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Abstract

In the age of precision marketing, excessive advertising messages have caused
consumers to be resistant to product advertising. However, in order to break through the
limitations of algorithms and ensure effective delivery of advertising messages, companies
often require participants to tag specific audiences and share product messages directly to
friends and family. Does this tagging lead to stronger resistance or better brand evaluation
because the message comes from a friend? This study adopted a quasi-experimental design
in which Experiment 1 investigated the effects of ad postings and annotated postings on
brand evaluation, while Experiment 2 proposed changing the design of the reward option to
reduce consumer resistance. The study confirms that the use of annotated postings increases
consumer resistance, but providing consumers with the freedom to choose reward options
can effectively reduce the resistance of highly rebellious consumers and increase their
evaluation of the brand and purchase intention.

Keywords: remarketing, tag, referral reward, psychological reactance, psychological
reactance theory
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Resist Without Rebelling—Reduce the Psychological Reactance
in the Referral Reward Programs

Psychological reactance refers to the tendency of individuals to resist both cognitively
and emotionally when their freedom is threatened; moreover, their motivation is invoked
to remove the threat and restore freedom. In recent years, behavior labeling, big data, and
artificial intelligence have been widely used in advertising, and consumers are becoming ever
more aware that their personal privacy is being violated, causing psychological reactance
to become a common phenomenon. This study aims to explore whether consumers’
psychological reactance to advertising will affect their evaluation and purchase intention
of any given brand. In addition, it compares the moderating effects of two advertising
methods—social media advertising and tag-friend recommendations—on psychological
reactance and brand evaluation. Lastly, it proposes practical measures to alleviate consumer
psychological reactance.

Experiment 1 used fictional bank advertising posts to test whether the advertising
promotion method regulated the effect of psychological reactance on brand evaluation.
This study analyzed the moderating effect using Facebook as the experimental field. The
independent variable was represented by participants’ level of psychological reactance; the
regulating variable was represented by the advertising promotion method; the mediating
variable was represented by participants’ brand evaluation; the dependent variable was
represented by their purchase intention; and the co-variable was represented by reward
attractiveness.

The moderating effect test found that when using social media advertising, the impact
of psychological reactance on brand evaluation was not significant (Effect = -0.040, [CI] =
[-0.317, 0.236]). However, when using tag-friend recommendation advertising methods,
consumers with low psychological reactance (M = 3.19) rated the brand significantly higher
than those with high reactance (M = 2.58) (Effect = -0.485, [CI] = [-0.728, -0.242]). Figure
3 shows that there was little difference in the effect of low psychological reactance on brand
evaluation between the use of tag-friend recommendation and social media advertising.
However, as psychological reactance increased, the use of tag-friend recommendation
advertising led to consumers lowering their evaluation of the brand and further lowering
purchase intention.

Tag-friend recommendations forcibly mark consumers in advertising messages,
which represents a limitation of their freedom of choice regarding personal information.
Therefore, in situations where psychological reactance is high, it may negatively impact
the brand. Experiment 2 discussed whether adding rewards to the freedom of choice could
alleviate consumers’ psychological reactance under the advertising mode of tag-friend
recommendations. The subjects were randomly assigned to one of two groups—Single
Option or Multiple Options—and guided to watch an advertising post tagged by a friend.
The reward for the Single Option group was a classic Western personal meal voucher, while
the Multiple Options group was allowed the freedom to choose between a classic Western
personal meal voucher and a 20-inch fashionable suitcase. The test confirmed that there was
no difference in the psychological value of the two products. After reading the scenario, the
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subjects filled in a form providing information on psychological reactance as the independent
variable, brand evaluation as the mediating variable, purchase intention as the dependent
variable, and reward attractiveness as the co-variable.

Experiment 2 used 102 valid samples. The mediating effect test proved that the model
has a complete mediating effect. In addition, selective incentives had a significant positive
impact on brand evaluation, and the moderating effect of selective incentives on reactance
and brand evaluation is also significantly different.

The moderated mediating effect test found that when a single reward was given to
the participant, the impact of psychological reactance on brand evaluation was significantly
negatively correlated (Effect = -0.513, [CI] = [-0.748, -0.278], p < 0.001), meaning that
the higher the level of reactance, the lower participants’ brand evaluation. However, when
multiple reward options were given, there was no difference in brand evaluation among
participants regardless of their level of psychological reactance (Effect =-0.013, [CI] =[-0.201,
0.175], p=0.887).

This study confirms that brand evaluation completely mediates the impact of
psychological reactance on purchase intention. In addition, for consumers with a high level
of psychological reactance, tag-friend recommendation advertising is a more intrusive
promotion method compared to social media advertising, and can easily give rise to
consumers’ resentment. Experiment 2 proposes an effective solution to the potential
negative effects of tag-friend recommendation advertising, which is to give consumers
more autonomy in other aspects. The results of this study echo and extend Boerman et al.
(2021)’s research on psychological reactance in advertising—in addition to revalidating the
theory of psychological reactance, i.e., people will develop psychological reactance when
feeling limited in personal autonomy, which leads to negative attitudes towards stimuli.
More importantly, our results show that the psychological reactance one may feel due to a
limitation of freedom in one place can be alleviated by receiving a level of freedom in other
places.



