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Which type of health message is more persuasive: Don’t get it 

or Don’t spread it?

Research examining this question found inconsistent results 

(Gerend & Barley, 2009; Grant & Hofmann, 2011; Hendrix et 

al., 2014; Isler, Isler, Kopsacheilis, & Ferguson, 2020; Jordan, 

Yoeli, & Rand, 2020; Kelly & Hornik, 2016; Lipkus, Ranby, 

Lewis, & Toll, 2013; Yılmaz, Karacan, Yöney, & Yılmaz, 

2006).

Here we propose that the relative persuasiveness of self- versus 

other-benefit health messages depends on whether the relevant 

health goal is primed at an individual or group level. 

Goals-based theory says that we evaluate products and their 

attributes favorably to the extent that they help us generate 

progress toward a salient goal (Bryksina, 2020; Kopetz, 

Kruglanski, Arens, Etkin, & Johnson, 2012; van Osselaer et al., 

2005; van Osselaer & Janiszewski, 2012). Here we extend this 

logic by suggesting that a health message will be persuasive to 

the extent that the actions advocated in the message are 

perceived as instrumental to generating goal progress. 

Group-level goals differ from individual-level goals in that 

other people’s goal progress contributes towards a person’s 

progress on a goal. 

For individual-level goals only actions advocated in a self-

benefit message should be perceived as being able to generate 

goal progress. Therefore, for individual-level goals, self-

benefit messages should be more persuasive than other-

benefit messages because actions advocated in self-benefit 

messages will be perceived as being able to generate more 

goal progress than actions advocated in other-benefit 

messages. 

For group-level goals, we propose that other-benefit 

messages should be more persuasive than self-benefit 

messages because we argue that actions advocated in other-

benefit messages will be perceived as generating more 

progress toward the goal than actions advocated in self-

benefit messages. This is because actions that benefit others 

(vs. the self)  are construed from a greater psychological 

distance hence their impact and desirability can be exaggerated 

(Baskin, Wakslak, Trope, & Novemsky, 2014; Williams, Stein, 

& Galguera, 2014).
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