia-Pacifi c 
(e.g., China, New Zealand), Central and South America (e.g., Puerto Rico), 
Europe (e.g., France, The Netherlands), or North America (U.S.).

Value Dimension

In the majority of the cases, adaptation effects were hypothesized on the basis 
of cultural differences on Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) value dimensions. For these 
cases, three such dimensions were distinguished: individualism-collectivism, 
masculinity-femininity, and high-low uncertainty avoidance. Hofstede’s other 
value dimensions were not investigated in the studies under review.
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Unit of Analysis

The central comparison of interest was that between an adapted message and 
an unadapted message for a given cultural audience, and, hence, our funda-
mental unit of analysis was the conjunction of a given message pair and a 
given audience. For each message-pair-by-audience combination, we recorded 
an effect size. For instance, one common design in this research area has two 
audiences and two advertisements for a given product, with each advertise-
ment’s appeals designed to be adapted to one audience and unadapted to the 
other. As an example, Aaker and Schmitt (2001, study 1) compared differen-
tiation and assimilation appeals for American and Chinese participants, using 
advertisements for a watch. They expected the differentiation appeal to be 
adapted for the American audience and unadapted for the Chinese audience 
and vice versa for the assimilation appeal. This kind of design provided two 
effect sizes indicating the relative effects of the adapted and the unadapted 
versions, one for each of the two audiences. 

Usually, researchers used a given message pair only in a single investiga-
tion. Some message pairs, however, were used in more than one study. In such 
circumstances, we averaged the effect sizes for the message pair before inclu-
sion in the analysis. We combined and recorded data from Hoeken et al. (2003) 
and Noordhoek (2003) as Hoeken et al. (2003) combined, and data from Y. 
Zhang and Gelb (1996) and Y. Zhang and Neelankavil (1997) as Y. Zhang and 
Gelb (1996).

For studies with more than one message pair, we recorded effect sizes for 
each pair if appropriate information was available (e.g., Gregory, Munch, & 
Peterson, 2002). When separate effect sizes could not be obtained, we com-
puted composite effect sizes across the different message pairs (Gunaratne, 
2000; Lepkowska-White et al., 2003, ad liking, and purchase intention for 
the American participants; Y. Zhang & Neelankavil, 1997, ad liking, attitude 
toward the brand). 

When primary research data appeared in more than one publication, we 
treated the data as belonging to a single study. The same data were reported, 
in whole or in part, in: Briley and Aaker (2006, 2007), reported as Briley and 
Aaker (2006); Diehl, Terlutter, and Weinberg (2003) and Diehl and Terlutter 
(2004), recorded as Diehl and Terlutter (2004); Gregory (1997) and Gregory, 
Munch, and Peterson (1997, 2002), recorded as Gregory et al. (2002); Han 
(1990) and Han and Shavitt (1994) study 2, recorded as Han and Shavitt 
(1994); Hoeken et al. (2003), Hornikx and Starren (2004), and Van den Brandt, 
Domínguez, and Hoeken (2001), recorded as Hoeken et al. (2003) combined; 
Lau (2002) and Lau-Gesk (2003) study 1, recorded as Lau-Gesk (2003) study 
1; Lepkowska-White (1999) and Lepkowska-White et al. (2003), recorded as 
Lepkowska-White et al. (2003), and Brunel and Nelson (1999) and Nelson 
(1997), recorded as Nelson (1997).
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Meta-Analytic Procedure

We initially transformed the effect sizes (correlations) to Fisher’s zs. We ana-
lyzed these zs using Borenstein and Rothstein’s (2005) random-effects pro-
cedures (Hedges & Vevea, 1998; Shadish & Haddock, 1994), with results 
transformed back to r. We employed a random-effects analysis in preference to 
a fi xed-effects analysis because of an interest in generalizing across the differ-
ent ads (Jackson, 1992).

Results

Overall Effect

We found effect sizes for 67 cases for persuasion outcomes (see Table 2.1) and 
for 66 cases for ad liking outcomes (see Table 2.2). Overall, as Tables 2.3 and 
2.4 indicate, ads with culturally adapted value appeals were, compared to ads 
with culturally unadapted value appeals, more persuasive (RQ1; mean r = .073, 
p = .001), and better liked (RQ2; mean r = .082, p = .002).

Alternative Analyses

As mentioned above, the usual design in this research area has two audiences 
and two advertisements for a given product, with each advertisement’s appeals 
designed to be adapted to one audience and unadapted to the other. However, 
three variations on this design recommended some alternative analyses. 

Within-Subject Designs

In one design variation, participants saw both the adapted and unadapted 
advertisements (e.g., Nelson, 1997). Such a within-subjects design has the 
potential to artifi cially infl ate effect sizes, so we conducted an alternative anal-
ysis excluding such cases. The results excluding within-subjects designs were 
virtually identical to those of the main analysis with all cases—persuasion: k = 
65, mean r = .071 (N = 6,579), 95% CI limits of .026 and .115, p = .002, Q(64) 
= 200.1, p < .001; ad liking: k = 55, mean r = .087 (N = 5,133), 95% CI limits 
of .028 and .146, p = .004, Q(54) = 233.3, p < .001.

Multiple Ads for Each Participant

In another design variation, participants were exposed to multiple advertise-
ments for different products. In some such studies, a given participant saw 
either all adapted ads or all unadapted ads (e.g., J. Zhang, 2004, study 3); in 
other studies, a given participant saw some adapted ads and some unadapted 
ads (e.g., Han & Shavitt, 1994). These designs pose a methodological dilemma. 
If one records a separate effect size for each different pair of messages (each 
different product), the resulting effect sizes are not statistically independent, 
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Table 2.1 Cases Analyzed (Persuasion Outcomes)

Study r N Codingsa

Aaker (2000) study 3, Japan, ruggedness
Aaker (2000) study 3, Japan, sophistication
Aaker (2000) study 3, US, peacefulness
Aaker (2000) study 3, US, sophistication
Aaker & Schmitt (2001) study 1, China
Aaker & Schmitt (2001) study 1, US
Aaker & Williams (1998) study 1, China
Aaker & Williams (1998) study 1, US
N. Agrawal & Maheswaran (2005) study 1
N. Agrawal & Maheswaran (2005) study 2
Gregory & Munch (1997) automobile
Gregory & Munch (1997) gelatin
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, toothbrush
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, t–shirt
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, watch
Gregory et al. (2002) US, toothbrush
Gregory et al. (2002) US, t–shirt
Gregory et al. (2002) US, watch
Gunaratne (2000) New Zealand
Gunaratne (2000) Sri Lanka
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, chewing gum
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, clothes iron
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, detergent
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, running shoes
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, chewing gum
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, clothes iron
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, detergent
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, running shoes
Hoeken et al. (2003) combined, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2003) combined, Spain
Hoeken et al. (2003) Belgium
Hoeken et al. (2003) France
Hoeken, Starren, Nickerson, Crijns, & Van den 
Brandt (2007) study 1, Belgium

Hoeken et al. (2007) study 1, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 1, Spain
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, Germany
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, UK
Kirk (2003)
Lau-Gesk (2003) study 1, easterners
Lau-Gesk (2003) study 1, westerners
Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, collectivistic
Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, functional
Reesink (1994) The Netherlands
Reesink (1994) UK

 .221
 .044
–.025
–.002
 .272
 .235
–.137
–.274
  .140
  .219
  .043
  .025
 –.052
  .023
 –.092
 –.053
  .041
  .243
  .287
.298

–.063
.324
.330

–.268
  .352
  .294
  .284
  .348
  .135
 –.140

.137
–.040

.016
  .271
  .121
  .204
 –.076
   .114
–.090
   .437
   .534
   .005
  –.194
  –.054

.383

48
52
66
52
50
71
90
60

167
198
316
316
135
135
135
141
141
141
140
140
64
64
64
64
64
64
64
64

177
183
142
125

72
57

123
98
79
74
24
29
25

275
278
106
70

4/1
4/1
4/4
4/4
1/1
1/4
1/1
1/4
1/1
1/4
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/4
3/3
3/3
3/3
3/3

3/3
3/3
3/3
2/3
2/3
2/3
3/2
1/1
1/4
1/4
4/4
2/3
2/3

(continued)
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Study r N Codingsa

Sanderse (2004) UK, camera
Sanderse (2004) UK, mp3 player
Sanderse (2004) The Netherlands, camera
Sanderse (2004) The Netherlands, mp3 player
Van Hartingsveldt (2004) Belgium, added 
attributes

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) Belgium, product 
attributes

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) The Netherlands, added 
attributes   

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) The Netherlands, 
product attributes  

Wang, Bristol, Mowen, & Chakraborty (2000) 
China

Wang et al. (2000) US
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, China, body wash
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, China, car
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, China, chocolate
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, China, frozen food
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, US, body wash
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, US, car
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, US, chocolate
J. Zhang (2004) study 3, US, frozen food
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) China, camera
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) China, toothbrush
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) US, camera
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) US, toothbrush

.115
  –.142
  –.112
  –.123

 .009

–.093

–.142

.064

.134

.182
–.320
–.080
.273
.108

–.180
–.195
.075
.006
.459

–.092
.046
.355

78
73
80
92

50

50

50

50

105
96
93
93
93
93
74
74
74
74
80
80
80
80

2/3
2/3
2/3
2/3

2/3

2/3

2/3

2/3

1/1
1/4
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/1
1/1
1/4
1/4

Note: In labeling cases, we simply listed the authors and the date when that was suffi cient to iden-
tify the study; we provided additional information only where disambiguation was needed, as 
when a given publication had several studies (thus “study 1”), audiences (“China”),  products 
(“t-shirt”), comparisons of different appeals (“ruggedness”), or conditions (“added attributes”).
aThe coding judgments are, in order: value dimension (1 = individualism-collectivism, 2 = mascu-
linity-femininity, 3 = uncertainty avoidance, 4 = other), and geographic region (1 = Asia-Pacifi c, 2 
= Central/South America; 3 = Europe, 4 = North America).

Table 2.1 Continued

because they are based on the same human sample. On the other hand, if one 
records a composite effect size for the human sample in question (by averaging 
effect sizes across the different message pairs), the resulting effect size conceals 
any differences in effects from one product (message pair) to another, that is, 
artifi cially reduces the apparent heterogeneity of effects. We approached this 
problem by recording separate effect sizes for each message pair by audience 
combination (this is the main analysis reported above) and then conducting 
a subsequent alternative analysis using effect sizes collapsed across message 
pairs for a given human sample. The mean effect sizes of the latter analysis 
were virtually identical to those of the main analysis—persuasion: k = 45, 
mean r = .078 (N = 4,665), 95% CI limits of .031 and .125, p = .001, Q(44) = 



Adapting Consumer Advertising Appeals to Cultural Values 49

Table 2.2 Cases Analyzed (Ad Liking Outcomes)

Study r N Codingsa

Aaker & Williams (1998) study 1, China
Aaker & Williams (1998) study 1, US
Briley & Aaker (2006) study 1, China
Chang (2006a), US
Diehl & Terlutter (2004) China
Diehl & Terlutter (2004) Germany
Gregory & Munch (1997) automobile
Gregory & Munch (1997) gelatin
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, toothbrush
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, t-shirt
Gregory et al. (2002) Colombia, watch
Gregory et al. (2002) US, toothbrush
Gregory et al. (2002) US, t-shirt
Gregory et al. (2002) US, watch
Gunaratne (2000) New Zealand
Gunaratne (2000) Sri Lanka
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, chewing gum
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, clothes iron
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, detergent
Han & Shavitt (1994) Korea, running shoes
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, chewing gum
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, clothes iron
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, detergent
Han & Shavitt (1994) US, running shoes
Hoeken et al. (2003) combined, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2003) combined, Spain
Hoeken et al. (2003) Belgium
Hoeken et al. (2003) France
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 1, Belgium
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 1, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 1, Spain
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, Germany
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, The Netherlands
Hoeken et al. (2007) study 2, UK
Kirk (2003)
Lau-Gesk (2003) study 1, easterners
Lau-Gesk (2003) study 1, westerners
Lau-Gesk (2003) follow up, westerners
Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, cleanser, 
collectivist

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, cleanser, 
functional

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, chocolate, 
collectivist

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, chocolate, 
functional

–.164
–.320
.222
.304
.121
.247
 .067
 .084
–.081
 .015
–.095
 .203
 .047
 .238
.303
.308

–.130
.311
.274

–.260
.411
 .296
.278
.306
 .036
–.085
 –.039
 .122

 –.313
.324

 –.171
–.071
.258

 –.114
.003
.528
.643
 .247

–.187

–.267

.242

–.214

90
60
80

112
36
39

316
316
135
135
135
141
141
141
140
140
64
64
64
64
64
64
64
64

178
183
142
124
72
57

123
98
79
74
24
29
25
43

68

70

71

70

1/1
1/4
4/1
2/4
1/1
1/3
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/2
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/1
1/4
1/4
1/4
1/4
3/3
3/3
3/3
3/3
3/3
3/3
3/3
2/3
2/3
2/3
3/2
1/1
1/4
1/4

1/4

4/4

1/4

4/4

(continued)
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Study r N Codingsa

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, fridge, 
collectivist 

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, fridge, 
functional

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, jeans, 
collectivist

Lepkowska-White et al. (2003) US, jeans, 
functional

Nelson (1997) Denmark
Nelson (1997) US
Reesink (1994) The Netherlands
Reesink (1994) UK
Sanderse (2004) UK, camera
Sanderse (2004) UK, mp3 player
Sanderse (2004) The Netherlands, camera
Sanderse (2004) The Netherlands, mp3 player
Terlutter, Mueller, & Diehl (2005) France
Terlutter et al. (2005) Germany
Terlutter et al. (2005) UK
Terlutter et al. (2005) US
Van Hartingsveldt (2004) Belgium, added 
attributes

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) Belgium, product 
attributes

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) The Netherlands, 
added attributes

Van Hartingsveldt (2004) The Netherlands, 
product attributes

Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) China, camera
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) China, toothbrush
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) US, camera
Y. Zhang & Gelb (1996) US, toothbrush

–.311

–.310

.312

–.220
.209

–.217
–.054
.383

–.040
.147
.246
.086

–.153
–.046
–.057
.000

.235

.238

.112

.163

.610
–.029
.045
.399

69

70

67

68
37
71

106
70
79
76
79
93
84

182
89

132

50

50

50

50
80
80
80
80

1/4

4/4

1/4

4/4
1/3
1/4
2/3
2/3
2/3
2/3
2/3
2/3
4/3
4/3
4/3
4/4

2/3

2/3

2/3

2/3
1/1
1/1
1/4
1/4

Note: In labeling cases, we simply listed the authors and the date when that was suffi cient to iden-
tify the study; we provided additional information only where disambiguation was needed, as 
when a given publication had several studies (thus “study 1”), audiences (“China”), products 
(“t-shirt”), comparisons of different appeals (“ruggedness”), or conditions (“added attributes”).
aThe coding judgments are, in order: value dimension (1 = individualism-collectivism, 2 = mascu-
linity-femininity, 3 = uncertainty avoidance, 4 = other), and geographic region (1 = Asia-Pacifi c, 2 
= Central/South America; 3 = Europe, 4 = North America).

Table 2.2 Continued

107.7, p < .001; ad liking: k = 49, mean r = .080 (N = 4,564), 95% CI limits of 
.023 and .136, p = .006, Q(48) = 167.3, p < .001.

Hypothesized Within-Study Moderating Factors

In some studies, researchers hypothesized that a moderating factor, such as 
participants’ age (J. Zhang, 2004) or the type of product (e.g., Han & Shavitt, 
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Table 2.3 Summary of Results: Effects on Persuasion

k N mean r 95% 
CI

powera Q (df)

All cases 67 6,755 .073  .029,
.118

— 209.3
(66)***

Geographic region

 North America 22 2,256 .096 .010,
.181

— 82.7
(21)***

 Europe 20 1,829 .034 –.032,
.100

.84 36.7
(19)**

 Asia-Pacifi c 19 1,609 .124 .020,
.225

— 76.0 
(18)***

 Central/South 
 America

6 1,061 .003 –.057,
.064

.63 2.5 (5)

Specifi c values appealed to

 Individualism-
 collectivism

41 4,406 .105 .046,
.163

— 146.9 
(40)***

 Masculinity-
 femininity

13 950 .015 –.075,
.105

.57 22.7 
(12)*

 Uncertainty
 avoidance

8 903 .053 –.044,
.149

.55 13.8 (7)

 Other 5 496 –.022 –.176,
.133

.34 9.1 (4)

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
aThese are power fi gures for detecting a population effect size of r = .10, assuming large heteroge-
neity, with a random-effects analysis, .05 alpha, and a two-tailed test (Hedges & Pigott, 2001).

1994), would infl uence the size of the persuasive advantage expected for 
adapted appeals. For example, J. Zhang hypothesized that, for younger par-
ticipants, the usual persuasive advantage of adapted appeals would diminish 
or vanish. In a subsidiary analysis, we recomputed effect sizes so as to remove 
such conditions and, hence, analyzed only circumstances in which researchers 
expected the persuasive advantage of adapted appeals to be maximized. This 
analysis produced a pattern of signifi cant effects identical to those of the main 
analysis, although, unsurprisingly, the means commonly showed a slightly 
greater advantage for adapted appeals than in the main analysis—persuasion: 
k = 62, mean r = .095 (N = 5,638), 95% CI limits of .046 and .143, p < .001, 
Q(61) = 193.2, p < .001; ad liking: k = 61, mean r = .112 (N = 5,299), 95% CI 
limits of .055 and .168, p < .001, Q(60) = 245.6, p < .001.

Moderators

Two potential moderators were examined, geographic region and value 
dimension.
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Table 2.4 Summary of Results: Effects on Ad Liking

k N mean r 95% 
CI

powera Q (df)

All cases 66 6091 .082 .029,
.135

— 265.2
(65)***

Geographic region

 North America 23 1835 .084 –.026,
.191

.84 118.0
(22)***

 Europe 25 2264 .050 –.017,
.116

.91 57.5
(24)***

 Asia-Pacifi c 12 931 .184 .024,
.335

— 64.6
(11)***

 Central/South
 America

6 1,061  .025 –.037,
.086

.63 5.1
(5)

Specifi c values appealed to

 Individualism-
 collectivism

35 3277 .139 .062,
.215

— 159.4
(34)***

 Masculinity-
 femininity

14 1066 .132 .045,
.218

— 26.4
(13)*

 Uncertainty 
 avoidance

8 903 –.023 –.139,
.094

.55 19.8
(7)**

 Other 9 845 –.108 –.209,
–.004

— 17.5
(8)*

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
aThese are power fi gures for detecting a population effect size of r = .10, assuming large heteroge-
neity, with a random-effects analysis, .05 alpha, and a two-tailed test (Hedges & Pigott, 2001).

Geographic Region

Adaptation effects varied depending on the audience’s geographic region (that 
is, cultural identity). Adapted appeals were signifi cantly more persuasive than 
unadapted appeals for Asian-Pacifi c audiences (r = .124, p = .019) and for 
North American audiences (r = .096, p = .029); there was no such adapta-
tion effect for European (r = .034, p = .315) or for Central/South American 
(r = .003, p = .916) audiences, despite reasonable statistical power (as indicated 
in Table 2.3). The difference between the effect for Asian-Pacifi c audiences and 
the effect for Central/South American audiences was signifi cant; Q(1) = 3.9, 
p =  .049; differences between other pairs of effects were not signifi cant.

Ads with adapted appeals generated signifi cantly greater ad liking than 
did ads with unadapted appeals only for Asian-Pacifi c audiences (r = .184, 
p = .024). Despite generally good statistical power (see Table 2.4), we found no 
signifi cant difference in ad liking between adapted and unadapted appeals by 
audiences in North America (r = .084, p = .134), Europe (r = .050, p = .142), or 
Central/South America (r = .025, p = .433). These four effects were not signifi -
cantly different from each other.
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Value Dimension

Ads with adapted appeals were signifi cantly more persuasive than ads with 
unadapted appeals when the appeals were based on individualism-collectivism 
values (r = .105, p = .001), but not when the appeals involved high-low uncer-
tainty avoidance (r = .053, p = .281) or masculinity-femininity (r = .015, p = .741) 
values. These three effects were not signifi cantly different from each other.

Ad liking for ads with adapted appeals was signifi cantly higher than that 
for ads with unadapted appeals when the appeals were based on individualism-
collectivism values (r = .139, p < .001) or on masculinity-femininity values 
(r = .132, p = .003), but not when the appeals concerned high-low uncertainty 
avoidance values (r = -.023, p = .700). The effect for high-low uncertainty 
avoidance appeals was signifi cantly smaller than both the effect for individ-
ualism-collectivism-based appeals—Q(1) = 5.2, p = .023—and the effect for 
masculinity-femininity-based appeals—Q(1) = 4.4, p = .037; the latter two 
effects did not signifi cantly differ.

Discussion

These meta-analytic results, perhaps unsurprisingly, confi rm that ads with 
culturally adapted value appeals are signifi cantly more persuasive and bet-
ter liked than ads with culturally unadapted value appeals. The signal advan-
tage of meta-analytic reviews, of course, is the diversity of evidence on which 
such conclusions are based. The studies reviewed here used appeals with a 
variety of different values (e.g., adventure, modesty, peacefulness) and value 
dimensions (e.g., individualism-collectivism, masculinity-femininity), adver-
tisements for various kinds of products (e.g., detergent, jeans, watches), and 
participants from a large number of different countries (e.g., Belgium, Sri 
Lanka, Mexico). Thus, taken at face value, these results favor cultural value 
adaptation rather than standardization in advertising appeals. However, two 
caveats need to be addressed—one about the size of the effects and one about 
moderating variables.

Size of the Effects

The mean effect size for persuasion in this meta-analysis was r = .073, which is 
a rather small effect. This effect magnitude is, however, typical of those found 
in persuasive effects research. O’Keefe’s (2005) review of 12 meta-analyses of 
persuasion variables reported an average effect size (expressed as a correlation) 
of .07. However, those meta-analyses concerned studies of what would seem 
to be relatively superfi cial variations in persuasive messages, such as includ-
ing rhetorical questions or explicit conclusions. By contrast, in the studies 
reviewed here, researchers varied the values invoked in the persuasive appeals. 
One would naturally suppose that this more fundamental aspect of persuasive 
messages would correspondingly have much greater impact, but it does not. 
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The observed mean effect size is, if anything, surprisingly small, even though 
statistically signifi cant. So why is the effect characteristically so small? We 
consider fi ve possible explanations: poor choice of values to be invoked in the 
advertisements, poor realization of values in the advertisements, divergence 
between the sex of the study participants and the sex of the participants in 
Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) research, divergence between the individual values 
of the study participants and the values of their cultures, and processes of 
globalization.

One explanation might be that the values researchers selected were not cul-
turally important ones, and so appeals invoking those values did not make 
the ads that much more persuasive. Conveniently, assessing this explanation 
is made possible by the large number of studies that used values drawn from 
Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) work. Hofstede’s value dimension indices provide 
assessments of the importance of specifi ed values in different cultures. The 
maximum score 100 stands for the culture in which the set of values is the 
most important relative to the other 52 cultures (nations or groups of nations) 
Hofstede investigated. Examination of these scores yielded two indications 
that the explanation of a selection of culturally unimportant values is unsound. 
First, in the studies reviewed here that used values examined by Hofstede, 
the values had mean importance scores of 83.9 (SD = 11.24) in the persuasion 
subset (k = 50) and 81.1 (SD = 12.76) in the ad liking subset (k = 51). That is, 
these values were plainly important ones. Second, although this explanation 
implies that the size of the adaptation effect should increase as value impor-
tance increases, the correlations between the effect size and its related value 
importance were not signifi cant—persuasion: r (48) = –.13, p = .38; ad liking: 
r (49) = –.15, p = .31.5 

A second possible explanation for the small effect size is that the experi-
mental advertisements were in some way uncharacteristic of actual consumer 
advertising and, specifi cally, were poorly designed with respect to engaging 
the relevant cultural values. However, the advertisements used in the included 
studies appeared to employ appeals quite typical of consumer advertising. 
Indeed, in some studies, experiments were preceded by corpus analyses—
analyses of extant consumer advertisements—to ensure the realism of the 
experimental materials (e.g., Han & Shavitt, 1994; J. Zhang, 2004); other 
studies referred to these or other corpus analyses (such as Albers-Miller & 
Gelb, 1996) as a basis for their experimental variations (e.g., Hoeken, Starren, 
Nickerson, Crijns, & Van den Brandt, 2007; Y. Zhang & Gelb, 1996). That is, 
generally speaking, the value-appeal variations in the studies reviewed here 
were based on research on cultural dimensions and advertising characteristics. 
Although it is possible that some ads activated the relevant values better than 
did others, examination of the ads did not suggest any manifestly implausible 
invocations of cultural values.

A third potential explanation for the small effect size might arise from the 
sex of the participants. Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) research was based on a pre-
dominantly male sample, and some evidence suggests that males and females 
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differ in their reactions to Hofstede’s cultural value dimensions (e.g., Hofstede, 
2001, p. 91, p. 286). The mean percentage of female participants in the studies 
reviewed here (for which relevant information was available) is much higher 
than in Hofstede’s original work: 52.93 (SD = 20.55, k = 53) for the persuasion 
subset, and 56.36 (SD = 14.08, k = 54) for the ad liking subset. However, the 
correlations between the percentage of female participants in a study and the 
study’s effect size are neither large nor signifi cant—persuasion: r (51) = –.10, 
p = .47; ad liking: r (52) = –.12, p = .40). Therefore, the higher proportion of 
female participants in these studies (compared to that in Hofstede’s research) 
is apparently not the cause of the small observed effect.

A fourth possible explanation is that the participants in these studies might 
not themselves have endorsed the relevant cultural values; that is, the partici-
pants’ individual value preferences might have diverged in some way from 
those of their larger culture. Unfortunately, in most cases, we could not con-
fi rm or disconfi rm whether the relative value rankings of participants matched 
the relative rankings in the participants’ culture. Even where researchers 
collected individual-level value assessments (such as Singelis’s, 1994, scale 
related to individualism-collectivism and Schwartz’s, 1992, values that have 
been related to several Hofstede dimensions), the reported information was not 
always suffi cient to compare the relevant rankings. Moreover, some signifi cant 
methodological questions have been raised about individual- and cultural-level 
value measurement (e.g., Fischer, 2006; Levine et al., 2003; Smith & Schwartz, 
1997). In short, the individual-level value assessments in hand are limited and 
of uncertain value. Still, in the relatively few cases in which such informa-
tion was available, participants’ relative value rankings were usually, though 
not always, congruent with their culture’s value rankings. We observed such 
congruency in 15 of 22 persuasion effect sizes and 14 of 21 ad liking effect 
sizes. Thus, the relatively small effect sizes cannot be ascribed to some general 
divergence between the participants’ value rankings and the value rankings 
in the participants’ culture; the individual-level value assessments available 
in these studies suggest that the cultural value variations relevant to a given 
experiment were for the most part mirrored in the judgments of the individual 
participants.

Even though participants’ value preferences and those of their culture did 
not generally diverge, one would naturally expect that, if the value rankings 
of a particular set of participants differed from those of the participants’ cul-
ture, to that same extent the advantage of culturally adapted advertising value 
appeals would be diminished. In the current set of studies, for each of the 
two outcome measures, the advantage of culturally adapted appeals was not 
signifi cantly larger when participants’ rankings matched their culture’s rank-
ings than when the rankings were noncongruent. For persuasion, congruent 
value rankings (k = 15) mean r = .120, noncongruent value rankings (k = 7) 
mean r = .009; Q(1) = 3.0, p = .09. For ad liking, congruent value rankings 
(k = 14) mean r = .142, noncongruent value rankings (k = 7) mean r = .042; 
Q(1) = 0.9, p = .35. One might thus suspect that a factor moderating the size 



56 COMMUNICATION YEARBOOK 33

of the  advantage of  culturally adapted value appeals is the degree to which 
the audience’s value preferences match those of its culture. Such moderation 
would be unsurprising, but also likely of little practical utility to advertisers, 
who commonly will not have individual-level value assessments available. In 
the absence of such individual-level assessments and corresponding appeal-
adaptation possibilities, adapting advertising appeals to broad cultural values 
will likely on average yield only relatively small effects, as observed here.

One fi nal possible explanation for the small observed effects is that pro-
cesses of globalization may have eroded the salience of cultural values—or 
even cultural value differences themselves (Featherstone, 1990). Although 
cultural value hierarchies have been claimed to be stable over time because of 
the reinforcement of cultural patterns within cultures (Hofstede, 1980, 2001), 
globalization in advertising may affect the salience of important values in a 
given culture (Craig & Douglas, 2006; Shavitt, Lee, & Johnson, 2008). A num-
ber of corpus-analytic studies have suggested changes in the value appeals 
used in ads in Eastern cultures (e.g., Lin, 2001; J. Zhang & Shavitt, 2003). For 
instance, J. Zhang and Shavitt determined that appeals to youth and moder-
nity, which are characteristically individualistic appeals, appeared frequently 
in Chinese ads. In Europe, where geographically close cultures differ sharply 
in femininity-masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and power distance, individ-
uals are exposed to a variety of advertising appeals related to different value 
dimensions, which might diminish the salience of one’s own cultural values. 
Ideally, the plausibility of this account might be assessed by seeing whether 
the advantage of culturally adapted value appeals has diminished over time, 
but the time span of this research is quite short—we discovered no studies 
appearing before 1994, for example. This time span naturally corresponds 
precisely to the period of time in which globalization has been prominent. 
(Without globalization, advertisers may have little need to consider whether 
to standardize or adapt their advertising.) Still, to the extent that such erosion 
of cultural differences underlies the small effects, the plain implication is that 
even the currently observed small persuasive advantage of culturally adapted 
value appeals may well diminish in the future.

Moderators: When Does the Adaptation Effect Disappear?

The moderator variables that were explored—geographic region and specifi c 
values—do, indeed, affect the effect sizes for adaptation, but, even under opti-
mum conditions, the maximum mean correlation hardly exceeds .18. That is, 
rather than identifying conditions under which notably large effects occur, these 
results indicate particular geographic regions and specifi c values for which 
adaptation effects disappear. An adaptation effect on persuasion was not found 
for Europe or Central/South America; an effect on ad liking was absent for both 
these two areas and for North America. For the value dimension of high-low 
uncertainty avoidance, adaptation effects on persuasion and ad liking did not 
occur; for masculinity-femininity, an effect on persuasion did not occur.
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Broadly speaking, cultural value adaptation of ads seems dependably effec-
tive for only some cultural audiences (Asia-Pacifi c and North America) and 
for only one value dimension (individualism-collectivism). However, these 
two apparent limitations are related; in the studies reviewed in this chapter, 
value dimensions were confounded with the audiences’ geographic regions. 
For example, of the 41 persuasion effect sizes based on individualism-collec-
tivism-based appeals, 36 involved a North American or an Asian-Pacifi c audi-
ence; of the 35 ad liking effect sizes based on individualism-collectivism-based 
appeals, 28 involved a North American or an Asian-Pacifi c audience. This 
confounding, of course, is entirely natural given that these cultures vary with 
respect to individualism-collectivism, but the question that arises is whether 
the observed adaptation effects result from the particular value dimension 
(individualism-collectivism), the particular audiences (Asia-Pacifi c and North 
America), or the combination of the two.

As another example, all of the 13 studies concerned with the persuasive 
effectiveness of appeals based on the masculinity-femininity value dimension 
used European audiences, a natural confounding given that European cultures 
are thought to vary with respect to masculinity-femininity (Hofstede, 1980, 
2001). Across these cases, the overall effect on persuasion was nonsignifi cant 
(r = .015, p = .741). The question is whether this fi nding is a consequence of the 
particular value dimension (masculinity-femininity), the particular audience 
(Europeans), or the combination.

Consider fi rst the hypothesis that the observed variation in effects is a 
consequence of the particular values involved. This hypothesis implies that 
something about individualism-collectivism makes it an especially receptive 
basis for developing ad appeals (compared to other value dimensions). This 
suggestion gains some plausibility from the extensive research indicating the 
importance of this value dimension (see, for a review, Oyserman, Coon, & 
Kemmelmeier, 2002). Individualism-collectivism may be more closely related 
to important personality characteristics (e.g., self-schema; Markus & Kitayama, 
1991; cf. Levine et al., 2003) than are other value dimensions such as high-low 
uncertainty avoidance and masculinity-femininity, perhaps refl ecting greater 
individual internalization of individualism-collectivism values compared to 
others. Fischer (2006, study 1) reported congruence between important values 
at a cultural level and important values at an individual level for values related 
to individualism-collectivism in particular. For values related to, for instance, 
masculinity-femininity, such internalization may be less apparent (for a fur-
ther discussion of the two levels of values, see Smith & Schwartz, 1997; Van 
de Vijver & Leung, 1997). 

If the observed adaptation effects for Asian-Pacifi c and North American 
audiences are, indeed, explained by researchers’ use of the individualism-
collectivism value dimension, then similar effects should be found for indi-
vidualist and collectivist appeals in Europe (with predominantly individualist 
cultures, like North America). Thus, future research might usefully compare 
the effects on European participants of individualist (adapted) and collectivist 
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(unadapted) appeals. Similarly, more studies should be conducted in which 
individuals from Asia-Pacifi c and North America receive appeals based on 
other value dimensions such as masculinity-femininity. As an example for 
North America, masculine or low-uncertainty-avoidant value appeals could 
be selected as culturally adapted appeals for Americans and Canadians (Hof-
stede, 2001). Such work would illuminate the possibility that individualism-
collectivism is a value dimension that provides a distinctively good basis for 
developing culturally adapted ad appeals.

Alternatively, the observed variation in effects could stem from the particular 
cultural audiences involved, reasoning that some cultural audiences are more 
sensitive to cultural value appeal variations than other audiences. This explana-
tion would have it that Europeans and Central and South Americans are not 
sensitive to differences in value appeals as are people from North America and 
Asia-Pacifi c. The suggestions for future research mentioned above are also well-
suited to examining this explanation. The current data do, however, contain one 
bit of evidence against this hypothesis. Adapted appeals based on the mascu-
linity-femininity dimension produced signifi cantly greater ad liking than did 
unadapted appeals for European audiences (k = 13, r = .115, p = .011). This fi nd-
ing suggests that European audiences are not entirely insensitive to these appeal 
variations. Still, more direct research evidence will certainly be welcomed. 

Submerged Complexities in Value Variation and Functioning

Our discussion thus far has offered a relatively simple picture of value varia-
tions and of value functioning. In this brief section, we note some submerged 
complexities concerning each of these matters.

Value Variation

In research on cultural value adaptation of advertising, the conceptualization 
of value variation has been dominated by Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) analysis. 
Indeed, the design of experimental appeal variations in this research literature 
is commonly aimed at producing appeals that vary in their invocation of one or 
another of Hofstede’s value dimensions, especially (as we have seen) individu-
alism-collectivism. However, this approach may be too simple in two ways. 

First, although individualism-collectivism is the most broadly used of 
Hofstede’s value dimensions, it is arguably insuffi cient as a basis for captur-
ing cultural variations. Shavitt, Lalwani, Zhang, and Torelli (2006) underlined 
the importance of also distinguishing between horizontal (equality) and verti-
cal (hierarchy) individualism-collectivism (e.g., Triandis, 1995). Regardless of 
whether this distinction, which resembles power distance, is integrated into 
individualism-collectivism or is disentangled from it (e.g., Oyserman, 2006), 
various scholars have urged an expansion of the set of cultural value dimen-
sions beyond individualism-collectivism (e.g., Shavitt et al., 2008).

Second, it may be useful to consider ways of capturing cultural value 



Adapting Consumer Advertising Appeals to Cultural Values 59

dimensions that are wholly different from Hofstede’s. For example, the Global 
Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) research 
program provided a large-scale study of cross-cultural values (House, Hanges, 
Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). GLOBE distinguished nine dimensions of 
variation, dimensions conceptually dissimilar to the fi ve identifi ed by Hofstede 
(1980, 2001). Okazaki and Mueller (2007) argued that the GLOBE project 
offers a potentially useful typology for research on cultural value adaptation. 
The GLOBE project may be imperfect (see, in particular, Hofstede, 2006), but 
it underlines the desirability of continuing attention to the task of developing 
a reliable and valid set of dimensions that are useful for the study of human 
values generally and cultural value variation in particular.

Value Functioning

Cultural values do not always function straightforwardly in human behavior. 
Two specifi c complexities are worth noting. First, the salience of cultural val-
ues can be situationally primed (e.g., Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martínez, 
2000). Activating a value makes it salient, even if the value is relatively unim-
portant for the individual, and such activation can affect subsequent judgments 
(e.g., W. L. Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Monga & John, 2007). In W. L. 
Gardner et al., for instance, American participants endorsed more collectivist 
values when primed with interdependence than when not exposed to such a 
prime. In a similar vein, Asian participants who were primed with indepen-
dence endorsed more individualistic values than those not exposed to such a 
prime. It might be that advertising appeals adapted to cultural values might 
gain effectiveness if the relevant values are situationally primed (as might 
occur, for instance, when television program content primes the values invoked 
by a subsequent commercial).

Second, a given culture can appear to embrace contradictory values simul-
taneously—a phenomenon that De Mooij (2005) referred to as the “value para-
dox,” which arises from a confl ict between the desired (what people desire) and 
the desirable (what people think ought to be desired). For example, in cultures 
with low uncertainty avoidance, innovation may be an especially appropriate 
basis for an appeal. However, as De Mooij explained, appealing to innovation 
can also be important in a high uncertainty avoidance culture, such as France, 
in which citizens desire innovation yet also traditional, conservative behavior. 
Taken together, the value paradox and the situational priming of values under-
score the potentially complex relationships among culture, values, persuasion, 
and behavior, and affi rm the usefulness of future research that recognizes these 
complexities.

Broader Implications

The research reviewed in this chapter addresses both narrower practical 
questions and broader theoretical ones. In practical terms, this meta-analysis 



60 COMMUNICATION YEARBOOK 33

obviously speaks to the adaptation-standardization debate in international 
advertising, where each approach has received some critical attention (e.g., 
Luna & Gupta, 2001; Okazaki, Taylor, & Zou, 2006; Taylor, 2005; Zou, 2005). 
The results show that adapting ads to the audience’s cultural values makes ads 
more persuasive and better-liked—but they also demonstrate that these effects 
are not especially large. By implication, advertisers should carefully consider 
the costs of adapting ads to ensure appropriate return on investment.

More generally, these results appear to cast doubt on a common assumption 
about the role of audience values in reactions to persuasive messages. Values 
are widely presumed to exert substantial infl uence on conduct (e.g., Rokeach, 
1973). Naturally, then, advertising appeals invoking a consumer’s important 
values should be considerably more persuasive than appeals based on other 
values. However, as the current review indicates, value-adapted appeals are 
only slightly more persuasive than unadapted appeals, and, in some circum-
stances, value adaptation confers no dependable advantage.

This observed weak effect coincides with a good deal of previous work on the 
effects of value on behavior. As Shrum and McCarty (1997, p. 140) observed, 
“When relationships between values and behavior have been observed, they 
have tended to be relatively weak.” However, Shrum and McCarty also noted 
that “the lack of robust relationships in past research does not necessarily sug-
gest a true weak effect” (p. 141). For instance, results that underestimate the true 
effect might arise from various methodological shortcomings, individual dif-
ferences, or situational variations (e.g., Maio, Olson, Allen, & Bernard, 2001).

In the present case, one might wonder whether the use of broad cultural 
values (as opposed to the specifi c values of individuals) has contributed to the 
observed weak effects. Members of a culture do vary in their endorsement of 
that culture’s values, and individual-level value assessments might therefore 
produce larger effects (see Chang, 2006b; Wang & Mowen, 1997; more gener-
ally, see Hullett, 2002, 2006). As discussed earlier in this chapter, the pres-
ent data hint that variation in individual subscription to cultural values might 
moderate the size of these effects. However, even where participants’ value 
preferences could be confi rmed to match those of their culture, the mean per-
suasive advantage was only r = .12—still not a remarkably large effect if one 
imagines values to be powerfully infl uential. 

So it may simply be that values are only weakly related to behavior—and 
so only weakly related to audience reactions to persuasive appeals. It remains 
to be seen whether other kinds of persuasive message adaptation might yield 
larger effects, but, if similar conclusions were to be confi rmed in other areas 
of message-adaptation research, it would obviously warrant far-reaching re-
examination of widespread fundamental assumptions about what makes for 
successful persuasive messages.

In a similar vein, these results may have implications beyond the narrow 
context of consumer advertising. In particular, these results are suggestive with 
respect to the practice of devising “culturally tailored” health interventions 
(see related review by Noar, Harrington, and Aldrich, this volume). An inter-
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vention might be culturally or ethnically tailored in any number of ways. For 
example, the communicator’s ethnicity might match that of the audience (e.g., 
Anderson & McMillion, 1995; Ramirez, 1977), or an intervention designer 
might choose what is taken to be a culturally-appropriate communicative vehi-
cle. For example, Larkey and Gonzalez (2007, p. 272) compared a “culturally 
aligned, brief storytelling intervention” against a “numeric risk tool interven-
tion” for promoting colorectal cancer screening among Latinos. 

However, these other kinds of cultural adaptation commonly involve tai-
loring through relatively peripheral considerations (e.g., message format) 
as opposed to tailoring by adapting appeals to the audience’s basic values. 
It seems unlikely that, as a general matter, such peripheral adaptations will 
produce greater persuasive advantages than are obtained by value adaptation. 
This is not to say that other varieties of cultural tailoring will be without ben-
efi t, but such tailoring will not likely yield persuasive advantages any larger 
than those observed in this review. In the end, these are empirical questions 
for future research; our results can be no more than suggestive concerning the 
effects of other kinds of cultural tailoring, but little in the present results gives 
much hope that other sorts of cultural tailoring will yield dramatic persuasive 
benefi ts (tailoring based on considerations other than culture might yield larger 
benefi ts; see Noar et al., this volume).

This meta-analysis may point to the limits of general cultural stereotypes 
as a basis for understanding or infl uence. The sorts of broad value character-
izations employed in the research reviewed in this chapter (“Americans are 
individualistic”) amount to a form of cultural stereotyping, in the sense that a 
general description (“individualistic”) is deployed to cover a large cultural cat-
egory that contains substantial intra-category variation (“Americans”). Simply 
put, such characterizations may contain a grain of truth (as indicated by the 
persuasive advantage of appeals adapted on such bases)—but it is a very small 
grain indeed.
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Notes

 1. As with any literature review, exploration of potential moderating factors is to 
some degree constrained by the character of the research under review. In this 
research area, a number of different possible moderating factors have been sug-
gested, such as the level of brand commitment (Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005) 
and the decision risk associated with product purchase (Gregory & Munch, 
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1997). However, primary research on any given moderator is sparse, making 
meta-analytic treatment of such factors problematic. As another example, a 
reader suggested that the medium of communication (video, audio, print) might 
be explored as a potential moderator, but, unfortunately, the research to date has 
relied exclusively on print materials.

 2. We accepted at face value researchers’ assertions about what constituted value 
adaptation of appeals. We realize that researchers might, upon seeing experi-
mental results, construct post hoc some hypothesis that matches the obtained 
pattern of signifi cant and nonsignifi cant effects—such that in a condition where 
no signifi cant effect of value adaptation occurred, the reasoning is presented as 
being that in that condition neither appeal was adapted and hence no difference 
was hypothesized. In such a circumstance, our procedure would exclude the 
condition in which the researchers indicated neither appeal was adapted (i.e., 
the condition in which the nonsignifi cant effect occurred). The plain implication 
is that our procedure is, if anything, likely to have overestimated the size of the 
effects of adaptation.

 3. These various persuasion outcomes are of course distinct variables but neverthe-
less appropriately combined as indicators of relative persuasiveness (compar-
ing the adapted and unadapted appeal conditions). It might be the case that, for 
example, attitudes are more easily changed than behaviors, but this tendency 
does not mean that the difference in persuasiveness between one message form 
and another will vary between these outcomes. As a relevant bit of empirical 
evidence, consider that Witte and Allen’s (2000) meta-analytic review reported 
that the mean effects of variations in depicted threat severity (high versus low 
depicted severity) were statistically indistinguishable for attitudinal (mean r 
= .15), intention (mean r = .14) and behavioral (mean r = .13) outcomes. That 
is, conclusions about the relative persuasiveness of high- versus low-depicted-
severity messages were identical regardless of whether attitude, intention, or 
behavior was the outcome variable. Witte and Allen reported a similar pattern 
of effects for variations in depicted threat susceptibility (mean rs of .12, .17, and 
.14, respectively), variations in depicted response effi cacy (mean rs of .14, .17, and 
.13), and variations in depicted self-effi cacy (mean rs of .12, .17, and .13). We do 
not argue that, for example, product attitude and purchase behavior are the same 
thing. But these results do suggest that, where one’s research question concerns 
the relative persuasiveness of two message forms (as in the present enterprise), 
one’s conclusions are not likely to be much affected by whether the persuasive 
outcome assessed is attitude, intention, or behavior. That is, as indicators of the 
relative persuasiveness of two messages, these outcome variables appear to 
function similarly and hence are appropriately combined.

 4. As Smit, Van Meurs, and Neijens (2006) observed, researchers have commonly 
assessed ad liking in one of two ways, either through assessment of multiple 
specifi c dimensions (e.g., the degree to which the ad is entertaining, irritating, 
etc.—though these items are commonly highly correlated; see, e.g., Mitchell 
& Olson, 1981) or through a global evaluative judgment (though this assess-
ment is commonly based on multiple general-evaluation scale items; see, e.g., 
Biehal, Stephens, & Curlo, 1992). Following Brown and Stayman (1992) and 
Smit et al., we treated these as alternative assessments of a single underlying 
construct.
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 5. These results excluded cases involving China, for which Hofstede (2001, p. 502) 
provided only an estimated score for collectivism (80). However, means and cor-
relations based on a larger dataset including these estimated scores hardly differ 
from those reported in the text. The mean importance scores were 83.3 (SD = 
10.35) in the persuasion subset (k = 60) and 81.0 (SD = 12.07) in the ad liking 
subset (k = 57). The correlations between the effect size and its related value 
importance were not signifi cant—persuasion: r (58) = –.12, p = .38; ad liking: r 
(55) = –.14, p = .31.
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