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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

AFFECTIVE POLITICAL MARKETING ONLINE: EMOTIONALITY IN 
THE DUTCH YOUTH WEBSITES OF GREENPEACE AND WWF 

 
 
An extended journal version of this chapter has been accepted for publication in 
the International Journal of Learning and Media. Liesbet van Zoonen is second author 
in the journal version. 
 
Introduction 
Recent studies have asked how organizations use the internet to engage young 
people with civic issues (e.g., Livingstone, 2007). These studies have mainly fo-
cused on websites’ topics, interactivity, structure, usability, design, and mode of 
address. While these issues are certainly relevant in regard to how the internet is 
exploited to engage youth, much of current literature has neglected another issue 
that might be significant as well: the role of emotionality (Hirzalla, 2008).  

My goal in this chapter is to demonstrate how emotionality can indeed form 
a salient and intrinsic dimension of online attempts to engage young people with 
civic issues. I do so by a qualitative content analysis aimed at demonstrating how 
appeals engendering anxiety and enthusiasm are constructed on the Dutch youth 
websites of Greenpeace and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) – the currently most re-
nowned environmental organizations in the world. 

In the following sections, I begin by accounting for the theoretical focal points 
and method of my explorative case study. I then discuss the results of the content 
analysis. I close with a discussion of a possible research agenda that may further an 
understanding of the role of emotionality in online texts aimed at engaging youth. 
 
Background 
My case study of messages with anxiety and enthusiasm appeals on the Dutch 
youth websites of Greenpeace and WWF can be primarily considered as a response 
to the state-of-the-art literature about the internet’s role in young people’s civic life 
and, more specifically, about how organizations use the internet to engage young 
people with civic issues. However, the specific focal points of my case study are 
grounded within two additional theoretical frameworks. First, I focus on the youth 
websites of Greenpeace and WWF, because environmentalists are among the 



AFFECTIVE POLITICAL MARKETING ONLINE 

 

70 
 

strongest exploiters of the internet as a political marketing tool; the implications of 
which are mainly studied within New Social Movement (NSM) theory (Pickerill, 
2003). Second, I focus on text which potentially elicits anxiety and enthusiasm as 
these two emotions are considered pivotal influences on people’s socio-political 
choices within Affective Intelligence (AI) theory (Marcus, Russel & MacKuen, 
2000). My case study follows, as discussed below with more detail, from the obser-
vation that there is still much to learn about some of the interrelated issues ad-
dressed in these research fields. 
 The internet’s role in young people’s civic life. The debate about the internet’s role 
in young people’s civic life is generally based on two premises. The first is the ob-
servation that youth are the most ‘wired’ group in Western populations. For ex-
ample, at present, 99 percent of Dutch youth use the internet more than 10 hours 
per week on average (STIR, 2009). The second premise is that youth’s civic life is 
somehow in trouble: it is maintained either that youth are among the least civically 
active and engaged citizens, or that they are in need of alternative ways to express 
their civic engagement.  
 Based on these two premises, the question as to whether the internet can help 
youth better their civic life is discussed in a rapidly growing body of academic lit-
erature (Bennett, 2008; Dahlgren, 2007; Loader, 2007). This research has taken dif-
ferent directions, with many speculative studies about the civic potential of the in-
ternet, a series of survey-based studies that aim to develop an understanding of 
how attitudes and offline behaviors are related to online civic participation, and 
web-based case studies that are mainly aimed at demonstrating how the internet 
can be used in civic ways (see for an overview: Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2009; cf. 
Banaji, Hirzalla, Miegel & Olsson, forthcoming; Loader, 2007). 
 A less extensive yet distinct part of the literature consists of studies of the 
kinds of online content that exhibit potential to engage and/or activate young 
people. In these studies, websites’ topics, interactivity, usability, design, and mode 
of address are considered as some of the main gauges of the web’s civicness (Ben-
nett & Xenos, 2007; Buskqvist, 2010; Coleman & Gøtze, 2001; Hirzalla, 2008; Liv-
ingstone, 2007; Macintosh, Robson, Smith & Whyte, 2003; Montgomery, Gottlieb-
Robles & Larson, 2004; Tractinsky, Katz & Ikar, 2000). Some scholars have also 
paid attention to the ‘rules of (democratic) engagement’ that are assumed or speci-
fied by youth websites. Coleman (2007c, pp. 203-204), for instance, discusses a 
range of conditions that may optimize the civic effectiveness of websites, such as 
non-interference from government, total freedom of expression, horizontal as well 
as vertical channels of communication, dialogic links with those in authority, an 
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openness to opposing points of view, and the valuing of emotion and everyday 
political experience (see also: Coleman & Row, 2005). 
 How websites use emotional appeals to engage youth, however, remains a 
relatively neglected question. Hirzalla (2008) found that some Dutch youth web-
sites, especially social activism websites, focus on making stories ‘happy’, and that 
this is an actual policy goal among the producers of these websites. However, 
more in-depth insight into the role of emotionality in youth websites has not been 
produced to date by systematic, empirical investigations.  
 New Social Movement theory. Meanwhile, a second research field has focused 
on New Social Movements’ use of the internet. NSM theory is, more generally, 
about the socio-political embeddedness, functions and influences of modern forms 
of social movement protest that are considered distinct in a number of ways, such 
as their focus on cultural and symbolic identity-related issues rather than purely 
economic grievances; their individualistic modus operandi; their segmented, dif-
fused, and decentralized organizational nature; and their success being related to a 
‘credibility crisis’ of conventional participation channels (Gusfield, Laraäna & 
Johnston, 1994; in Cherrier, 2007, p. 4; cf. Cherrier, 2007; Kendall, 2005; see for a 
critical discussion: Pichardo, 1997).  
 NSMs like the women’s, peace and environmental movements first emerged 
during the second half of the twentieth century. With the advent of the internet in 
the 1990s, they seized new opportunities for protest and mobilization. Compared 
to other social activists, individual and organized environmentalists are among the 
strongest exploiters of the internet. How environmentalists use the internet is, 
therefore, considered a particularly interesting question in NSM theory (Castells, 
2001; Mercea, 2009; Pickerill, 2003; Todd, 2004). Pickerill (2001) distinguishes be-
tween three more specific NSM theory frameworks within which environmental-
ists’ use of the internet is relevant to explore.  
 The first framework is concerned with the internet can increase information 
exchange between dispersed individuals. Although the internet can be used as a 
network platform between activists (e.g., Walch, 1999), it remains unclear what the 
quality, durability and impact is of online networks. Some argue that online link-
ages result in meaningful interaction if they are supported by pre-existing (offline) 
linkages (Calhoun, 1998). Related, others maintain that the stability of virtual 
communities is inherently at stake if relationships online are ‘thinner’ than rela-
tionships within traditional communities (Willson, 2002). 
 The second framework relates to the way in which the internet can be used to 
develop new tactics of environmental protest. Due to the low financial and organ-
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isational costs of internet activism, the environmental movement is peopled by in-
creasing numbers of activists worldwide. Moreover, while modern content man-
agement systems render knowledge of internet syntaxes superfluous, there are 
also many organisations that are willing to give free-of-charge technical support to 
environmentalists who want an online presence. These developments underlie the 
emergence of numerous blogs and campaign sites worldwide, and, to a much 
lesser extent, vandalistic forms of protest (‘hacktivism’) against adversaries 
deemed detrimental to nature (Amoore, 2005; Dahlberg & Siapera, 2007; Langman, 
2005; White, 2002). 
 A (related) third framework refers to environmentalists’ internet use as a po-
litical marketing tool to mobilize the general public. Some scholars maintain that 
the internet provides alternative means for environmentalists to represent them-
selves, their issues, and their actions to the general public. The alternative media 
channels provided by the internet are considered especially valuable as main-
stream news media’s cooperation and goodwill is generally not readily available 
(Scalmer, 2002). ‘Trying to gain media attention’, Pickerill (2003, p. 25) notes, ‘is 
particularly difficult, primarily because moderate actions are not newsworthy, yet 
extreme acts will be condemned and, even when coverage is given, actions are of-
ten represented without explanation of the proposed message.’ However, while 
some studies have investigated relationships between general environmentalist 
frames (such as the ‘justice frame’) and people’s values and attitudes (Taylor, 
2000), how environmentalists construct alternative messages online has received 
little attention in empirical research to date.  
 Affective Intelligence theory. Pickerill’s (2001) last NSM framework mentioned 
above – regarding the internet as a political marketing tool – can be related to ques-
tions about the role of emotionality in online political marketing. Emotionality can 
be a pivotal property of the nature, reception, and effects of political marketing (or 
political communication more generally; Brader, 2006; Goodwin, Jasper & Polletta, 
2000; Marcus, 2000; Neuman, Marcus, Crigler & Mackuen, 2007). Modern political 
communication often appears to include appeals to people’s emotions. NSMs’ ide-
ologies, for instance, are often focused on everyday lifestyle, culture, and emotion; 
and, NSMs as well as formal political actors increasingly advertize themselves and 
their issues on popular entertainment platforms (such as television shows), where 
emotionality is an accepted prop (Schudson, 2001; Richards, 2004; Van Zoonen, 
2000, 2001, 2005). However, while emotionality may form a key aspect of modern 
political communication, researchers have only just begun to analyse it empirically. 
One factor that may have caused this research gap is an assumption that politics 
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and social activism are about cognition rather than emotion (Marcus, 2000; Neu-
man et al., 2007). 
 A comprehensive framework for addressing emotionality in political com-
munication is provided by the newly developed Affective Intelligence (AI) theory. 
A response to ‘rational choice’ theory, AI theory is about ‘how emotion and reason 
interact to produce a thoughtful and attentive citizenry’ (Marcus et al., 2000, p. 1). 
Drawing largely on findings within neuropsychological research, AI theory main-
tains that information is first processed emotionally, and then rationally. Therefore, 
it is suggested, emotionality forms the context in which rational information proc-
essing occurs, rendering emotionality a crucial factor in people’s attitudes and be-
haviour.  
 According to AI theory, people’s attitudes and actions are more specifically 
shaped by two affective ‘systems’ that mostly operate subconsciously as sense-
makers of human experience. The ‘dispositions’ system includes people’s long-
standing convictions and habits. Dispositions are developed or sustained via feel-
ings of enthusiasm. The ‘surveillances’ system monitors the environment for dan-
ger. If people process distinct negative information about a certain issue, the theory 
goes, then anxiety can make people reconsider and eventually abandon their exist-
ing dispositions and adopt new ones (Marcus et al., 2000).  
 While other possible emotions can obviously also be induced by political 
communication (such as pride, guilt and anger), a number of studies have pro-
vided empirical support for AI theses about how enthusiasm and anxiety can 
jointly influence socio-political attitudes and behaviours (Brader, 2005, 2006; Mar-
cus et al., 2000; Neuman et al., 2007).21 Brader (2006), for instance, found in an ex-
periment that most political advertisements with an emotional appeal (i.e., text 
aimed at eliciting anxiety or enthusiasm) have a stronger influence on attitudes 
than political advertisements with a ‘logical appeal’ (i.e. appeals without a clear 
emotional charge). Extant research about AI theory in practice is, however, still in 
its infancy, and largely limited to communication in formal politics (mainly politi-
cal advertising during elections) (cf. Brader, 2006; Neuman et al., 2007). 
 
Method 
Thus, my case study, conducted in the Dutch context, focuses on the Greenpeace 
and WWF websites in light of NSM theory; it focuses on the text on these websites 
that exhibits potential to induce anxiety and enthusiasm against the background of 
AI theory; and it focuses on such text on youth websites in the context of the de-
bate about the web’s role in youth’s civic life. The details of this study are dis-
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cussed below, after some considerations in regard to analyzing emotionality in on-
line settings. 
 
Analyzing emotionality online 
Emotionality in political marketing is embodied in emotional appeals, which can 
be defined in terms of their properties and intentions. Brader (2006), for instance, 
defines an emotional appeal as ‘any communication that is intended to elicit an 
emotional response from some or all who receive it’ (p. 69). It is an ‘attempt to stir 
the feelings of the audience while delivering a political message. (...) The overall 
emotional impact of a message is produced by the conjunction of words, music 
and images in a narrative structure’ (p. 4). 

Any analysis of emotional appeals in text is inherently complicated by the 
fact that emotional response is generally regarded as a personal and subjective ac-
tion that depends on people’s idiosyncrasies and cultural frameworks. ‘Many peo-
ple respond with joy at the sight of a puppy, though a small number respond with 
fear and there are some who respond with disgust’, as Brader (2005, p.64) de-
scribes, illustrating the problem of external heterogeneity in emotional response. 
Furthermore, emotional response can be internally heterogeneous as well; people 
can have ‘mixed feelings’ about an issue (Brader, 2006; Marcus et al., 2000). 

At this point, it is important to note that my case study is not about how tex-
tual meaning is received (or produced) (cf. Hall, 1980). Instead, it is aimed at gene-
rating preceding insights into written, visual and audio cues that reflect potential 
to induce anxiety or enthusiasm; as such, it is conducted within the tradition of qu-
alitative content analysis, which postpones fundamental questions about hetero-
geneity in reception (Bryman, 2008).  
 
Sample 
The sample of my case study comprised the first three levels of the Dutch youth 
websites of Greenpeace and WWF. These levels included all content that could be 
reached within ‘two mouse clicks’ from the homepages of these sites. By taking 
these three levels as my sample, I covered the selected websites’ most salient con-
tent and a great deal of their overall content.22 
 Greenpeace has developed 42 official websites and WWF 48 websites aimed 
at a general public, each one for a different country.23 Aside from these general 
sites, Greenpeace and WWF teams worldwide have developed websites aimed at 
young people as a distinct target group. The websites for young people of Green-
peace (www.greenpeacekids.nl; 1 October 2009) and WWF (www.rangerclub.nl; 1 
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October 2009) in the Netherlands appeared somewhat less extensive (qua content) 
than the general sites, but still included much information about flora, fauna and 
climate; they invited youth to join clubs and events, and to give their opinion in on-
line survey polls and ‘guest books’; and they offered downloadable e-cards, 
screensavers, and wallpapers. 
 
Analysis 
The qualitative coding procedure followed an interpretative logic aimed at explor-
ing how a particular emotional appeal was constructed through written, verbal, 
visual and auditory codes. This procedure was aided by instruments used in semi-
ological analyses, which focus on ideology created by ‘signs’ build by anything – 
words, objects, sounds, images – in which people invest meaning. Any sign can be 
studied by deconstructing it into two more basic units of analysis: the signifier and 
the signified. The signifier denotes the direct meaning of a word, object, sound or 
image, while the signified represents what the signifier connotes, that is, the mean-
ing ‘behind’ the signifier (Barthes, 1972; Rose, 2001; Watts, 2004).  

Signifiers and signifieds are often analyzed explicitly in studies of visual text; 
studies that analyze these meaning elements in written text are often called dis-
course analyses (Lazar, 2000), for which traditionally more specific methodologies 
and analytic frameworks have been devised (Bryman, 2008). These approaches 
can, however, aid analyses of visual text. For instance, Halliday (1994) approaches 
written text as involved in a triple meaning-making process: ideational meaning 
(representing what the world is and who we are), interpersonal meaning (regard-
ing relationships between speaker and listener in the text), and textual meaning 
(concerning how language is structured, interlinked, and socially embedded). 
Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) build on Halliday’s functional grammar to struc-
ture and systematize analyses of visual text, and distinguish between similar 
meaning-making metafunctions, thus, again, ideational (here including action and 
concepts displayed), interpersonal (achieved via frame sizes, eye contact, and types 
of shots), and textual (regarding composition in terms of elements’ size, sharpness, 
and positions within a frame). Lazar (2000) combines the analytic frameworks of 
Halliday and Kress and Van Leeuwen for her study of both written and visual text 
used in an advertising campaign. 

In my study, I will follow Lazar’s (2000) approach. Text in written and visual 
form on the first three levels of the Dutch youth websites of Greenpeace and WWF 
was first carefully and repeatedly read to generate a general insight into the topics 
addressed on these websites. The different strands of text were then subjected to 
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in-depth analyses focusing on the ideational, interpersonal, and textual structures 
thereof. Conclusions about what potential anxiety and enthusiasm appeals (in 
written and visual form) were and how they were constructed, eventually de-
pended on the coder’s interpretation of the potential emotional consequences of 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual structures and meanings. Below, I will clarify 
these conclusions through extensive descriptions and detailed illustrations.  
 
Anxiety 
The content analysis indicated that an important difference between the Green-
peace and WWF sites was that the former site contained ‘bad news’ about deteri-
oration of flora and, especially, fauna, including sporadic mention of the suspected 
perpetrators of this deterioration (e.g., ‘international companies’; see below), while 
such information was generally absent on the WWF site. The ‘bad news’ on the 
Greenpeace site formed the textual context of anxiety appeals constructed there. 
These anxiety appeals were sometimes followed by general directions for ‘help’ ac-
tion, such as ‘do you want to help?; see our site’ (see specific examples below). An-
xiety appeals themselves were more specifically grounded in messages that al-
luded to what I have called ‘empathy’ and ‘self-interest’. Below, I illustrate these 
two forms of anxiety appeals respectively on the basis of two movies that were fea-
tured on the Greenpeace site. The structures of the verbally construed messages 
conveyed by the voiceovers in these movies are exemplary for how anxiety ap-
peals were constructed in written messages; the structures of messages construed 
by the voiceover combined with the visuals displayed in these movies illustrate 
how anxiety appeals were constructed in other movies. 
 
Empathy 
A primary form of anxiety appeals drew on a human perspective in regard to what 
environmental deprivation purportedly means to animals: habitat destruction, 
food depletion, and death. This human perspective was represented by fictitious 
narratives about people (particularly youth) who are terrified when threatened by 
potentially fatal perils supposedly similar to the ones with which animals are con-
fronted. Such text used spoken, written or visual pointers to connect threats seen 
from one subject position (human perspective) to the same threats seen from a pa-
rallel subject position (animal perspective). Thereby, this text attempted to create 
empathy among the audience for animals’ plight via shared feelings of anxiety. 
 A short movie with the ominous title ‘The Horrific Chainsaw’24 (2:23 mi-
nutes) about depletion of primeval forests is a good example of a text that showed 
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potential to elicit empathy via anxiety. The first part of this movie shows a living 
room with a family watching a documentary about nature. The father eats cookies, 
the mother drinks a cup of tea, the daughter cuddles towards her mother, and the 
son plays with toys. They then hear a faint rumbling sound coming from outside. 
Two seconds later, the family members see a roaring chainsaw coming through a 
wall of the living room, which cuts a couple of family pictures hanging on a wall 
through the middle. The mother and children begin to scream, and the father 
shouts ‘go away’.25 The television then explodes while a blast makes a hole in 
another wall. The father shouts to his family to ‘get under the table’, and he hurries 
to inspect the hole; all he sees there is a bulldozer driving towards their house. The 
first part ends with the father crying ‘get back’ to the bulldozer, while his wife and 
children, now hiding below a table, continue to scream at the top of their lungs (see 
figure 4.1 below). 
 
Figure 4.1: Still from movie on Greenpeace youth website 

 
There are a couple of particularly notable connotations of these scenes. First, the 
peacefulness of what the family members do at the beginning of the movie (eating 
cookies, drinking tea, cuddling with mother, and playing with toys); then, with the 
arrival of the chain saw and bulldozer, family disruption (e.g., family pictures are 
cut through the middle by the chainsaw), unwanted intrusion (the father shouts 
‘go away’ and ‘get back’ to the chainsaw and bulldozer), and fear (screams of 
children and wife). Thus, peace becomes pandemonium in the form of family dis-
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ruption, unwanted intrusion, and fear due to the coming of the chainsaw and bull-
dozer. This transformation suffered by the family is projected onto the suffering of 
nature as the television (on which the family was watching a documentary about 
nature) explodes in conjunction with the arrival of the threat represented by the 
chainsaw and bulldozer. 
 In the second part of the movie, this projection becomes explicit as the movie 
turns from a human perspective to an animal perspective. The second part com-
bines images of workers cutting trees and apes (gorillas and chimpanzees) hanging 
in trees in a primeval forest. In the background, orchestral music begins to play 
with an ascending melody composed of violin-like sounds that strike a chord of 
sadness. Meanwhile, a solemn voiceover begins reading from a suggested apes’ 
subject position (‘we, apes’) about the harm done to them and their homes.  
 

Can you imagine how it feels when your house is destroyed? But your house can be 
rebuilt. Our house grew in a thousand years. We, apes, will die without our homes. 
You can experience our extinction yourself. And not only we, but also thousands of 
other species will disappear. Every two second, 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, a 
forest disappears of the size of a football field. In the last decade, a primeval forest 
area of the size of France and Spain together was destroyed.  

 

By asking viewers (‘you’) whether they can imagine their house being destroyed, 
the voiceover appears to develop an intersubjective link between a human pers-
pective (part 1) and an animal perspective (more specifically, ape perspective; part 
2). The enormity of the damage done to the apes’ habitat is much bigger, the voice-
over says and signifies this by, among other things, the repeated use of the word 
‘thousand’ and a comparison between the vanishing forest and ‘France and Spain 
together’.  
 Part 2 moves on to showing a gorilla walking through an industrial terrain 
with common front doors for houses. The voiceover continues, and suggests that, 
seen from the apes’ perspective, the cutting of trees is theft (see the first three sen-
tences in the excerpt below) and waste (see last two sentences): 
 

Wood from our forest is used for the construction of buildings. These doors were 
previously trees in Africa, our home. A lot of wood is retrieved illegally by interna-
tional companies. Thousand-year-old trees in Canada are destroyed for something 
like this [camera zooms in on doors]. Why would you destroy primeval forest if all 
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wood and paper can also be retrieved from woods that are controlled sustainably 
[sic].  
 

The movie ends with a written message – ‘help out, protect the primeval forest, see 
our site’ – in big white letters in the middle of the screen against the backdrop of an 
extreme close-up of a gorilla’s head with eyes looking straight into the camera. The 
close-up of the gorilla’s staring gaze appears to be an attempt to suggest that the 
gorilla is directly appealing to viewers to alleviate the apes’ plight. 
 
Self-interest 
A second form of anxiety appeal constructed environmental deprivation as a threat 
to people. Here, caring about the environment was construed not only as a goal as 
such, but also as one that is instrumental to maintaining the interests of humans. 
This message was mainly conveyed explicitly by written text or by spoken text in 
voiceovers that were supported by images loosely combined into movies. 

A good example of text containing such a message is the movie called ‘Fish, 
Fisher, Fishes’26 (1:53 minutes) about the depletion of the seas. This movie com-
bines plain images of fishing boats, fish in nets, and fish processed on industrial as-
sembly lines. The movie does not show any (audible) communication between the 
human actors therein (mainly fishers), and the separate visual scenes shown in the 
movie were, as such, not interlinked to each other in an obvious and logical se-
quence. The visuals merely supported the message conveyed by the voiceover, as 
indicated in the excerpts below (between brackets). The voiceover begins to speak 
about a couple of interrelated problems with which sea life is confronted, such as 
low procreation and overfishing. 
 

People have been fishing the sea for centuries, and that is not a problem if there is 
enough fish in the sea [big fishing boats shown]. But that’s not the case [fish in nets 
and on assembly lines shown]. The populations of many species are continuously 
diminishing. Huge boats penetrate the seas further and further to catch as many fish 
as possible [big fishing boats shown]. Together, fishers catch millions of kilos of fish 
per day [fish in nets and on assembly lines shown]. This is why one fishing area after 
another is getting exhausted. This means that many fish do not get old enough to 
procreate, and that more and more sea animals have ever less food. It may sound 
unbelievable [image of Earth seen from outer space shown], but even huge oceans 
can get empty.  
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After this introduction, the movie conveys the message that the health of the seas is 
important for the health of people. It does so in a straightforward way: the voice-
over either simply states that seas’ and fishes’ health is good for people (in particu-
lar: ‘seas are important for the survival of people’; ‘millions of people depend on 
fish’) or combines this message with a clause in which people’s interference is subt-
ly condemned (‘leaving fish alone is good for us’): 

 
Seas are very important for the survival of earth and people [fish swimming in the 
sea shown]. Greenpeace therefore wants us to be careful with the sea [posters with 
logo of Greenpeace shown, reading ‘Don’t waste life’]. Catching too much fish is not 
good for life in and [emphasis in voiceover] around the sea. We should not only catch 
less fish, but it is also important to catch fish in another way. Greenpeace also wants 
to protect areas in the oceans [fish swimming in the sea shown]. Fish, and other sea 
animals like whales [image of whale shown], dolphins [image of dolphin shown] 
and corals [image of coral shown] will be left alone there. Leaving them alone is not 
only good for them, but also good for us [images of fishers on small fishing boat 
shown], because millions of people depend on the sea for their lives and work 
[Greenpeace logo in white letters against black background shown]. 

 
Enthusiasm 
The forms of anxiety appeals discussed above mainly drew on images of fauna. 
Animals were (together with people) the protagonists in anxiety appeals, while flo-
ra (vegetation), climate, and natural elements (particularly seas) were primarily 
represented as instrumental to the health of animals. Pieces of text with enthu-
siasm appeals, which were present on the websites of both Greenpeace and WWF, 
were dominated to a lesser extent by animals. These enthusiasm appeals came in 
three main forms: appeals in which youth happiness was associated with animals’ 
‘coolness’ and ‘cuddliness’; appeals in which awe was inspired for animals’ physi-
cal capacities; and appeals that associated environmental action and issues not 
necessarily related to fauna with entertainment activities. I illustrate these three 
forms of enthusiasm appeals below. 
 
Cool and cuddly 
The first form of enthusiasm appeal was jointly constructed by compositional and 
representational visual text structures. Compositionally, visuals with images of 
happy youth were blended with plain images of familiar zoo animals in their natu-
ral habitat that may be considered either ‘cuddly’ (that is, associable with friendli-
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ness) or ‘cool’ (due to size, appearance or strength). Representationally, images that 
articulated happiness were construed by basic and classic signifiers, such as smiles 
and/or thumbs-ups. Penguins, chimpanzees, seals and panda bears were exam-
ples in the category of ‘cuddly’ animals, while images of lions, elephants, giraffes 
and walruses – ‘cool’ animals – were also used frequently on the sites. 

Blending these images mostly occurred on the website of WWF. Consider, for 
instance, the visual used as a promotional banner for the WWF’s Ranger Club 
(which is the name of the youth club of WWF). This image shows a boy standing 
sideways-on towards the camera and looking straight into it, while showing a faint 
smile and a thumb-up against a background of a polar landscape with one pen-
guin in front (see figure 4.2 below). A similar setup was used in a header on the 
same site, showing an image of a boy sticking out a thumb while visually sur-
rounded by an elephant, a giraffe, and a rhino against a savannah-like background 
(see figure 4.3 below).  
 

Figure 4.2: Banner of WWF Ranger Club27 
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Figure 4.3: Header of WWF youth website28 

 
The combination of happy youth and animals in these images connotes that youth 
are happy when surrounded by cuddly or cool animals, or that cuddly or cool an-
imals and youth make a happy family. Either way, elements that may elicit enthu-
siasm or other positive emotions seemed to be the major building block of the po-
tential meanings entrenched in such images. 
 
Entertainment 
Other enthusiasm appeals were processed in text with the prevalent eventual mes-
sage that environmental action is entertaining. This message was constructed by 
visual images of happy youth playing games or attending an event (e.g., a boat 
trip) that were mixed with appeals for environmental action. Happiness was con-
noted by basic signifiers of fun (such as smiles, game playing and cheering). Ap-
peals for environmental action were made mainly in written slogans in the impera-
tive form (such as ‘Join us now!’ and ‘Get in action!’), in spoken form (in movies) 
by youth active for Greenpeace or WWF who look straight into the camera (thus 
suggesting that they express their appeal directly to the audience), or in spoken 
form by adults’ voiceovers.29 These appeals were sometimes supported by symbols 
that may be held to represent that which is ultimately at stake in environmentalist 
action, such as images of or objects in the form of the Earth. 
 A good example of such a message was conveyed by the movie ‘Green 
Teams Push Earth In The Right Direction’30 (1:27 minutes) on the Greenpeace 
youth website. The first part of this movie shows an ensemble of short clips (up to 
two seconds each): first, smiling youth throwing a ball to each other while sur-
rounded by other youth who are holding balloons with the image of the Earth on 
it; the next scene shows laughing and cheering youth (yelling ‘hey’); then youth are 
shown who climb into a plastic object that can be inflated into a big balloon with 
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the contours of the Earth on it; and the last scene shows laughing youth who are 
running around in this object on a beach. Meanwhile, a cheerful, energetic back-
ground tune is played (in this part and in the rest of the movie), and a voiceover 
reads a message that is not related to the visuals shown, but to the UN Climate 
Change Conference held in Copenhagen from 7 to 18 December 2009: 
 

In December [2009], all the world leaders will assemble in Copenhagen to talk and 
make deals about the climate. Greenpeace conducts a campaign because it wants 
that the leaders make good deals about the climate. These deals are very necessary. 

 
The second part of the movie shows close-ups of youth standing in a big room 
looking straight into the camera declaring their general wishes for the climate or 
making statements directed at Jan-Peter Balkenende, who was the Dutch Prime 
Minister at the time at which the movie was recorded. The youth convey their 
wishes and statements mostly through simple one-liners, such as ‘Balkenende 
must push the Earth in the right direction’; ‘My wish is a better green world’; and ‘I 
want cars that eject less CO2’. In the background, the movie shows youth painting 
the image of the Earth on balloons (see figure 4.4 below).  
 
Figure 4.4: Still from movie on Greenpeace youth website 

  
The movie then shows shots of youth writing down their wishes and statements in 
letters, and shots of painted balloons hanging on a wall or ceiling. While the sub-
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sequent scene shows youth standing one-by-one in front of the camera, filmed 
from below (thus creating a ‘giant look’), and holding the balloons they seemingly 
just painted, the voiceover concludes: ‘Do you also want to do something for 
Greenpeace? Great! Go to greenpeacekids.nl, and get active.’ 
 
Awe 
A third form of enthusiasm appeal on the youth sites of Greenpeace and WWF 
consisted mainly of written messages in which some remarkable physical qualities 
of animals were discussed. In regard to textual structure, this was the only catego-
ry of appeals (among all anxiety and enthusiasm appeals identified) that remained 
totally unrelated to people. In these texts, the physical qualities of certain animals 
were posited as ‘awesome’ accomplishments. The awesomeness of these qualities 
was realized through the use of exclamation marks, normative adjectives with po-
tentially positive connotations (such as ‘impressive’, ‘overwhelming’, ‘enormous’, 
‘super’, ‘tremendous’ and ‘incredible’), comparisons illustrating the largeness or 
greatness of animals’ physical characteristics and capacities (such as ‘longer preg-
nancy than any other animal’ and ‘faster acceleration than a Ferrari’), and/or in-
tensifying adverbs (such as ‘really’ and ‘much’). Such awe inspiring text could be 
found mostly in the online ‘libraries’ of the websites. Most animals in these libra-
ries were described in terms of their potentially awe-inducing capacities, amidst 
some basic information about the animals’ physical characteristics and their beha-
vior in their natural habitat. These issues were mainly discussed in isolated pieces 
of written text (sometimes in combination with a picture of the animal described), 
and not in broader arguments. 

For instance, the Greenpeace library discussed where the whale shark lives 
(in the oceans) and what its physical characteristics are (20 meters long, up to 34000 
kilos in weight), while comparing its weight with an enormous number of bags of 
potatoes (see first excerpt below). And the WWF library discussed where nose 
monkeys live (Borneo, near water) and described their physical appearance (‘long 
tail’, ‘round belly’, ‘webbed feet’, ‘huge nose’), while qualifying their ‘huge nose’ as 
‘impressive’, and their swimming skills as ‘excellent’ as nose monkeys can swim in 
the open sea (see second excerpt below).  

 
The whale shark is the biggest fish in the oceans. It is a real shark, but not a shark 
you should fear. (…) He can become 20 meters long and weigh up to 34000 kilos. 
That is almost as much as about 14000 bags of potatoes! His mouth is super big, 
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sometimes even 1.5 meters broad. But you don’t have to afraid for the shark fish: his 
thousands of teeth are so small that this animal can only chew on shrimps.31 
 
Nose monkeys live on the island of Borneo. They have a long tail, a round belly, and 
webbed feet. Especially the huge nose of adult nose monkeys is impressive. They use 
their nose to impress other males and, of course, the females. (…) Nose monkeys al-
ways live near water, especially in the mangrove forests next to the coast, but also in 
the forests near rivers. They are excellent swimmers. Nose monkeys have been seen 
to swim several kilometres from the shore.32 

 
Discussion 
The content analysis has demonstrated how anxiety and enthusiasm appeals on 
the Dutch youth websites of Greenpeace and WWF were constructed in five main 
ways. Anxiety appeals alluded to (1) empathy with suffering animals and (2) 
people’s self-interest, and enthusiasm appeals alluded to (3) animals’ coolness and 
cuddliness, (4) the entertainment aspects of environmentalist action, and (5) the 
awe-inspiring capacities of animals. Anxiety is obviously not necessarily related to 
empathy or self-interest; nor is enthusiasm necessarily related to coolness and 
cuddliness, entertainment, or awe; and the analyzed websites may induce other 
emotions than the ones addressed here, such as anger, guilt, shame and pride. Yet 
if there is any text on the inspected websites with an apparent potential to elicit an-
xiety or enthusiasm among their audiences, I argue, then they arose in the five 
main forms illustrated extensively in the previous sections. 

The findings reveal, more generally, that appeals to emotionality can consti-
tute a salient trait of online attempts to engage young people with civic issues. I ar-
gue that it is this saliency that poses a host of new questions for research aimed at 
understanding and triangulating websites’ textual features, production, usage and 
reception more comprehensively in regard to youth’s civic engagement and partic-
ipation. First of all, my study has shown that the five forms of anxiety and enthu-
siasm appeals discussed above were present on the Dutch youth websites of 
Greenpeace and WWF on the date of analysis, and there is no way to generalize 
these findings to other websites. Follow-up studies, however, may aim to evaluate 
and expand on the findings presented here through other or broader explorations 
of civic content online, and by doing so more general classifications of affective po-
litical marketing strategies online among environmentalists or other political activ-
ists might be developed.  
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Such a classification in itself, however, is purely descriptive by nature, and its 
theoretical and sociopolitical relevance is restricted and less evident when it is not 
seen in relation to further questions about those who make content online to en-
gage and activate youth (web producers) and those who potentially consume it 
(youth). Indeed, an obvious limitation of my case study is that it was text-based, 
and not founded on what emotionality in online text means to and how it func-
tions among web producers and users. 

Future producer-oriented studies may investigate whether and how emotio-
nality forms a deliberate policy component among web producers. For instance, 
how can differences in web producers’ affective political marketing strategies be 
explained? I found that the Greenpeace youth website contained more potential 
anxiety appeals than the WWF youth website. Anxiety appeals on the Greenpeace 
youth website were generally contextualized within ‘bad news’ about environ-
mental issues, including references to the alleged perpetrators of environmental 
abuse, while such content was almost absent on the WWF youth website. We may 
speculate that these differences in content are rooted in differences in policy goals 
and public ideology, with Greenpeace having an ‘activist’ record and WWF a more 
‘diplomatic’ one (Deegan & Blomquist, 2006). Overall, however, both the Green-
peace and WWF youth websites seemed to included more potential enthusiasm 
appeals than anxiety appeals. Here, we can speculate that the dominance of enthu-
siasm might result from convictions among the websites’ producers that young 
people form a ‘vulnerable’ group and, therefore, must be protected from the 
world’s evils and offered an abundance of happy ‘action perspectives’ to keep so-
ciopolitical disenchantment at a safe distance (cf. Hirzalla, 2008). This may be so; it 
is up to additional research to produce a solid, empirically based, wider picture of 
possible differences in web producers’ affective political marketing strategies, and 
to clarify how these strategies may translate into emotionally charged text online. 

A more general question, then, is whether and why other websites in other 
contexts may exhibit emotional features that differ from those of the websites ana-
lyzed here. In regard to this question, it is relevant to come to some understanding 
of how emotional appeals can be structurally and functionally linked to each other 
within one website. When text is a deliberate ‘attempt to stir the feelings of the au-
dience while delivering a political message’, as Brader (2006, p. 4) defines an emo-
tional appeal, then what do producers aim to gain from anxiety and enthusiasm 
appeals jointly invoked on a website? Do producers, for instance, deliberately in-
voke anxiety to make a problem visible, and enthusiasm to mobilize support for a 
solution to that problem? 
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Such questions are ultimately also related to the reception of emotionality in 
online text. Livingstone (2007) demonstrated how young people’s interpretations 
of a website can reject producers’ ‘encoded’ meanings. Cultural studies more gen-
erally makes it perfectly clear that people can have different interpretations of the 
same text (cf. Bryman, 2008). Yet what are the practical implications of such resil-
ience in audience reception of the preferred readings of such emotional appeals?  

More critical questions relate to who among young people (or others) gener-
ally use civic websites, and how they do so. The relevance of emotionality in con-
tent online partly relies on an assumption that users actually ‘digest’ content 
online. Theoretically, digestion in this sense means that users experience online 
content to such an extent that it can play a role in how users perceive a website or 
the issues it addresses. Practically, it means that people go to a website about envi-
ronmentalism or other civic issues, and that they watch a video or read a text on 
that website with a certain amount of energy and attentiveness. Yet who among 
young people generally go to civic websites?; who among them are able and will-
ing to invest enough personal resources to digest emotionality online?; in which 
ways may websites’ emotional content affect the views, policy preferences and be-
haviours among those who digest it?; and are emotional dimensions of websites as 
relevant as websites’ informational or instrumental features to users? While previ-
ous research has indicated that civic websites are mostly used by the ‘usual sus-
pects’, those who are engaged and active (e.g., Banaji, Buckingham, Van Zoonen & 
Hirzalla, 2009), it remains unclear how young people might consume and interpret 
civic websites in general and their emotional dimensions in particular. 

All of these questions about the characteristics of production, text, usage and 
reception of civic content online – which, as mentioned, ought be ideally seen in re-
lation to each other – are also relevant for Affective Intelligence theory and New 
Social Movement theory. Earlier on, I discussed how the specific focal points of my 
case study built on these theoretical frameworks. My case study is thus principally 
not critical of these frameworks; instead, it followed from the observation that 
there is still much to learn about some of the interrelated issues addressed within 
these research fields in regard to what political communication is, how and why it 
is produced, and what its role is in citizens’ policy preferences and personal beha-
viors. I hope that the research agenda discussed above can further develop AI 
theory and NSM theory as well as other theoretical perspectives that envelop total-
ly different cases and issues (other websites, other causes, other target groups, oth-
er emotions) than the ones addressed here.  



AFFECTIVE POLITICAL MARKETING ONLINE 

 

88 
 

Notes 
                                                           
21  After the original AI theory was developed (cf. Marcus et al., 2000), ‘aversion’ has been 

suggested to possibly form another distinct dimension of emotional response within the 
disposition system (next to enthusiasm) (cf. Marcus, 2002; Neuman et al., 2007). Like en-
thusiasm, aversion is suggested to sustain people’s dispositions. Much of extant AI re-
search, however, remains focused on anxiety and enthusiasm. I will do the same in this 
chapter. 

22  The websites were analyzed in October 2009. Technical and formal items (menu bars, 
contact information, legal notes, search forms) were excluded from the content analysis. 
I also excluded contributions of users as my interest is focused on the design of text as 
an act of affective political marketing. 

23  Information retrieved from:  
http://www.greenpeace.org (13 November 2009); http://www.panda.org (13 Novem-
ber 2009). 

24  Retrieved at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zs0MK-CCYbM&feature=player_embedded;  
embedded at: http://www.greenpeacekids.nl/oerbossen (10 October 2009). All images 
used with permission from Greenpeace. 

25  All text is translated from Dutch to English by the author. 
26  Retrieved at:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNxWVhwPafE&feature=player_embedded;  
embedded at: http://www.greenpeacekids.nl/oceanen/ (13 October 2009). 

27  Retrieved at: http://www.rangerclub.nl/nl/club/clubactiviteiten/index.cfm (14 Octo-
ber 2009). All images used with permission from WWF. 

28  Retrieved at: http://www.rangerclub.nl (10 January 2008). 
29  Adults were generally hardly visible on the websites. Whenever people visually ap-

peared on the websites, they were almost always youth. 
30  Retrieved at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCymgkZfKMw&feature=player_embedded;  
embedded at: http://www.greenpeacekids.nl/nieuws/ (18 October 2009). 

31   Retrieved at: 
http://www.greenpeace.org/kidsnederland/oceanen/oceaandieren/walvishaai  
(22 October 2009). 

32   Retrieved at: 
http://www.rangerclub.nl/nl/dieren/dierdetails.cfm?act=dierenbieb.details&dierid=
1721 (22 October 2009). 




