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This research examines how death-related media contexts affect
consumers’ preferences for domestic and foreign brands. Four lab and
field studies demonstrate that death-related media contexts affect
subsequent brand evaluations in distinct ways, which have not yet been
documented in the extant literature on media context. First, death-related
media contexts shift consumers’ preferences in favor of domestic brands
by enhancing consumers’ patriotism. Second, the death-related media
context effect appears only with a temporal delay between the media
context and the brand evaluation. Even after a 24-hour delay, the effect
still takes place as long as consumers have not been given an
opportunity to attenuate death-induced anxiety. Finally, the authors show
that foreign brands can counter the negative effects of a death-related
media context by making a prodomestic advertising claim.
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Mass media is satiated with an increasing amount of
death-related content. For example, approximately 40% of
U.S. newscasts are concerned with death-related reports,
such as car accidents, homicides, terrorist attacks, and natu-
ral disasters (The Project for Excellence in Journalism
2005). Pyszczynski, Solomon, and Greenberg (2003) argue
that reports of such events can prime the concept of death.
However, there is almost no research exploring the effects
of death-related media contexts on consumers’ responses to
brands, the mechanisms by which they might operate, and
the conditions under which these effects are more (versus
less) likely to occur.

Media contexts immediately preceding brand commer-
cials can affect consumers’ perceptions of brands by accen-
tuating two types of contextual cues: product-related infor-
mation and program-induced affect states (Meyers-Levy
and Tybout 1997; Murry, Lastovicka, and Singh 1992;
Wang and Calder 2006; Yi 1990). Then, how would media
contexts priming death-related constructs exert their effects?
Death-related media contexts are not likely to prime product-
related information, because death thoughts are more
abstract in nature and are mostly not directly related to the
specific brand information. In addition, literature on mortal-
ity salience has asserted that effects of accessible death
thoughts on behavior do not operate through changed affect
states (Greenberg et al. 1992). Therefore, the effect of a
death-related media context on subsequent brand evalua-
tions must operate through a mechanism distinct from those
previously documented in the media context literature.
Mortality salience literature claims that one way people

defend themselves against the fear of death is by bolstering
their cultural worldview (Greenberg et al. 1990), which is
reflected in creating positive (negative) beliefs of those who
uphold (threaten) their worldview (Arndt et al. 2004; Green-
berg et al. 1990). Thus, when the media context makes
death-related thoughts accessible, a person may show a
more favorable attitude toward in-group consumption
objects, such as domestic brands, and a more negative atti-
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mortality salience asserts that affect does not play a role in
the impact of accessible death thoughts on people’s percep-
tions and behavior (Greenberg et al. 1992). How, then, can
death-related media contexts influence brand evaluations,
particularly evaluations of domestic and foreign brands?
This article aims to fill in this void.
Consumers’ different attitudes toward domestic and

foreign brands have received a great amount of attention in
international marketing studies (Balabanis and Diamanto-
poulos 2004; Shimp and Sharma 1987). Although some
research has found a domestic brand preference in certain
product categories when comparing domestic brands with
foreign brands from certain countries, this preference seems
to be intertwined with brand quality and image. For exam-
ple, Balabanis and Diamantopoulos (2004) report that
British consumers had a significant domestic car preference
only when the foreign car brands were from France but not
when they were from Germany, whereas they preferred
Japanese television brands over domestic ones. Indeed,
Gürhan-Canli and Maheswaran (2000) show that consumers
from an individualist culture are not inclined to base their
brand evaluations on whether the brand is domestic. In their
study, U.S. consumers did not prefer U.S. brands over
Japanese brands unless the former was superior in quality.
This is because individualist consumers actively seek
individual benefits and the fulfillment of personal goals.
Group membership and goals are rather subordinate.
In this study, we propose that a death-related media

context urges consumers to focus their attention on the
brands’ country of origin and to shift their relative
preference for domestic and foreign brands in favor of the
domestic brands. The reason for this is that people need to
engage in specific behaviors to cope with the anxiety and
fear associated with death. Terror management theory
(Greenberg et al. 1990) suggests that when people are
reminded of their inevitable death, they are motivated to
attenuate existential concerns by maintaining and defending
faith in their cultural worldview (Greenberg et al. 1990) or
bolstering their self-esteem (Ferraro, Shiv, and Bettman
2005; Greenberg et al. 1992). A culture worldview defense
further leads people to react more negatively to those who
threaten their cultural values and more positively to those
who uphold them (Rosenblatt et al. 1989). This in-group
bias can translate into favorite attitudes and actions toward
various in-group targets. For example, Jonas and colleagues
(2002) find that U.S. college students donated more money
to U.S. charities but not to foreign ones when death-related
thoughts were activated. Moreover, there is evidence that
people prefer domestic items over foreign ones under mor-
tality salience conditions (Fransen et al. 2008; Jonas,
Fritsche, and Greenberg 2005). Then, it seems plausible to
expect that a death-related media context exerts opposite
effects on domestic and foreign brands. Specifically, it
should increase the preference for domestic brands but
decrease the preference for foreign brands. Thus,
consumers’ relative preference for domestic and foreign
brands will shift in favor of domestic brands in a death-
related media context compared with a neutral media context.
Nevertheless, none of the extant studies provide an

answer to what drives these opposite effects. We propose
that patriotic sentiment plays an essential role. Patriotism
refers to a person’s individual attachment and loyalty to his

tude toward out-group consumption objects, such as foreign
brands. In this article, we show that a death-related media
context can indeed induce such a domestic brand prefer-
ence—that is, a more favorable attitude toward domestic
brands than toward foreign brands.
Four studies, conducted in both the lab and the field,

examine the specific mechanism by which death-related
media contexts affect the relative preference for domestic
and foreign brands and the conditions under which these
effects are more (versus less) likely to occur. More specifi-
cally, this research has three main objectives. The first
objective is to understand the underlying mechanism. If
death-related media contexts can induce a domestic brand
preference through worldview validation, what is the par-
ticular process that elicits this validation? In this respect, we
show the mediating role of patriotism. The second objective
is to demonstrate conditions under which these context
effects are more likely to occur and how persistent the
effects are. Previous literature has centered on the notion
that the strongest media context effects appear immediately
after exposure to the specific context and diminish over time
(Coulter and Punj 1999). However, we argue and find that
the effects of a death-related media context occur only after
a time interval (Study 1a). Moreover, we show evidence that
the effects can persist for 24 hours as long as the goal of
attenuating death-induced anxiety is not fulfilled (Study 2).
Third, we aim to shed light on the role of a brand’s attitudi-
nal position in moderating the death-related context effects
on brand evaluations (Study 3).

DEATH-RELATED MEDIA CONTEXT AND
PREFERENCE FOR DOMESTIC AND FOREIGN

BRANDS

Substantive evidence has shown that the media contexts
in which advertisements are placed influence ad effective-
ness and consumers’ attitudes toward brands appearing in
these advertisements (Murry, Lastovicka, and Singh 1992;
Wang and Calder 2006). Media context effects often take
place in two ways. First, media contexts can function as
cognitive primes of constructs that have a semantic connec-
tion with a target brand. For example, a media context may
activate specific product-related information, which can
subsequently influence the perceptions of advertised brands.
Yi (1993) demonstrates that an ambiguously described car
was judged more favorably when a positive product attrib-
ute (safety) was primed by a preceding advertisement than
when a negative product attribute (oil consumption) was
primed. Second, in the absence of meaningful semantic con-
nections between the context and the target brands, media
contexts may serve as affective primes that affect subsequent
brand evaluations through induced mood states (Meyers-
Levy and Tybout 1997). For example, Goldberg and Gorn
(1987) find that compared with a sad television program, a
happy program instigated greater perceived commercial
effectiveness. Affective priming influences brand responses
because of an affect-congruent valence shift from the con-
text program to the target brand.
Neither of these mechanisms seems applicable in the set-

ting of death-related media contexts. Rather, these contexts
prime an abstract mental construct (death) that is unrelated
to brand information and thus cannot be used to interpret
subsequently presented brands. Moreover, the literature on
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related media context should affect brand evaluations when
there is a temporal delay sufficient to remove death-related
thoughts from focal attention.

H2: Consumers’ relative preference for domestic and foreign
brands shifts in favor of domestic brands only when there is
a temporal delay between the death-related media context
and the brand evaluation but not when there is no delay.

Finally, we examine whether foreign brands can counter
or even reverse the negative influence of a death-related
media context. To this end, we test whether the attitudinal
position of a brand can moderate the death-related media
context effects on consumers’ brand evaluations. Mortality
salience effects on target evaluations are often driven by the
membership identity of the target, with the presumption that
in-group targets should validate and support a person’s cul-
tural worldview, whereas out-group targets threaten and
jeopardize it. However, See and Petty (2006) argue that
acceptance or rejection of out-group targets is influenced
not only by people’s membership identity but also by the
beliefs they uphold. More specifically, although an out-
group target’s identity implies a different worldview, people
also deem the specific attitudinal position of out-group
members as a relevant cue. Then, what if a foreign brand
expresses an explicitly favorable attitude toward the domes-
tic country (e.g., through a prodomestic ad claim)? Will this
prodomestic attitudinal position be able to counteract the
negative effects on foreign brands? When an out-group tar-
get takes a pro-in-group position, the presumption that this
degrades and jeopardizes the in-group’s cultural worldview
becomes invalid. Instead, a pro-in-group attitude grants the
out-group target a more definite and clear position with
respect to whether it upholds the cultural worldview with
which the in-group identifies. Thus, in this case, people
should evaluate the out-group target as favorable because of
its pro-in-group attitudinal position. Therefore, we expect
that a foreign brand’s prodomestic attitudinal position could
reverse the negative effects instigated by death-related
media contexts. Consumers should then exhibit a greater
liking of the foreign brand in the death-related media con-
text condition than in the control condition. Conversely,
domestic brands hold a worldview-validating identity and
should already be evaluated positively in the context of a
mortality salience prime. Thus, a prodomestic claim should
not further enhance consumers’ preference for domestic
brands.

H3a: A death-related media context leads to increased liking of
foreign brands in the case of a prodomestic ad claim and
decreased liking of foreign brands in the case of a neutral
ad claim.

H3b: A death-related media context leads to increased liking of
domestic brands, regardless of whether domestic brands
adopt a prodomestic ad claim.

We present four studies to investigate the proposed
hypotheses. Studies 1a and 1b examine the mediating role
of patriotism in establishing the effect of a death-related
media context on the relative preference of domestic and
foreign brands (H1a and H1b) and demonstrate that these
effects merely occur with a temporal delay between the con-
text program and the brand evaluations (H2). Study 2 repli-
cates the effects with a different media context manipula-
tion. More important, Study 2 shows that the death-related

or her nation and country (Kosterman and Feshbach 1989).
Whenever faced with the anxiety instigated by death, peo-
ple actively seek for what verifies their cultural worldview
because culture provides a means to buffer death-induced
existence concerns by structuring the world with meaning,
order, and standards of valued behavior. People who fulfill
the standards and comply with the orders can ultimately
transcend death. Over time, maintaining beliefs in the cul-
tural worldview becomes a buffer against death-induced
anxiety. Because patriotism implies attachment and faith in
the structure, value, and order of their countries, people’s
patriotic concerns may be one component of their culture
worldview. Empirical research also reports that patriotic
constructs can become cognitively accessible when mortal-
ity salience is enhanced (Arndt, Cook, and Routledge 2004).
Furthermore, consumer patriotism can be an important fac-
tor in determining attitudes toward and purchase intentions
regarding domestic versus foreign brands. For example,
consumers do not prefer superior foreign brands over infe-
rior domestic brands when there is some animosity toward
the country of the foreign brand, thus leading to increased
patriotism (Klein, Ettenson, and Morris 1998). Similarly,
consumers may prefer inferior domestic brands simply
because they believe that they should sacrifice individual
benefit for the group (country) goals (Gürhan-Canli and
Maheswaran 2000). Thus, we expect that when media con-
texts make death accessible, consumers’ relative preference
for domestic and foreign brands will shift in favor of
domestic brands as a result of enhanced patriotism.

H1a: Consumers’ relative preference for domestic and foreign
brands shifts in favor of domestic brands in a death-related
media context compared with a neutral media context.

H1b: Consumers’ patriotism mediates the effect of a death-
related media context on their relative preference for
domestic and foreign brands.

Previously, most media context studies have reported that
context effects reduce with increased temporal distance
between the media program and the brand evaluation. This
is because the psychological responses elicited by the media
program diminish with increasing temporal distance (Coul-
ter and Punj 1999). However, we expect that when media
contexts activate death-related thoughts, these context
effects exert stronger effects on consumers’ liking of the
advertised brands in the case of a temporal distance than
when there is no temporal distance. Research has
demonstrated that people engage in two distinct defenses in
response to reminders of death: proximal defenses and dis-
tal defenses (Greenberg et al. 1994). When death-related
thoughts are consciously accessible (e.g., immediately after
watching a mortality-related news report), people often
engage in a rational proximal defense through active sup-
pression of these death thoughts. Specifically, they distract
their attention from the vulnerability of existence or push
the problem into the distant future. However, when death-
related thoughts are nonconsciously accessible (e.g.,
because of a distracting non-death-related video after a
death-related news report), the distal defense that typically
involves worldview validation takes place (Greenberg et al.
1990). Therefore, immediately after exposure to media pro-
grams that activate death-related thoughts, consumers
should not engage in a worldview defense, whereas a death-
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(H&M and Zara). A domestic Dutch brand (Philips) and two
foreign brands (Samsung and Sony) constituted the televi-
sion brands. Participants who were not familiar with and
were unable to judge a specific brand did not indicate their
liking of that brand. Less than 1% of the total liking ratings
was not completed. Finally, participants completed the
PANAS (Positive and Negative Affect Scale; Watson, Clark,
and Tellegen 1988) and answered questions about the videos.
Gender did not affect the results in any of the studies.

Results

Brand ratings. We first collapsed all domestic and foreign
brands separately for beers (αdomestic = .80 and αforeign =
.76), fashion stores (αforeign = .78), and televisions (αforeign =
.76). We then subtracted the liking ratings of foreign brands
from those of domestic brands for each category, creating a
domestic brand preference score. We subjected these scores
to a 2 (media context: death-related versus neutral) × 2
(time: delay versus immediate) × 3 (product category: beer
versus fashion store versus television) analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with media context and time as between-subjects
factors and product category as a within-subject factor. This
analysis revealed two significant main effects. The main
effect of media context (F(1, 82) = 12.67, p < .001) shows
that participants had a stronger domestic brand preference
after exposure to a death-related media context (M = .72)
than a neutral one (M = –.13). The main effect of time (F(1,
82) = 4.93, p < .05) indicates that participants’ domestic
brand preference was stronger in the delay condition (M =
.56) than in the immediate condition (M = .03). The variable
category did not produce either a main effect or an inter-
action effect with any of the other variables (Fs < 1, ps >
.39).
Importantly, there was a significant interaction between

media context and time (F(1, 82) = 14.79, p < .001), as Fig-
ure 1 shows. Planned comparisons indicate that in the delay
condition, participants had a stronger domestic brand pref-

media context effects can persist as long as the goal to sup-
press death-induced anxiety is not satisfied. Finally, Study 3
sheds light on the role of a brand’s attitudinal position in
moderating the effects of death-related media contexts on
the liking and purchase intention of that brand (H3a and
H3b).

STUDY 1A

We randomly assigned participants to a 2 (media context:
death-related versus neutral) × 2 (time: delay versus imme-
diate) between-subjects design. We measured their prefer-
ence for domestic and foreign brands in three different prod-
uct categories and included a patriotism scale as a mediator.
This design enabled us to test the mediating role of patriot-
ism and the moderating effect of temporal delay (H1a, H1b,
and H2).

Method

Ninety-four undergraduate students from a Dutch univer-
sity were paid €5 each to participate in this study. Eight par-
ticipants did not complete the study, and thus we excluded
them from the analyses.
Media context manipulation. First, participants watched a

news report on their computer screen. In the death-related
media context, the news report was about the September 11
terror attacks in the United States. In the control condition,
the news report was about a new dental technique that could
be used to fill cavities. This is consistent with prior mortal-
ity salience research in which participants in the control
condition wrote about a visit to the dentist. The news reports
in both conditions were approximately the same length (90
seconds). Participants were instructed to watch the video
carefully because they would be asked to answer some
questions about the video later.
Delay manipulation. After watching the news reports,

participants in the delay condition watched another video—
a short summary of a soccer game—that allowed death-
related thoughts to be removed from focal consciousness
(Greenberg et al. 1994). We intentionally selected a game
between an Italian and a French soccer club to exclude any
potential trigger for patriotism among Dutch participants in
this filler task. A pretest also showed that this video did not
increase people’s level of patriotism compared with a con-
dition in which people did not watch any video. After the
distracting video, participants received the dependent meas-
ures. Participants in the immediate condition went straight
to the dependent measures after watching the news reports.
Patriotism measure. Next, participants filled out a patri-

otism scale (Kosterman and Feshbach 1989), which con-
tained several statements, such as “I love my country” and
“It is not important for me to serve my own country”
(reverse-coded item). They used a five-point scale (1 =
“strongly disagree,” and 5 = “strongly agree”).
Brand likings. In the brand evaluation stage, participants

indicated their liking of several brands on a five-point scale
(1 = “dislike very much,” and 5 = “like very much”). The
brands pertained to three product categories: beer, fashion
store, and television. We preselected four beer brands, two
of which were domestic Dutch beers (Heineken and Ams-
tel) and two of which were foreign beers (Corona and Bud-
weiser). The three fashion store brands consisted of a
domestic Dutch brand (Mexx) and two foreign brands

Figure 1
DOMESTIC BRAND PREFERENCE AS A FUNCTION OF MEDIA

CONTEXT AND TIME (STUDY 1A)
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erence after exposure to a death-related media context (M =
1.44) than a neutral media context (M = –.33; F(1, 82) =
27.05, p < .001). In the immediate condition, there was
no significant difference between a death-related media
context (M = –.01) and a neutral media context (M = .06;
F(1, 82) = .04, p > .83).
Patriotism. We collapsed all items of the patriotism scale

into a composite index (α = .80), on which we conducted a
2 (media context: death-related versus neutral) × 2 (time:
delay versus immediate) between-subjects ANOVA. The
analysis reveals a significant interaction effect between
media context and time (F(1, 82) = 5.49, p < .03). Planned
comparisons show that media context produced a significant
effect in the delay condition (F(1, 82) = 7.84, p < .01). Par-
ticipants felt more patriotic after a death-related media con-
text (M = 3.61) than after a neutral media context (M =
3.24). Media context did not generate a significant effect in
the immediate condition (Ms = 3.38 and 3.32; F < 1, p >
.62).
Mediation analyses. Our theoretical framework proposes

a case of moderated mediation (Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt
2005; see also Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007), as Figure
2 illustrates, in which time moderates the effect of media
context on the mediator, patriotism, which in turn influences
the liking of brands. Conditional indirect effects analyses
reveal that patriotism mediated the effect of media context
on the domestic brand preference in the delay condition (z =
2.42, p < .05) but not in the immediate condition (z = –.49,
p > .62) (for the detailed procedure and analyses, see Sec-
tion 1 in the Web Appendix at http://www.marketingpower.
com/jmrapril10).
PANAS. The measures of positive and negative affect did

not differ significantly as a result of the manipulations (all
Fs < 1). This was also the case in the rest of the studies in
this article, and thus we do not report this measure further.

Discussion

The findings of Study 1a demonstrate that a news report
about a terror attack led to a preference for domestic brands
over foreign brands. This preference did not appear after a
neutral news report, after which the domestic and foreign
brands were equally preferred. However, the effects took
place only when there was a delay between the news report
and the brand evaluations. In addition, patriotism mediated
these effects. Neither semantic nor affective priming can
account for this media context effect. Specifically, because
the news report about the September 11 terror attacks is
completely unrelated to the brands used in this study, it is

clear that the media context did not shift brand evaluations
through a semantic prime. Moreover, the PANAS measure
confirmed that the effect cannot be attributed to an affective
prime. Thus, we can conclude that when priming a death-
related mind-set, media contexts can influence the evalua-
tion of subsequently advertised brands through a mecha-
nism of enhanced patriotism and after a temporal delay.
This has not been previously documented in the media con-
text literature.

STUDY 1B

Study 1b attempts to establish whether real-world envi-
ronmental cues (in this case, movies) can activate death-
related thoughts and influence consumer preference, thus
replicating the effects found in Study 1a in a real choice set-
ting with nonstudent respondents. Furthermore, to ensure
that the obtained media context effects are indeed due to the
activation of death thoughts, we included a cognitive task
that measures the accessibility of these thoughts.

Method

This study was conducted outside a movie theater. An
experimenter approached visitors after they had seen a
movie. The experimenter always began the conversation by
asking which movie visitors had seen and was careful not to
show that the movie choice would be important for the
study. Only visitors who had seen the movie Control (a
movie about former Joy Division singer Ian Curtis who
committed suicide at the end of the movie) or the movie
Factory Girl (a story about the dramatic life of Edie Sedg-
wick, former “muse” of Andy Warhol, whose life was char-
acterized by drug abuse—there was no death theme in the
movie) were invited to participate in a small study. We con-
sidered Control the death-related movie and Factory Girl
the neutral movie in our study. If visitors were part of a cou-
ple or a group, only one of them was asked to participate; this
ensured that others in the group would not influence one
another’s decisions. To thank them for their participation,
participants could choose a small present (a package of crack-
ers of either a domestic or a foreign brand). Seventy-four
people (39 women, 35 men; average age = 35.26) agreed to
participate in this study. Neither age nor gender had any
effect on the data, and thus we do not report it further.
The small study consisted of several tasks. We first meas-

ured participants’ patriotism and mood. However, we did
not use the complete measures, because it was important to
keep the study short for the participants to concentrate on
the questions in a field study setting. We selected four patri-
otism items, two positive affect items (calm, happy), and
two negative affect items (nervous, distressed). We also
included a general mood item (“How do you feel right
now?” 1 = “very bad,” and 5 = “very good”). The answering
scales are the same as those in Study 1a. The type of movie
did not have any effect on the mood measures, and we do
not report them further.
Participants were then requested to complete a “word

completion task,” which was ostensibly a language test but
actually measured death thought accessibility (Arndt et al.
1997). Participants filled out six word fragments, four of
which could be completed with either a neutral or a death-
related Dutch word. For example, the fragment GRA_ could
be completed as the death-related word GRAF (grave) or

Domestic brand
preference (dependent

variable

Patriotism
(mediator)

Time
(moderator)

Media context
(independent
variable)

Figure 2
MODERATED MEDIATION MODEL OF THE EFFECT OF MEDIA

CONTEXT ON DOMESTIC BRAND PREFERENCE (STUDY 1A)
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the neutral word GRAS (grass). The other possible death-
related words were dood (dead), lijk (corpse), and sterven
(die). Finally, participants could choose between two brands
of crackers as a gift for their participation: a domestic brand
(Duyvis) and a foreign brand (Lays) that have the same fla-
vor, weight, and package size. Participants were also probed
for their suspicion about the aim of this study, but none
could guess the purpose correctly. At the end, participants
were fully debriefed about the study’s aim.

Results

Death accessibility and patriotism. We summed the num-
ber of death-related words that each participant created to
compose the death thought accessibility measure. Higher
scores indicate greater accessibility of death thoughts. An
analysis on the death accessibility measure and patriotism
(α = .83), respectively, indicated that participants who had
seen the death-related movie completed more death-related
words and felt more patriotic than those who had seen the
movie in the control condition (Table 1, Column 1). Thus,
the death-related movie indeed elicited more accessible
death thoughts and enhanced patriotic feelings.
Brand choice. We performed a logistic regression to

examine the effect of movie type on participants’ choice
between a domestic and a foreign brand. This analysis
revealed that significantly more participants who saw the
death-related movie chose the domestic brand than partici-
pants who saw the neutral movie (74% versus 51%; Wal-
dorf’s χ2 = 4.08, p < .05).
Mediation analysis. Finally, we examined whether patri-

otism mediated the effect of movie type on the choice for
the domestic brand by a set of three regressions (for the
detailed analyses, see Section 2 in the Web Appendix at
http://www.marketingpower.com/jmrapril10).A Sobel (1982)
test confirms this significant mediation pattern (z = 1.98,
p = .05).

Discussion

Study 1b extends and validates the findings on the
domestic brand preference induced by death-related media
contexts in three ways. First, we show that the domestic
brand preference not only influenced consumers’ percep-
tions of brands but also shifted their real behavior. Second,
the results confirm that real-world environmental cues, such
as a death-related movie, can act as a death prime and influ-
ence consumers’ choice in a nonlaboratory setting. Third,
by activating death thoughts using a movie instead of an
objective news report, this study verifies that any media pro-

gram that increases the accessibility of death thoughts in
consumers’ minds can induce the proposed death-related
media context effect.

STUDY 2

Study 2 examines how persistent the death-related media
context effect is. In other words, can domestic brands still
benefit from a mortality-induced domestic brand preference
if the distance between the media exposure and the brand
evaluation is rather long (e.g., 24 hours)? We propose that
the effect of death-related media contexts can persist as long
as the goal to attenuate death-induced anxiety is not satis-
fied. A death-related media context instigates anxiety and
concerns in viewers, which drives them to engage in acts
that can suppress these negative affect states to return to the
normal state. Because the motivation to reduce death-
induced anxiety has a goal-directed character, the actions to
reduce this anxiety may persist in the course of a delay (if
not increase) and decrease when the goal is fulfilled (Bargh
et al. 2001; Chartrand et al. 2008; Fitzsimons, Chartrand,
and Fitzsimons 2008). We tested this expectation by manipu-
lating the delay between the media exposure and the oppor-
tunity to accomplish the goal to buffer death-induced anxi-
ety (brand evaluation in this case).
Furthermore, in Study 2, we used a different media con-

text manipulation of mortality salience. In Study 1a, we
used a news report about the September 11 terror attacks as
the death-related media context. It could be argued that this
report is about a very specific and unusual situation, which
elicits extreme reactions in many people. This could limit
the generalizability of our results. In addition, not only are
the September 11 terror attacks associated with death, but
they are also entangled with other confounding factors, such
as religion, which may influence our results. Therefore, in
Study 2, we used a report about a plane crash that did not
occur in the context of the September 11 terror attacks and
thus does not contain potentially confounding factors.

Method

Sixty-five undergraduate students from a Dutch univer-
sity participated in this study in partial fulfillment of course
credits. Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (media
context: death-related versus neutral) × 2 (delay: short ver-
sus long) between-subjects design.
Media context manipulation. The manipulation differed

from Study 1a only in that the death-related news report was
about a fatal plane crash.

Table 1
THE EFFECT OF MEDIA CONTEXT ON THE MEAN PATRIOTISM AND DEATH THOUGHT ACCESSIBILITY SCORES IN STUDY 1B,

STUDY 2, AND STUDY 3

Study 1b Study 2: Short Delay Versus Long Delay Study 3

Neutral Neutral Neutral
Death-Related Media Death-Related Media Death-Related Media
Media Context Context F-Value Media Context Context F-Value Media Context Context F-Value

Patriotism 3.43 2.96 F(1, 72) = 6.32* 3.74 2.89 F(1, 61) = 22.40** 3.96 3.51 F(1, 127) = 25.56**
Death-thought
accessibility 2.28 1.60 F(1, 72) = 5.22* 2.03 1.22 F(1, 61) = 4.04* 2.62 1.35 F(1, 127) = 47.79**

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
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Delay manipulation. After watching the news reports,
participants were randomly assigned to one of two delay
conditions. In the short-delay condition, participants first
watched the same soccer game as in Study 1a before turn-
ing to the dependent measures. In the long-delay condition,
participants only answered some filler questions about the
video they just watched and were not given the opportunity
to attenuate death-induced anxiety by showing their domes-
tic brand preference in brand evaluations. All participants
were invited to return to the lab 24 hours later, when partici-
pants in the long-delay condition filled out the dependent
measures for the first time, and those in the short-delay con-
dition filled out the dependent measures for the second time.
Because the motivation to reduce death-induced anxiety
should have a goal-directed nature and, consequently, is per-
sistent over a delay, we expect that participants in the long-
delay condition will show a domestic brand preference even
24 hours after seeing the death-related news report because
their goals have not been fulfilled. However, we expect that
participants in the short-delay condition will show a domes-
tic brand preference only on the first day, when they are
given the opportunity to reduce the uneasy feeling evoked
by death. After the goal has been accomplished, the effect
of death-related media contexts should disappear, and thus
participants should not show a domestic brand preference
24 hours later.
Brand likings, patriotism measure, and PANAS. These

dependent measures are exactly the same as in Study 1a.
Death accessibility measure. We used a similar measure

as in Study 1b to measure death accessibility, but with ten
word fragments (five death-related words and five filler
words).

Results

In this section, we first present findings that demonstrate
that the death-related media context effects still appear 24
hours after the media exposure, when consumers did not
fulfill the goal to reduce death-induced anxiety. We test this
by comparing the Day 1 scores of participants in the short-
delay condition with the Day 2 scores of participants in the
long-delay condition. Then, we present results that show
that the effects disappear when consumers had an opportu-
nity to accomplish this goal. We test this by comparing the
Day 1 and Day 2 scores of participants in the short-delay
condition.
Death thought accessibility and patriotism. We con-

ducted a 2 (media context: death-related versus neutral) × 2
(delay: short versus long) between-subjects ANOVA on the
death thought accessibility measure and patriotism (α =
.92), respectively. There was only a significant main effect
of media context on both measures. Participants in the
death-related media context condition generated more
death-related words and reported a higher level of patriot-
ism than those in the control condition, independent of the
length of the delay (Table 1, Column 2). Neither the main
effect of delay nor the media context × delay interaction was
significant.
Brand ratings. As in Study 1a, we first calculated a

domestic brand preference score per category. We subjected
these scores to a 2 (media context: death-related versus neu-
tral) × 2 (delay: short versus long) × 3 (product category:
beer versus fashion store versus television) ANOVA with

media context and delay as between-subjects factors and
product category as a within-subject factor. This analysis
revealed two significant main effects. The main effect of
product category (F(2, 122) = 7.34, p < .001) reveals that
participants had a stronger domestic brand preference in the
case of television brands (M = .52) than beer brands (M =
–.38) and fashion store brands (M = –.02). More important,
the main effect of media context was significant (F(1, 61) =
11.01, p < .01). This indicated that participants had a
stronger domestic brand preference after exposure to a
death-related media context (M = .60) than a neutral context
(M = –.58). There was neither a significant main effect of
delay nor a significant media context × delay interaction
(Fs < 1, ps > .90). Thus, when the goal to reduce death-
induced anxiety is not satisfied, the domestic brand prefer-
ence triggered by death-related media contexts can still
appear 24 hours after the media exposure (as strong as
shortly after the news report).
Mediation analysis. We predicted and found that (short

versus long) delay does not moderate the effect of the death-
related media context on the domestic brand preference and
patriotic feelings. Thus, we conducted a simple regression
analysis to examine whether patriotism mediated the effect
of a death-related media context on the domestic brand pref-
erence. A Sobel (1982) test confirms this mediation pattern
(z = 2.57, p = .01) (for more details on this mediation analy-
sis, see Section 3 in the Web Appendix at http://www.
marketingpower.com/jmrapril10).
Analyses of Day 1 and Day 2 scores of participants in the

short-delay condition. We conducted separate 2 (media con-
text: death-related versus neutral) × 2 (day: Day 1 versus
Day 2) ANOVAs on death accessibility, the domestic brand
preference, and patriotism for participants in the short-delay
condition. In these analyses, media context is a between-
subjects variable, and day is a within-subject variable. The
results show a significant interaction between media context
and day on death accessibility (F(1, 29) = 7.27, p < .05),
domestic brand preference (F(1, 29) = 4.69, p < .05), and
patriotism (F(1, 29) = 4.71, p < .05). Further follow-up
analyses reveal that media context only had significant
effects on the three measures on Day 1 but not on Day 2, as
Table 2 shows. These findings support the idea that the
death-related media context effect disappears after con-
sumers reduce the death-induced anxiety.

Discussion

This study corroborates the findings of Study 1a with a
different death-related news report. Notably, we found evi-
dence that the effect of a death-related media context on
brand evaluations can persist for 24 hours, as long as con-
sumers do not have an opportunity to attenuate the death-
induced anxiety. However, after consumers express a
domestic brand preference to buffer the uneasy feelings, the
effect of death-related media contexts disappears.

STUDY 3

Thus far, the findings indicate that when death thoughts
are accessible, consumers evaluate brands on the basis of
their country-of-origin information: Specifically, they rate
brands from the domestic country more favorably, whereas
they rate brands belonging to foreign countries more nega-
tively. Given the ubiquity of death-related contents in the

http://www.marketingpower.com/jmrapril10
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with media context as a between-subjects factor. The results
reveal only a significant main effect of media context on
both measures. Participants who watched a death-related
program completed more death-related words and reported
a higher level of patriotism than those in the control condi-
tion (Table 1, Column 3).
Brand liking and purchase intention. We subjected the

brand liking ratings to a 2 (media context: death-related ver-
sus neutral) × 2 (origin of brand: domestic versus foreign) ×
2 (ad claim: prodomestic versus neutral) between-subjects
ANOVA. This analysis reveals a significant three-way inter-
action among media context, origin of brand, and ad claim
(F(1, 127) = 13.57, p < .001), as Figure 3 shows. To test our
predictions, we ran two separate 2 (media context: death-
related versus neutral) × 2 (ad claim: prodomestic versus
neutral) between-subjects ANOVAs for the foreign and
domestic brand.
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media, this is not encouraging news for manufacturers that
aim to sell their products on a foreign market. However, as
elaborated in H3a, we hypothesize that a prodomestic ad
claim highlighting a foreign brand’s prodomestic position
may override the negative death-related media context
effects because this attitudinal position takes away the pre-
sumption that brands from out-groups will threaten con-
sumers’ cultural worldview. In contrast, a prodomestic ad
claim may not matter much for domestic brands, because
they hold a worldview-validating position and are already
rated positively in a death-related media context (H3b).
In addition, in the previous studies, each participant rated

both domestic and foreign brands, which may have led to
comparison effects. In this study, we apply a between-subjects
manipulation by exposing participants to an advertisement
that contains either a domestic or a foreign brand. Finally,
we also measure participants’ purchase intentions of the
advertised brand and their evaluations of the advertisement.

Method

One hundred thirty-five students from a Belgian college
were paid €5 to participate in this study. Participants were
randomly assigned to a 2 (media context: death-related ver-
sus neutral) × 2 (origin of brand: domestic versus foreign) ×
2 (ad claim: prodomestic versus neutral) between-subjects
design.
We manipulated media context in the same way as in

Study 1a. Following the PANAS and the patriotism scale,
we showed participants an advertisement of either a domes-
tic Belgian brand (Stella Artois) or a foreign brand (Bud-
weiser). The slogan of the advertisement was either a
prodomestic one (“Stella Artois/Budweiser, made for Bel-
gians!”) or a neutral one (“Nothing is as fresh as Stella
Artois/Budweiser”). Participants had sufficient time to
examine the advertisement and then assessed their liking of
the brand, their purchase intentions toward the brand, and
their liking of the advertisement on a nine-point scale.
Finally, participants completed the same death thoughts
accessibility measure as in Study 2.

Results

Death thought accessibility and patriotism. We ran a 2
(media context: death-related versus neutral) × 2 (origin of
brand: domestic versus foreign) × 2 (ad claim: prodomestic
versus neutral) between-subjects ANOVA on the death
thought accessibility and anANOVA on patriotism (α = .86)

Figure 3
BRAND LIKING AS A FUNCTION OF MEDIA CONTEXT, AD

CLAIM, AND ORIGIN OF BRAND (STUDY 3)
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Table 2
THE EFFECT OF MEDIA CONTEXT AND DELAY (DAY 1 VERSUS DAY 2 IN THE SHORT-DELAY CONDITION) ON THE MEAN

DOMESTIC BRAND PREFERENCE, PATRIOTISM, AND DEATH THOUGHT ACCESSIBILITY SCORES

Day 1 Day 2

Neutral Neutral
Death-Related Media Death-Related Media
Media Context Context F-Value Media Context Context F-Value

Domestic brand
preference .62 –.58 F(1, 29) = 5.69* –.13 .14 F(1, 29) = .95

Patriotism 3.76 2.85 F(1, 29) = 11.69** 3.35 3.22 F(1, 29) = .21
Death thought
accessibility 2.00 1.14 F(1, 29) = 3.97* .82 1.07 F(1, 29) = 1.02

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
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effect of mortality salience on the liking of the foreign brand
in the case of a prodomestic ad claim (z = 2.21, p < .05) and
the negative effects in the case of a neutral ad claim (z =
–1.82, p = .068).

Discussion

Study 3 reports findings on the moderating role of ad
appeals on the impact of a death-related media context on
brand liking and purchase intention. When the advertise-
ment made a neutral claim, we replicated the negative effect
for foreign brands obtained in the previous studies. How-
ever, when the advertisement adopted a prodomestic claim,
a foreign brand was liked more and therefore was more
likely to be purchased when it was advertised after a death-
related media context than a neutral media context. Further-
more, a death-related media context led to stronger prefer-
ences and purchase intentions for domestic brands than a
neutral media context, regardless of whether the brands
made a prodomestic claim.
Most literature on media context suggests that evalua-

tions of the advertisement mediate context effects on brand
evaluations (Coulter and Punj 1999; Goldberg and Gorn
1987). However, the death-related media context does not
influence ad evaluations in this study. Rather, consumers’
brand liking is driven by death accessibility and the brand’s
in-group or out-group identity, while consumers’ affective
states, which often affect evaluations, do not differ in the
death-related and neutral media context.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

As a crucial factor in media planning, media contexts
influence the effectiveness of subsequent advertisements by
either highlighting semantically related concepts or instigat-
ing specific affective states (Meyers-Levy and Tybout
1997). However, the current research reveals that death-
related media contexts, which prime a more abstract mind-
set, influence brand evaluations through a mechanism that
is different from semantic or affective priming. As a defense
against the anxiety instigated by mortality salience, con-
sumers enhanced their feelings of patriotism in the presence
of a death-related media context and consequently demon-
strated a domestic brand preference. We further examined
this effect and its boundary conditions. First, contrary to
most media context effects, the death-related context effect
merely appeared with a temporal delay between the media
exposure and the brand evaluation (Study 1a). Furthermore,
we found evidence that the effects could persist for 24 hours
as long as participants’ death-induced anxiety was not atten-
uated (Study 2). Second, a field study validated and
extended the effects of death-related media contexts in a
real choice setting with nonstudent respondents (Study 1b).
Third, Study 3 suggests that the negative response to foreign
brands can be reversed when these brands express a
prodomestic attitude in ad claims.
Researchers have recently begun to examine the impact

of mortality salience on consumption behaviors. In one such
study, Ferraro, Shiv, and Bettman (2005) investigate how
mortality salience affected choices between a fruit salad and
a chocolate cake through a process of self-esteem striving.
When mortality salience was increased, consumers for
whom their body was an important source of self-esteem
preferred the fruit salad, whereas consumers for whom their

The analysis for the foreign brand indicates a significant
media context × ad claim interaction (F(1, 60) = 20.38, p <
.001). Planned comparison shows that when the foreign
brand advertisement had a neutral slogan, participants liked
the foreign brand less following a death-related media con-
text (M = 3.42) than a neutral media context (M = 4.67; F(1,
60) = 11.63, p < .001). However, when the foreign brand
advertisement had a prodomestic slogan, participants liked
the foreign brand more following a death-related media con-
text (M = 6.36) than a neutral media context (M = 5.28; F(1,
60) = 8.84, p < .001). These results support H3a.
Consistent with H3b, the analysis for the domestic brand

reveals only a main effect of media context (F(1, 67) =
35.09, p < .001). Participants liked the domestic brand more
following a death-related media context (M = 6.63) than a
neutral media context (M = 5.22).
We conducted the same 2 (media context: death-related

versus neutral) × 2 (origin of brand: domestic versus for-
eign) × 2 (ad claim: prodomestic versus neutral) between-
subjects ANOVA on the purchase intention of the advertised
brands. This analysis revealed similar results as the analysis
on brand likings (for the detailed analyses on purchase
intention, see Section 4 in the Web Appendix at http://www.
marketingpower.com/jmrapril10).
Ad liking. A 2 (media context: death-related versus neu-

tral) × 2 (origin of brand: domestic versus foreign) × 2 (ad
claim: prodomestic versus neutral) between-subjects
ANOVA on the ad liking ratings does not yield any signifi-
cant effects (ps > .26).
Mediation analyses on brand likings. We conducted sepa-

rate mediations for domestic and foreign brands (for more
details on these mediation analyses, see Section 5 in theWeb
Appendix at http://www.marketingpower.com/jmrapril10).
We ran a simple mediation for the domestic brand because
we predicted and found that independent of the type of slo-
gan, a death-related media context always increases the lik-
ing of domestic brands. This shows that patriotism mediated
the effect of media context on the liking of the domestic
brand (z = 1.98, p = .05).
However, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis

(Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007) to examine the role of
patriotism (the mediator) in mediating the effects of a death-
related media context (the independent variable) on the lik-
ing of the foreign brand (the dependent variable). The type
of ad claim (prodomestic versus neutral) served as a moder-
ator of the link between patriotism and the liking of the for-
eign brand (illustrated in Figure 4). Conditional indirect
effects analyses reveal that patriotism mediated the positive

Liking of the foreign
brand (dependent

variable)

Patriotism
(mediator)

Type of ad claim
(moderator)

Media context
(independent
variable)

Figure 4
MODERATED MEDIATION MODEL OF THE EFFECT OF MEDIA

CONTEXT ON LIKING OF FOREIGN BRANDS (STUDY 3)
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body was not an important source of self-esteem preferred
the chocolate cake (see also Arndt et al. 2004; Fransen et al.
2008; Maheswaran and Agrawal 2004; Mandel and Heine
1999; Mandel and Smeesters 2008). This article contributes
to this stream of literature in two ways. First, we found con-
verging evidence from both lab and field studies that patri-
otism bridges the effect of death-related media contexts on
the relative preference for domestic and foreign brands. Sec-
ond, to our knowledge, we are the first to demonstrate that
mortality salience effects can be persistent for more than a
day. Consumers still had a domestic brand preference even
24 hours after watching a death-related news report, simply
because they may not have had an opportunity to attenuate
the uneasy feeling induced by death. This suggests that
death-related media contexts can prime consumers with
goal-directed actions and that the effect disappears only
when the goal is satisfied. Previous literature has often
tested the persistence of primes on goal pursuit with a rather
short delay (Bargh et al. 2001; Chartrand et al. 2008; Fitzsi-
mons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). The current article
reveals that the goal to suppress death-elicited concerns and
negative feelings can be fairly strong and persistent.
Our findings also contribute to the country-of-origin lit-

erature that proposes that consumers from individualist cul-
tures do not intentionally base their brand evaluations on
whether the brand is domestic or foreign (Gürhan-Canli and
Maheswaran 2000). The results from the control conditions
of Study 1a indeed confirm this view. Furthermore, we
demonstrate that death-induced anxiety turns country-of-
origin information into a crucial factor for brand evaluations
because a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward domestic
(worldview-validating) or foreign (worldview-threatening)
brands can facilitate in attenuating this anxiety. This death
prime completely reversed consumers’ brand liking, even in
an individualist culture (the Netherlands).

Managerial Implications

This article highlights an important media context effect
that calls for managers’ attention in media planning—
namely, the domestic brand preference induced by death-
related media contexts. Four studies show that this effect
occurs for various consumers, can be triggered by diverse
death-related media programs, and may persist over time.
It has been claimed that media context effects are rather

trivial and can even be ignored after a temporal delay. How-
ever, this study illustrates that rather than diminishing, the
effects of death-related media contexts merely appeared
after a temporal delay, and more important, this effect can
persist for even 24 hours. In real life, news programs do not
always end with death-related topics, but often with neutral
topics or sports items, before consumers are exposed to a
series of advertisements. This delay might be enough for the
contextual effects to occur. Thus, placing brand advertise-
ments a while after death-related media contexts cannot
avoid the negative effects on foreign brands; indeed, it may
even exacerbate the harm.
Furthermore, consumers often try to correct for the prim-

ing effects of media contexts when they realize these effects
and perceive them as inappropriate (Meyers-Levy and
Tybout 1997). Primes unrelated to the advertised target
brands (e.g., affective prime) are especially susceptible to
this correction. Then, consumers should easily realize and
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adjust the domestic brand preference elicited by death-
related media contexts because the context is often com-
pletely unrelated to the subsequent advertisements. How-
ever, although we intensively debriefed and asked
participants to fill out postexperimental questionnaires,
none of them raised any suspicion about relatedness among
the different phases of the study. This is probably because
death-related media contexts merely affect consumers’ lik-
ing of brands when death thoughts are out of focal attention
and consumers are not consciously aware of this influence
(Berger and Fitzsimons 2008; Maimaran and Wheeler
2008). Thus, consumers are not likely to attribute their
negative attitudes toward foreign brands to the death-related
media contexts.
We found that a prodomestic slogan can counter the nega-

tive impact of death-related media contexts on foreign
brands. Consumers even liked the foreign brand with a
prodomestic slogan more after a death-related media con-
text than a neutral one. Thus, foreign brands may need to
trade off between the exotic benefit of being foreign in the
absence of a mortality salience prime and the risk of being
disliked in case of a death-related media context. Although
a prodomestic slogan can counter the negative death-related
media context effects, it may also degrade foreign brands’
exoticism. A prodomestic ad appeal is rather safe for
domestic brands because it does not increase brand likings
and does not harm the brand. Therefore, we caution brand
managers that media context, even a seemingly neutral and
unrelated one, needs to be taken into account when execut-
ing strategies to enter a foreign market.

Limitations and Further Research

As with any research, there are several potential limita-
tions and issues for further research. First, we selected for-
eign brand stimuli as both a trademark from a foreign com-
pany and being produced in a foreign country. However, it
is not clear how consumers would react to foreign brands
produced in the home country. Similarly, it is still an open
issue whether brands’ “degree of foreignness” influences
the evaluations. For example, would Dutch consumers like
Belgian brands more than U.S. brands following a death-
related media context because they are more familiar with
the former?
Second, Study 2 shows that the effect of death-related

media contexts still persists 24 hours later. This indicates
that consumers did not encounter opportunities to attenuate
death-induced anxiety, and they also did not actively engage
in distal defense against this negative state within these 24
hours. However, terror management theory implies that
mortality salience is an aversive state and that people should
actively try to reduce the uneasy feelings instigated by
death. Most mortality salience studies have offered partici-
pants opportunities to resolve death-induced stress (e.g.,
show attitude toward in-group versus out-group, opportuni-
ties to eat or purchase) soon after the activation of death-
related thoughts. Thus, it is actually not clear whether peo-
ple will actively seek solutions when such opportunities are
not presented. Another explanation might be that partici-
pants engaged in resolving the mortality salience effect
within these 24 hours, but this was not enough to com-
pletely fulfill the goal but rather only to reduce the goal in
strength. Goal-directed actions often have a temporal esca-
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lation tendency (Bargh et al. 2001). Specifically, goal pur-
suit should increase in strength over time unless it is satis-
fied. However, we found that the goal to buffer death-
induced anxiety merely persisted but did not increase in
strength after 24 hours. This may be attributed to some
actions to reduce the anxiety in the course of delay.
Third, we found that death-related thoughts were still

accessible after participants expressed a domestic brand
preference. Supporting in-group brands should be sufficient
to eliminate mortality salience effects and thus wipe death-
related thoughts from the top of a person’s mind. Further
research might study whether actions to eliminate mortality
salience effects merely lead to reduced anxiety, while leav-
ing death-related thoughts accessible.
Further research might also explore the role of consumer

ethnocentrism (Shimp and Sharma 1987)—the belief that
the purchase of foreign products is unpatriotic. We con-
ducted two pilot studies in which we examined effects of
mortality salience on patriotism and ethnocentrism. We did
not find significant effects on ethnocentrism. We believe
that there are two reasons for this. First, patriotism is a more
general component of a person’s worldview and thus should
become activated more quickly than ethnocentrism after a
death prime. Second, Douglas and Nijssen (2003) gather
evidence that ethnocentrism often does not play a role in
countries with a small market structure (e.g., the Nether-
lands, Belgium).
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