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Abstract  

 

Problem/solution framed advertisements are commonly used by advertisers but their 

effectiveness has not been theoretically researched. By drawing on the framing and self-

presentation literatures, this research proposes that problem frames will have an unfavourable 

effect on persuasion when they are perceived to be threatening to the self. The hypotheses 

were tested using a 2 (self-presentation: low, high) x 2 (message frame: problem vs. solution) 

full factorial design. Results show that problem frames relating to high self-presentational 

concerns are perceived to be more threatening and have a less favourable effect on attitude 

toward the ad than messages relating to low self-presentational concerns.  
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Introduction 
 

Advertisers often use positively or negatively valenced information to influence the 

persuasiveness of their messages, a tactic known as framing (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth 

1998). This research looks at a specific type of framing, problem/solution framing, which has 

been largely overlooked in the framing literature. This research has two main objectives: (1) 

to determine the effects of problem/solution framing on persuasion, and (2) to determine how 

certain types of information may moderate problem/solution framing effects. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Framing refers to the construction of differently phrased versions of a decision problem 

where the different versions are inherently the same; however, the different versions elicit 

different preferences when presented separately to decision makers (Tversky and Kahneman, 

1981). Framing effects have been reported in health related decision-making, gambling 

behaviour, consumer choices, and communications among others (Levin et al. 1998). Levin et 

al. (1998) reviewed the literature on framing effects in various disciplines and provided a 

typology of three main types of framing: risky choice framing effects, attribute framing 

effects and goal framing effects. Risky choice framing effects occur when the willingness to 

take a risk depends on whether the outcomes are positively or negatively framed (Tversky 

and Kahneman, 1981). Attribute framing involves the manipulation of an attribute in the 

message description where the alternative frames are complementary (Levin et al. 1998). 

Goal framing effects occur when a persuasive message elicits different preferences depending 

on whether it stresses the positive consequences of performing an advocated course of action 

(positive frame) or the negative consequences of not performing that action (negative frame) 

(Levin et al. 2002).  

One type of framing that is commonly used by advertisers, but has not been theoretically 

researched, is problem/solution framing. Advertising messages may be phrased in terms of 

the solutions/benefits provided by the brand advertised or in terms of the problems that the 

brand is used for. For example, an ad for a laundry detergent may focus on how the detergent 

makes clothes clean and bright (solution frame) or may focus on the stubborn stains that the 

brand can get rid of (problem frame). It has not been determined which type of frame, 

solution or problem, is more persuasive. Moreover, it is unclear which types of information 

problem/solution framing can be more effective with. For example, is it better to frame 

information relating to self-presentational concerns using a solution frame or a problem 

frame? Self-presentation is defined as consumers’ efforts to portray information about and 

images of themselves to others (Baumeister, 1982). It is expected that self-presentation may 

have a moderating effect on problem/solution framing because the self-presentation literature 

suggests that consumers have different preferences for positive and negative information 

when it is related to the self. Specifically, the self-presentation literature shows that 

consumers generally strive to have a positive self-image and avoid having negative self-

images (Leary et al. 1998). Moreover, consumers avoid negative self-images because they are 

perceived as threats to the self (Leary et al. 1998). 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

According to Fernandez and Rosen (2000), purchase-situation specific (i.e. problem-specific) 

information is more relevant than general information and has a more favourable effect on 
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persuasion. It is therefore proposed that problem framed messages should elicit more 

favourable ad and brand attitudes than solution framed messages:  

H1: Problem frames will have a more favourable effect on Aad and Abr than solution frames. 

 

It is proposed that consumers will be sensitive to message framing when the information 

relates to self-presentational concerns. Consumers have a general motivation to present 

themselves positively to garner social acceptance (Baumeister, 1998). Furthermore, 

consumers seek to protect themselves from social disapproval by avoiding making 

undesirable social impressions (Wooten and Reed II, 2004). It is therefore proposed that 

messages that emphasise negative self-presentation information or self-images may increase 

consumers’ self-consciousness as to how consequential the problem can be to their self-

image. Johnson and Eagly (1989) found that consumers are motivated to resist persuasive 

appeals that are perceived to be threatening due to self-presentational concerns. Since 

consumers are motivated to avoid making negative self-images, then advertising messages 

relating to negative self-images may be perceived as threatening to the self. Negative 

emotions, such as threat, are expected to have an unfavourable effect on ad and brand 

attitudes (Holbrook and Batra, 1987). It is therefore proposed that for messages relating to 

self-presentational concerns, problem frames will diminish persuasion because problem 

frames are expected make the message more threatening to the self. Self-presentation will be 

operationalised through product benefit conspicuousness, because in a product consumption 

context, self-presentational concerns should arise only with visible consumption outcomes 

(Bourne, 1957). 

 

H2a: Problem frames will be perceived to be more threatening to the self with conspicuous 

product benefit appeals than with inconspicuous product benefit appeals.  

H2b: : Conspicuous product benefit appeals will be perceived to be more threatening to the 

self with problem frames than with solutions frames. 

H3: Greater levels of perceived threat to the self will result in less favourable Aad and Abr  

A different outcome is expected for solution framed messages. For messages relating to self-

presentational concerns, solution framed messages are expected to enhance persuasion 

because such messages will help inform consumers on how to form positive self-images. 

However, for messages relating to low self-presentational concerns, problem framed 

information will have a more favourable effect on Aad and Abr than solution framed 

information because negatively framed information is considered to be informative and 

diagnostic of product usage information (Ito et al. 1998). Therefore, 

H4a: Conspicuous product benefit appeals will result in more favourable Aad and Abr with 

solution frames than with problem frames.  

H4b: Inconspicuous product benefit appeals will result in more favourable Aad and Abr with 

problem frames than with solution frames. 

H4c: Problem frames will result in more favourable Aad and Abr with an inconspicuous 

product benefit appeals than with conspicuous product benefit appeals.  

H4d: Solution frames will result in more favourable Aad and Abr with conspicuous product 

benefit appeals than with inconspicuous product benefit appeals. 

 

 

Methodology 
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The hypotheses and were tested using a 2 (framing: solution vs. problem) x 2 (benefit 

conspicuousness: low vs. high) between subjects factorial design. Both independent variables 

were manipulated.  

With regards to stimuli selection, it was important that: (1) the product be one that was not 

gender specific, (2) that potential participants are familiar with and had sufficient knowledge 

about in order to be able to evaluate the ad information effectively, and (3) the product had to 

be capable of being advertised with solution as well as problem framed appeals. Based on 

these three criteria, toothpaste was chosen as an appropriate product. A list of all the possible 

benefits of toothpaste was compiled and the list was then given to 10 judges, blind to the 

purpose of the research, to rate on a seven point scale the conspicuousness of each of the 

product benefits (1=not at all conspicuous, 7= extremely conspicuous). The product benefit 

combinations were then tested using an online questionnaire with 20 university students in 

the USA. The results showed that breath freshness (M=5.80) was considered to be a 

conspicuous benefit of toothpaste, and that reduction of tooth sensitivity (M=1.50) was 

considered to be inconspicuous benefits of toothpaste (t9= 10.78, p<0.01). Next, four ads 

were designed to illustrate each of the experimental conditions. There were four experimental 

conditions, an ad about toothpaste that gives fresh breath (solution frame, high benefit-

conspicuousness), an ad about toothpaste that eliminates bad breath (problem frame, high 

benefit-conspicuousness), an ad about a toothpaste that reduces tooth sensitivity (problem 

frame, low benefit-conspicuousness), and an ad about a toothpaste that allows consumers to 

enjoy pain-free teeth(solution frame, low benefit-conspicuousness). Each of the ads featured 

the same 19 year old male model in the same setting. 

 
Figure 1. Advertisements Corresponding to the Four Experimental Conditions 

  

  
 

Measures 
 

Independent Variables 

Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they thought the situation the person in the 

ad was experiencing was negative/positive, unfavourable /favourable, unpleasant/pleasant 
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using a seven point semantic differential scale (α=0.95). In order to check if the 

conspicuousness manipulation was working, participants were asked to indicate using a seven 

point semantic differential scale the extent to which they thought that the benefits a person 

gets from using the product would be (1) noticeable (1=not at all noticeable/7=highly 

noticeable), (2) obvious (1=not at all obvious/7=highly obvious), and (3) visible (1=not at all 

visible/7=highly visible) to other people (α=0.92) (Wooten and Reed II, 2004). 

 

Dependent Measures  

Perceived threat was measured using the following seven point (1= strongly disagree, 7= 

strongly agree) three item scale 1) “I felt the ad was intimidating”, 2) “I felt the ad was 

aggressive”, 3) “I felt the ad was threatening”. Ad and brand attitudes were assessed using 

seven point Likert-type scales anchored strongly disagree (=1) /strongly agree (=7). Attitude 

towards the ad was comprised of the following five items: “I dislike the ad”, “the ad is 

appealing to me”, “the ad is attractive to me”, “the ad is interesting to me”, and “I think the 

ad is bad” (α=0.89) (Lee 2000). Attitude toward the brand was assessed using the following 

four items: “The brand in the ad is likely to possess the stated ad claims”, “I react favourably 

to the brand”, “I feel positively towards the brand”, and “I dislike the brand” (α=0.79) (Lee 

and Mason, 1999).  

 

Procedure 

 

The survey was administered online and the data was collected over a two week period. 382 

male and female members (ages 18-25) of a US online panel participated in this survey in 

exchange for rewards arranged by the panel administrator. Each participant viewed two ads, 

an ad corresponding to one of the experimental conditions and a filler ad. Participants were 

randomly assigned to an experimental condition. The order of the ads was rotated. The survey 

took around 15 minutes to complete.  

 

 

Results 
 

Results indicated that the framing manipulation was successful (Mproblem=3.06, SD= 1.67, 

Msolution= 4.41, SD= 1.67, F1,374= 67.65, p<0.05). The conspicuousness manipulation was also 

was successful (Mlow=3.56, SD= 1.51, Mhigh= 4.05, SD= 1.47, F1,374= 10.25, p<0.05). 

In order to test the hypotheses proposed in the model, separate ANCOVAs were conducted 

for each of Aad, Abr, and Threat. Analyses revealed that there was a main effect for framing 

on Aad (F1,370= 4.18, p<0.05). Problem frames (Mproblem=4.10, SD=1.44) were evaluated 

more favourably than solution frames (Msolution=3.77, SD=1.47). This effect on Aad did not 

carry over to Abr (F1,370=0.22, p=0.64). Next, planned contrasts were conducted to test for the 

hypothesised two-way interaction effects. Analyses revealed that participants in the problem 

frame condition felt more threatened by a conspicuous product benefit appeal (Mhigh=2.01, 

SD=1.20) than by an inconspicuous product benefit appeal (Mlow=1.72, SD=1.11) but that 

effect did not reach statistical significance (t189=1.75, p=0.081). Analyses also revealed that 

participants in the high conspicuousness product benefit appeal condition felt more 

threatened by a problem frame (Mproblem=2.01, SD=1.20) than by an inconspicuous product 

benefit appeal (Msolution=1.78, SD=1.24) but that did not reach statistical significance 

(t182=1.69, p=0.09). To test H3, Threat was regressed on Aad and Abr separately. The 

analysis revealed that Threat explained 1.6% of the variance in Aad (R
2
=0.016, F1,374=6.09, 

p<0.05) and that Threat had an adverse effect on Aad (β=-0.127 t= -2.468, p<0.05) indicating 

that the proposed relationship between Threat and Aad was indeed supported. The regression 
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on Abr revealed that Threat explained 4.7% of the variance in Abr (R
2
= 0.047. F1,374=18.544, 

p<0.05) and that Threat had an unfavourable effect on Abr (β= -0.217 t= -4.306, p<0.05) 

indicating that the proposed effect of Threat on Abr was also supported. Separate ANCOVAS 

revealed that there was no significant interaction effect between message framing and product 

benefit conspicuousness on Aad (F1,370=1.06, p=0.30), nor on Abr (F1,370=0.05, p=0.83). 

Planned contrasts revealed that participants in the low product benefit conspicuousness 

preferred problem frames (Mproblem=4.32, SD=1.39) to solution frames (Msolution=3.80, 

SD=1.34) and that effect was significant (t190=2.20, p< 0.05). Planned contrasts also revealed 

that participants exposed to a problem frame did not exhibit statistical difference in Aad 

between an inconspicuous product benefit appeal (Mlow=4.32, SD=1.39) and a conspicuous 

product benefit appeal (Mhigh=3.86, SD=1.46) (t189=1.51, p= 0.131).  

 

 

Discussion and Limitations 

 

This paper reports the results of research in its early stages. Results from one study show that 

problem frames have a more favourable effect on ad attitudes than solution frames. Even 

though the predicted interaction effect did not emerge, results did show that problem frames 

are more effective with inconspicuous product benefit appeals that with conspicuous product 

benefit appeals. The limitations of this research must be mentioned. One limitation of this 

study is that an online panel was used, and this can have an impact on sample 

representativeness. However, online panels are convenient, cost effective, and can minimise 

missing data. Given that the purpose of this study was to compare treatments (framing), 

rather than estimate population parameters, sample representativeness is not an issue. 

Another limitation of this research is that it reports results from one study. However, this is a 

working paper reporting research in its early stages and more studies will be conducted using 

different product categories before firm conclusions can be made about problem/solution 

framing effects and the effects proposed in this research. Such studies will look at the effect 

of problem/solution framing on purchase behaviour and not just ad and brand attitudes. This 

is particularly important because it cannot be assumed that effects on ad attitudes will carry 

over to purchase intentions, as this research showed that effects on Aad did not carry over to 

Abr. Attention will also be given to the possible moderating effect of individual difference 

variables relating to social influence, such as susceptibility to normative influence and self-

monitoring. Finally, the findings of this research from a practical point of view must be kept 

in perspective, given that the differences observed were small.  

 

 

Contributions 

 

This research expands the literature on framing effects. It was found that there was a 

main effect for problem frames over solution frames, and that problem/solution framing 

effects are distinct and out to be studied in their own right. It was found that the product 

benefit conspicuousness had some effect on the persuasiveness of problem framed messages, 

such that problem frames resulted in more favourable ad and brand attitudes with 

inconspicuous product benefits than with conspicuous product benefits. The results from this 

research can help advertisers and marketers make better decisions as to how to use 

problem/solution framing and paves the way for more research in this area.  
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