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Abstract
Non-Profit Organizations (NPOs) find themselves in a very competitive environ-
ment, as everyday consumers are constantly exposed to numerous advertisements; 
thus, they must find ways to capture consumers’ attention. The objective of this 
study is to explore how the different elements (image, text, logo) of print advertise-
ments of NPOs using different emotional appeals (positive and negative) of a famil-
iar and unfamiliar brand influence donation behaviour and the attitude toward the ad 
(Aad). Using eye-tracking technology and a survey, we conducted two experiments, 
one with unfamiliar brands of NPOs and another with a familiar brand. The results 
showed the advertisement areas on which participants fixated and their relationship 
with participants’ attitude towards the advertisement and donation behaviour. For 
unfamiliar NPOs, the less time it took the participant to first fixate on the logo area, 
the more positive attitude toward the ad when the advertisement used a negative 
frame. Also, participants spent more time in the image area of negatively framed ads 
when they had a more positive attitude toward the ad. On the other hand, for a famil-
iar brand, the time to first fixate on the logo area had a negative correlation with the 
donation behaviour, indicating that the less time it takes to first fixate on the logo 
area, the more participants chose to donate.

Keywords Advertising · Non-profit organizations · Brand familiarity · Donor 
behaviour · Eye-tracking · Neuromarketing

1 Introduction

The non-profit sector plays an important role in providing social services in differ-
ent areas such as education, health, and social welfare (Zemack-Rugar & Klucarova-
Travani, 2018). It is a growing sector due to the increasing need to improve the life 
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of people in need, helping through aid and monetary donations (Bilgin & Kethüda, 
2022). Even though Non-Profit Organizations (NPOs) are a vital part of society, as 
they work to improve the lives of others and help those in need, they face a signifi-
cant challenge due to their dependency on donations from individuals, commercial 
organizations, and public aid to achieve their goals. Thus, they experience fierce 
competition for limited resources (Septianto & Paramita, 2021).

NPOs are facing a reduction in their incomes mainly due to the withdrawal of 
public aid (Septianto et al., 2020), making individual donors one of their principal 
sources of income (Hibbert, 2016). Furthermore, they are required to demonstrate 
their impact not only on the beneficiaries but also on society, making it more dif-
ficult to obtain resources. Therefore, most NPOs rely on advertising to motivate 
donors to give either money or time (Zhang et  al., 2019). Thus, many NPOs use 
emotional appeals in their advertisements to promote their causes and encourage 
donations (Conlin & Bauer, 2022). However, nowadays, there is no consensus on 
how NPOs’ advertisements impact donor behaviour and, more specifically, regard-
ing the effectiveness of using emotional appeals to capture attention, enhance atti-
tude toward the ad (Aad), and motivate donation behaviour.

NPOs usually use print advertisements, which require the audience to view graphic 
illustrations and read a message. In print advertisements, mainly three elements are 
used: image, text, and brand (Pieters & Wedel, 2004). Also, most NPOs’ advertise-
ments use emotional appeals (positive and negative), as they have proven to be an effec-
tive persuasion tool (Li & Yin, 2022; Yousef et al., 2022; Septianto & Tjiptono, 2019).

According to Pieters et al. (2010), to process stimuli, the first step is to be aware 
of them. So, for an advertisement to be effective, first, it must capture the audience’s 
attention because once people pay attention, they might be affected by an ad. There-
fore, it is crucial to identify the elements on which consumers focus their attention 
and how they explore any given stimuli. Many studies have used the eye-tracking 
(ET) technique to measure consumers’ visual attention and understand how they 
process an ad’s information and measure its effectiveness (Gómez-Carmona et al., 
2022; Espigares-Jurado et al., 2020; Puskarevic et al., 2016). In this study, we are 
interested in how the elements of NPOs print advertisements act to capture the audi-
ence’s visual attention and promote or prevent donor behaviour. More specifically, 
we will study how donation behaviour and Aad could be modulated by the positive 
and negative emotional appeals of familiar and unfamiliar NPOs brands.

Brand awareness is important to marketers, especially in the non-profit sector, 
considering the increasing amount of NPOs providing aid to needy populations, par-
ticularly given the humanitarian crisis due to wars and/or geopolitical conflicts. The 
audience is exposed to many NPOs’ advertisements asking for donations. Therefore, 
it is crucial to identify the elements of the ad that are more effective for this sector. 
Consequently, it is essential to keep in mind that unfamiliar and familiar brands are 
different in terms of the knowledge the customer holds in their memory about the 
brand (Dogan et al., 2021).

This research aims to explore how the different elements of NPOs’ print advertise-
ments may impact advertising effectiveness and to determine how brand familiarity 
(familiar and unfamiliar brands of NPOs) may modulate donor behaviour and Aad. 
Therefore, this paper is organized as follows: first, we discuss the concepts of visual 



1 3

How brand familiarity influences advertising effectiveness…

attention and brand familiarity. Then, the research is carried out in two studies. Study 
1 analyses advertising effectiveness, considering visual attention, Aad, and willing-
ness to donate to unfamiliar NPOs. In Study 2, we examine ads of a familiar NPO. 
Finally, we present some conclusions, limitations, and future research.

2  Conceptual framework

2.1  Brand familiarity

There is extant work that demonstrates that branding can transmit the beliefs and 
values of a NPO to potential donors and show compelling reasons why it is wor-
thy of support (Sargeant et al., 2008b). The organization’s image can provide some 
assurance to potential donors in terms of trust, efficiency, and level of familiarity (do 
Paço et al., 2014).

The concept of brand familiarity is associated with an individual’s knowledge 
about a non-profit brand. It is considered one of the main factors that impact willing-
ness to donate (Ali et al., 2022; Dogan et al., 2021).

For NPOs, brand familiarity is crucial because usually, the audience does not 
have enough information about the services and products offered by organizations 
(Torres-Moraga et al., 2010). Thus, to evaluate and trust an organization, a familiar 
brand is probably the only sign supporters have (Rim et al., 2016). As brand famili-
arity comprises consumers’ information about the brand, exposure to a familiar 
brand might reduce the time taken to process brand information and, consequently, 
the time to make a decision (Ha et al., 2022).

Previous research has evaluated the effect of brand familiarity on donation behav-
iour. A study showed that supporters only donated when the NPO was familiar 
(Casais & Santos, 2018). Dogan et al. (2021) investigated the relationship between 
brand familiarity and donation behaviour, finding a direct positive relationship 
between the two variables.

2.2  Visual attention

Attention is defined as the capacity to focus on some elements of the environment 
while ignoring others (Venkatraman et al., 2015). Two perspectives of selective visual 
attention explain where we focus attention: bottom-up factors, in which stimulus ele-
ments (such as colour, size, shape, orientation) attract attention and processing; and 
top-down factors, in which attention depends on the task because subjects will focus 
on the most relevant information to achieve their goal (Itti & Koch, 2001). Visual 
attention is determined by the interaction of both perspectives (Onișor & Ioniță, 2021).

When the information is received passively, bottom-up attention prevails. Thus, 
during incidental exposures, the ads’ influence is unconscious (Berger et al., 2012). 
Such an attention process can be measured using an implicit technique that is non-
intrusive, such as the eye tracker. Visual attention can be monitored through eye 
movements, so eye trackers can monitor visual attention by recording patterns of 
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fixations and saccades that emerge across a visual field. This technique allows us to 
obtain the unconscious responses to the ad and a moment-to-moment assessment of 
these responses (Casado-Aranda et al., 2020).

Previous research has supported using ET to analyse advertising effectiveness 
(Gómez-Carmona et  al., 2022; Martinez-Levy et  al., 2021; Sciulli et  al., 2017). 
Bebko et al. (2014) conducted a study using ET to analyse the impact of advertising 
appeals on donor behaviour, finding that NPOs’ ads should encourage viewers to 
look at the face in the ads because the more time spent and the more times they look 
at the face, the greater the possibility of recommending others to donate. Another 
study analysed print ads using ET, measuring how the size of the three key ad ele-
ments (pictorial, brand, and text) captured participants’ attention to the ads. The 
results showed that the pictorial elements attracted the most attention regardless of 
their size (Pieters & Wedel, 2004).

In this research, we marked as Area of Interest (AOI) the three main elements 
(text, image, logo) to obtain the ET metrics. From the several metrics that might be 
obtained by using ET, the ones analysed in this research are:

• Time to First Fixation (TTFF): refers to the time, in seconds, for a participant to 
first look at a specific AOI.

• Number of Fixations (nFix): indicates the number of times the participant makes 
a short stop in the AOI.

• Time in AOI: refers to the time the participant spends exploring the AOI.

3  Objectives

The purpose of this research is to explore how the different elements (image, text, logo) 
of NPOs’ print ads with different emotional appeals (positive and negative) influence 
donation behaviour and the Aad, applying ET metrics such as time in AOI, nFix, and 
TTFF. Although previous studies have explored these metrics in NPOs’ ads, this investi-
gation further considers possible differences between familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.

4  Hypotheses

As mentioned, brand familiarity can facilitate deciding, because it helps reduce the 
time to process information. The research found that when evaluating a familiar 
brand, less cognitive effort is used, and participants tend to have a more favourable 
opinion than when using an unfamiliar brand (Tam, 2008). Therefore, it is believed 
that there is a stronger relationship between purchase intention and customer satis-
faction with familiar brands (Das, 2015). Also, it has been found that NPOs’ fame 
and impression positively impact donor behaviour (Sargeant et al., 2008a, b).

NPOs’ ads generally employ emotional appeals, as the emotions evoked by an ad have 
been shown to influence attitude (Xu, 2021; Choi et al., 2020). Also, recent research has 
found a significant relationship between the effectiveness of social cause advertising and 
Aad because “attitude is a driver for behaviour” (Hamelin et al., 2017, p. 104).
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Previous research has found a relationship between the frequency and duration of 
fixations and donation behaviour (Alonso Dos Santos et al., 2017; Sciulli & Bebko, 
2005). According to Bebko et al. (2014), there is a significant relationship between 
the AOI of the face and the TTFF, which means that when the emotion becomes 
more positive, the TTFF in the AOI of the face increases. In addition, the authors 
found positive correlations between fixation counts and total visit duration with the 
intention to recommend others to donate.

Hence, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1. The measurement of the visual attention on the elements of print ads (text, 
image, logo) using positive and negative emotional appeals has a relationship 
with donation behaviour for both familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.
H2. The measurement of the visual attention on the elements of print ads (text, 
image, logo) using positive and negative emotional appeals has a relationship 
with the Aad for both familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.
H3. There is a relationship between Aad and the donation behaviour of ads using 
positive and negative emotional appeals for both familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.
H4. For both types of NPOs (familiar and unfamiliar), there will be differences 
between the ET metrics (TTFF, Time in the AOI, and nFix) of each AOI and the 
ad’s frame (positive or negative).
H5: There are differences in the Aad between familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.
H6. There are differences in the visual attention metrics (TTFF and Time in AOI) 
of the logo area between the two types of NPOs (familiar and unfamiliar).

5  Methodology

To test the hypotheses, we conducted two studies, one with unfamiliar NPOs and 
the other with a familiar NPO. In both studies, we applied a questionnaire and the 
ET technique.

5.1  Study 1 sample and pre‑test

The study was conducted with a sample of 72 participants (36 women, 36 men) with 
a mean age of 22.3 and a standard deviation of 2.8 years. The stimuli were selected 
by applying a pre-test to a sample of 105 individuals who evaluated 60 images of 
children (30 positive and 30 negative) and rated each image on a 7-point Likert 
scale, considering their perception of the child´s well-being. Images of children were 
chosen because they are powerful in generating an emotional response, which is 
why the selected organizations work for children (Burt & Strongman, 2005). Based 
on the pre-test results, we selected 14 pairs of images that scored highest for positive 
and lowest for negative emotional valence and selected 14 unfamiliar NPOs. The 
positive ads featured happy children expressing gratitude for the positive impact of 
donations on their lives. The negative ads featured distraught children facing health 
or poverty, warning that without donations, their lives were in danger.
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5.2  Study 2 sample and pre‑test

Sixty participants (30 women, 30 men) with a mean age of 28.3 and a standard devia-
tion of 4.7 years participated in this study. To select the stimuli and the most familiar 
NPO, a pre-test was conducted on 64 individuals with a mean age of 33.4 years and 
a standard deviation of 7.1 years who evaluated the valence of 19 pairs of images on 
a 7-point Likert scale. The images selected for study 2 were of children as in study 1. 
Then, we selected the 10 pairs of images that scored highest for positive and lowest for 
negative emotional valence. In this study, UNICEF was selected as the most familiar 
NPO of humanitarian aid, as it was known by 92.2% of the pre-test sample.

5.3  Data collection

The studies were carried out similarly. They were conducted in a neuromarketing lab 
environment. Participants were asked to sit at a desk with a screen on which the stimuli 
were presented. The screen measured 21 inches diagonally and had a 1920 × 1080 pixel 
resolution, and the stationary ET device was attached to it. The ET used in both studies 
was a Tobii X2-30 Compact Edition, which captures gaze data at 60 Hz.

All participants were asked to sign an informed consent before the experiment 
and received monetary retribution for their participation. During the experimenta-
tion phase, the ET was calibrated, and the participant was asked to look at several 
points on the screen to ensure the accuracy of the results.

In Study 1 (unfamiliar NPOs), the participants were divided into two groups 
to present the randomized stimuli individually for 6 s for each image. The stimuli 
developed for this study were presented to the participants, and each group viewed 
either the positively framed ad or the negatively framed ad for each NPO. After the 
presentation of the stimuli, they answered a questionnaire to collect their demo-
graphic data, their Aad (using a 7-point semantic differential scale) (Holbrook & 
Batra, 1987), and their donation behaviour. As each participant was rewarded with 
20€ at the beginning of the experiment, to measure their real donation behaviour, 
at the end of the experiment, they were asked if they wanted to donate a part or the 
whole amount of their reward. If they accepted, they had to write the amount and 
NPO to which they wished to donate.

In Study 2 (familiar NPO), a between-subject experiment was conducted. The par-
ticipants were divided into two groups, one for the positively framed ads and the other 
for the negatively framed ads. The rest of the experiment was similar to Study 1.

6  Results

In this section, we present the result of both studies. First, the results of Study 
1, where the NPOs were unfamiliar. We then show the results for the familiar 
brand. Finally, we present the result of the analyses combining both studies to test 
Hypotheses 5 and 6.
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6.1  Study 1

The ET metrics allow us to examine the length of time it took a participant to look 
for the first time at the AOI (TTFF), the time it spent looking at the AOI (Time in 
AOI), and how many times it fixated on the AOI (nFIX in AOI). The metrics cal-
culated the averages of the time, in seconds, and correlated them with the partici-
pant’s reply on the questionnaire to the Aad and their willingness to donate.

None of the ET metrics had a relationship with donation behaviour, so Hypoth-
esis 1 was not supported for unfamiliar NPOs. On the other hand, the results 
showed a weak negative correlation between the Aad of negatively framed ads 
and the TTFF in the logo area of negatively framed ads (-0.261). The more posi-
tive the Aad, the less time it took to first fixate on the logo area. Also, there was a 
weak positive correlation between the Aad of negatively framed ads and the time 
spent in the image area of negatively framed ads (0.236). The more positive the 
Aad, the more time spent in the image area. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was partially sup-
ported for unfamiliar NPOs, as it was only supported for two of the ET metrics 
(time in AOI and TTFF) and only for negatively framed ads.

To test Hypothesis 3 for unfamiliar NPOs, we conducted a correlation anal-
ysis to examine the relationship between the Aad and donation behaviour. The 
results showed a positive effect between these two variables but only for nega-
tively framed ads (r = 0.287), such that the more positive the Aad, the higher the 
willingness to donate. Hence, Hypothesis 3 was partially supported in the context 
of unfamiliar NPOs.

In Table 1, we can observe the results of a paired t-test analysis to test Hypoth-
esis 4, which examines the differences between the ET metrics on the AOI and 
the ad’s frame. The results showed that for Group 1, there were differences in the 
nFix in the text area (t(35)=-3.416, p = 0.002) between positive and negative ads, 
with a higher nFix in negatively framed ads (1.83). Also, the TTFF (t(35) = 2.121, 
p = 0.041) and the time spent in the text area (t(35)=-5.022, p = 0.000) were 
higher for negatively framed ads. In Group 2, we observed differences in the nFix 
of the image area, with a greater nFix in the positively framed ads (3.93). Like-
wise, the time spent in the image (t(35) = 3.256, p = 0.003) and text (t(34) = 2.518, 
p = 0.017) areas was greater in positively framed ads. Hence, Hypothesis 4 was 
partially supported.

6.2  Study 2

When analysing the relationship of the ET metrics for the familiar NPO, in this 
case, UNICEF, and the donation behaviour considering the emotional appeal of 
the ad, we found no significant relationship between the variables. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 1 was not supported in the context of the familiar NPO.

When the variables were analysed globally without considering the appeal, as 
shown in Table 2, a negative correlation was observed between donation and the 
TTFF in the logo area (-0.268), meaning that the less time it took to first fixate on 
the logo area, the participants chose to donate more.
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On the other hand, the Aad showed a moderate negative correlation with the 
TTFF in the image area (-0.38) for negatively framed ads and with the TTFF in the 
text area (-0.56) for the positively framed ads, partially supporting Hypothesis 2.

Furthermore, in the global analysis, as shown in Table  2, the TTFF in the 
image (-0.62) and text area (-0.38) had a negative relationship with the Aad; that 
is, the more time it took to fixate on the image and the text area, the less positive 
the Aad. Additionally, the TTFF had a positive relationship with the TTFF on the 
logo area (0.56), indicating that the longer it took to first fixate on the logo area, 
the more positive the Aad, along with the nFix on the image area, which had a 
negative correlation with the image area (-0.42) and a positive correlation with 
the text area (0.39). Thus, when the number of fixations on the image area of the 
ad increased, participants had a more negative Aad, but when the number of fixa-
tions on the text area increased, participants had a more positive Aad.

Table 1  Paired t-test for 
unfamiliar NPOs

TTFF = time to first fixation, nFix = number of fixations

Eye-tracking metric Frame Mean p

Group 1
n = 36
nFix_Text Negative 1.8333 0.002

Positive 1.4167
TTFF_Text Negative 0.7001 0.041

Positive 0.3980
Timein_Text Negative 2.6016 0.000

Positive 1.8312
Group 2
n = 36
nFix_Image Negative 2.8056 0.000

Positive 3.9306
Timein_Image Negative 2.7088 0.003

Positive 3.4983
Timein_Text Negative 1.9165 0.017

Positive 2.2420

Table 2  Correlations text, image, and logo AOI for UNICEF advertisements

AOI = area of interest, TTFF = time to first fixation, nFix = number of fixations, Aad = attitude toward the 
ad
** Correlation is significant at the level 0.01 level (2-tailed), * correlation is significant at the 0.05 level 
(2-tailed)

Text Image Logo

Donate Aad Donate Aad Donate Aad

TTFF --- -0.379** --- -0.619** -0.268* 0.563**
NFixinAOI --- 0.395** --- -0.416** --- ---
TimeinAOI --- --- --- --- --- ---
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The Aad had a significant positive relationship with the donation behaviour but 
only for positively framed ads (r = 0.385); thus, the more positive the Aad, the more 
willingness to donate increased. Therefore Hypothesis 3 was partially supported.

We also carried out an independent t-test to analyse the differences between the 
ET metrics on the AOI by frame (see Table 3). The nFix on the text area showed 
differences (t(58)=-5.897, p < 0.000), presenting a greater nFix in the positively 
framed ads (4.86) and on the image area (t(58) = 4.636, p < 0.000), but with a 
greater nFix in the negatively framed ads. Additionally, there were differences 
in all three AOI (text, image, and logo) for TTFF, in which it took more time to 
first fixate on the AOI of the negatively framed ads on the text (t(56) = 4.635, 
p < 0.000) and image (t(58) = 8.141, p < 0.000) areas. However, for the logo area 
(t(48)=-7.984, p < 0.000), it took more time to first fixate on the AOI of the posi-
tively framed ads. There were no differences in the time spent in the AOI for any 
of the AOI. Thus for familiar NPOs, our Hypothesis 4 was partially supported.

6.3  Studies 1 and 2

After analysing the results of each type of NPO (familiar and unfamiliar), it is inter-
esting to explore the differences between them. Therefore, we examined the dif-
ferences in the Aad, and hypothesis testing showed differences only when the ad 
had a negative emotional appeal (t(100) = 3.170, p = 0.002), with the familiar brand 
(UNICEF) presenting a more negative Aad (M = 3.32, SD = 1.76) than the unfamil-
iar brands (M = 4.45, SD = 1.60). Thus, Hypothesis 5 was partially supported.

Regarding the differences in the ET metric on the logo area of the ads of both familiar 
and unfamiliar NPOs, the results indicate that there were only differences in the TTFF on 
the logo area of ads with a negative appeal (t(84) = 5.682, p < 0.000), with a longer time to 
first fixate on the logo area of the unfamiliar NPOs. Furthermore, there were differences 
in the time spent in the logo area for both appeals, positive (t(87) = 5.849, p < 0.000) and 
negative (t(84) = 4.073, p < 0.000). A longer time was spent in the logo area of the unfa-
miliar NPOs for both types of emotional appeals. There were no differences in the nFix on 
the logo area by type of NPO (see Table 4). Thus, Hypothesis 6 was partially supported.

Table 3  Independent t-test for 
UNICEF

TTFF = time to first fixation, nFix = number of fixations

Eye-Tracking Metric Frame Mean p

nFix_Text Negative 3.5199 0.000
Positive 4.8583

nFix_Image Negative 7.0800 0.000
Positive 5.6819

TTFF_Text Negative 1.6651 0.000
Positive 1.0113

TTFF_Image Negative 2.7442 0.000
Positive 0.2528

TTFF_Logo Negative 0.9976 0.000
Positive 3.2100
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7  Discussion

This research examined the differences in the ET metrics (TTFF, nFix, Time in 
AOI) considering the emotional appeal of NPOs ads and brand familiarity and ana-
lysed the effect of these metrics on Aad and donation behaviour. The findings of 
this research revealed the relationship between visual attention, Aad, and donation 
behaviour in the context of familiar and unfamiliar NPOs.

Results of the visual attention metrics using the ET technique identified that for 
unfamiliar NPOs, there is a relationship between the TTFF in the logo area and the 
time spent in the image area with the Aad, but only when the ad is framed nega-
tively. The logo for an unfamiliar NPO should be able to capture viewers´ immediate 
attention to increase a positive Aad. On the other hand, in the case of familiar NPOs, 
specifically UNICEF, there is a relationship between the Aad and TTFF in the image 
area for negatively framed ads and in the text area when the ad is framed with a 
positive appeal. This means that for a familiar brand of NPO, the quicker individuals 
first fixate on the image area of a negatively framed ad, the higher the positive Aad, 
but when the ad is framed positively for a familiar brand, the quicker individuals fix-
ate on the text area of the ad, the higher the positive Aad. Thus, positive emotional 
appeals help capture attention to the text area faster, which might be useful when 
the NPO wants the message to stand out. On the other hand, for unfamiliar brands, 
positive Aad increases when it takes less time to first fixate on the logo area and 
more time to fixate on the image area of negatively framed ads. Interestingly, when 
the results of the familiar brand (UNICEF) are analysed globally, there is a relation-
ship between the TTFF in the logo area and willingness to donate to the cause. This 
result is inconsistent with a previous study by Bebko et al. (2014), which determined 
that the longer the participant looks at the logo, the greater the probability of recom-
mending others to donate.

As mentioned in previous research, the Aad is associated with the effectiveness of 
the ads (Septianto & Tjiptono, 2019; Hamelin et al., 2017; Bagozzi et al., 1999), and 
also with the level of involvement with the ad. Moreover, it has a direct impact on 
purchase intention and actual behaviour (Ting & de Run, 2015). So, in the context 
of NPOs, it is important to analyse the relationship between the Aad and willingness 
to donate, considering the emotional appeal of the ad. The results showed that for 
unfamiliar NPOs, the Aad and willingness to donate were positively correlated only 

Table 4  Independent t-test in 
ET metrics in logo area between 
unfamiliar NPOs and UNICEF 
by frame

TTFF = time to first fixation

Variable P Type N Mean

TTFF_Negative 0.000 Unfamiliar 59 2.8226
UNICEF 27 0.9976

Time in logo_Positive 0.000 Unfamiliar 60 1.4602
UNICEF 29 0.5265

Time in logo_Negative 0.000 Unfamiliar 59 1.5964
UNICEF 27 0.5685
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when the ad was framed negatively, so when Aad increased (it was more positive), 
willingness to donate increased. However, for the familiar NPO (UNICEF), the rela-
tionship was significant only when the ad was framed positively. This is an interest-
ing result, as UNICEF is a well-known NPO, and participants might have a precon-
ceived attitude towards the organization, so using negatively framed ads might affect 
the Aad. When analysing the differences in the Aad for both types of NPOs, the 
results showed a significant difference in the Aad of the negatively framed ads, with 
the familiar brand (UNICEF) having a more negative Aad (M = 3.32, SD = 1.76) 
than unfamiliar brands (M = 4.45, SD = 1.60). These results are interesting, showing 
that consumers evaluate familiar and unfamiliar NPOs ads differently, and are more 
severe with familiar brands that present negative ads.

Another contribution of this research is that, although we found differences in 
the time spent in the logo area of positive and negative ads between familiar and 
unfamiliar NPOs, the time spent in the AOI of unfamiliar NPOs had no significant 
relationship either with the Aad or the donation behaviour. Although, for unfamiliar 
brands, it would be essential to display the logo correctly to make sure it is clear and 
easy to see because people have no prior knowledge of the NPO and must collect 
information to form a concept about it.

7.1  Research implications

The basis of this research was that brand familiarity influences how audiences pro-
cess visual attention to NPO ads using emotional appeals and how this may affect 
the Aad and donation behaviour. This suggests that visual attention may indicate 
advertising effectiveness, so ET metrics could help predict whether strong emotional 
appeals (negative or positive) increase willingness to donate and improve the Aad. 
Therefore, applying ET technology to advertising effectiveness research provides 
immediate unconscious responses to ads. This has significant managerial implica-
tions for marketers, as it will allow them to create more effective ads. The results 
showed that familiar NPO brands should use positive emotional appeals to increase 
the positive Aad, but to increase donation behaviour, negative emotional appeals are 
more effective. On the other hand, unfamiliar brands should use negative emotional 
appeals that increase the time spent in the image area and improve the Aad.

8  Conclusion

For NPOs to achieve their principal goal, which is to help others who are less for-
tunate, they must be able to effectively motivate donation behaviour, especially 
because individual donations are becoming one of their main sources of income. 
A common way for NPOs to promote their cause is to use emotional appeals in 
their advertising (Septianto & Tjiptono, 2019). Thus, it is important to understand 
the effect of using this advertising strategy, also taking into account the audience’s 
knowledge of the brand (brand familiarity) and how the different elements of the ads 
(image, text, and logo) influence the Aad and donation behaviour.



 J. García-Madariaga et al.

1 3

The principal contribution of this research is that there are differences in 
the visual attention of NPOs ads as a function of brand familiarity. Our results 
are consistent with previous studies in which familiarity decreases information-
processing time (Ha et  al., 2022; Rim et  al., 2016). In addition, the audience 
does not respond equally in their Aad to familiar versus unfamiliar NPOs when 
emotional appeals vary. For unfamiliar NPOs, the use of negative appeals does 
not elicit a negative Aad, as in the case of familiar NPOs. This result is incon-
sistent with previous research, suggesting that subjects tend to make a more 
positive evaluation of a familiar brand than of an unfamiliar brand (Das, 2015). 
This incongruency could be due to the previous attitude toward the familiar 
brand.

These results can guide NPOs about when and what emotional appeal should 
be used to increase attention and donation behaviour. Negative appeals seem more 
effective to increase donation behaviour for both familiar and unfamiliar NPOs. Pos-
itively framed ads were more effective in eliciting a positive Aad for familiar NPOs, 
positively correlating with donation behaviour.

8.1  Limitations and future research

Like any other research, this one has some limitations that should be acknowl-
edged. A frequent criticism of the application of neuroscience techniques to 
the study of consumer behaviour is the use of small sample sizes, which are 
thought to have low statistical power (Lin et  al., 2017). Consumer neurosci-
ence studies are nevertheless capable of yielding valuable insights even with 
small sample sizes, according to prior research (Alonso Dos Santos et  al., 
2017; Martinez-Levy et  al., 2021). Our findings should be interpreted cau-
tiously, and future research with larger sample sizes is needed to confirm or 
refute the hypotheses.

Exposure to ads was forced, as we asked participants to watch the advertisements 
presented. Considering that in the real world, we can decide whether we want to 
look at the ads displayed, it would be interesting to conduct another study in a more 
ecological environment and measure advertising avoidance. NPOs use different for-
mats to display their ads. In this research, we analysed only print advertisements, so 
an analysis of other types of formats, such as videos, would expand this research. 
Another future research could be to analyse other variables that influence donation 
behaviour because, for example, the attitude toward a familiar NPO might influence 
willingness to donate.
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