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The Effect of Visual Stimuli on Emotions and their Impact on Consumer Decision Making:

 

This paper sets out to establish linkages between two separate topics 
and generation of feelings when presented by visual stimuli. Advances in science have led us to be able to 
identify the parts of brain in which emotions are generated. Not only that, we can now pinpoint regions in the 
brain where a specific emotion is generated and identify the role
making, courtesy a technique called functional magnetic resonance imaging or fMRI. Although we are still a 
long way from understanding the complex networks that lead to behavioural traits, techniques like fMR
helped us to understand to some extent how the brain works, for instance, the role of the prefrontal cortex and 
the amygdala in decision-making which we will focus on in this paper. We also make a passing reference to 
specific kind of nerve cells that exist in the brain, called mirror neurons and their role in generating feelings in 
response to certain kinds of visual stimuli. These conclusions have a great impact on marketing functions, not 
only in the way the products are marketed, but also at crea

Introduction  

Anyone who has designed a marketing 
campaign or even edited his college 
magazine knows the impact of pictures 
an individual. Ad agencies for quite some 
time have been using distressing pictures 
in order to appeal for donations.  Who 
would not reach for their cheque
seeing that classic picture of malnourished 
children of Africa? The entire news 
coverage of the Gujarat riots does not have 
the impact as that of the single frontal of a 
man pleading for his life with folded hands 
(Refer Annexure 1), a picture that went on 
to globally become the face of the Gujarat 
riots in 2002, and made Arko Datta of 
Reuters the World Press Photo award 
winner.    

However, an unanswered question in the 
mind of every marketer is the impact the 
visual in these ads have on the consumer.
Does it push the consumer into making a 
buying decision? Is a good catchy phrase 
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Abstract 

This paper sets out to establish linkages between two separate topics - influence of emotions on decision
when presented by visual stimuli. Advances in science have led us to be able to 

identify the parts of brain in which emotions are generated. Not only that, we can now pinpoint regions in the 
brain where a specific emotion is generated and identify the role this region plays in other aspects of decision
making, courtesy a technique called functional magnetic resonance imaging or fMRI. Although we are still a 
long way from understanding the complex networks that lead to behavioural traits, techniques like fMR
helped us to understand to some extent how the brain works, for instance, the role of the prefrontal cortex and 

making which we will focus on in this paper. We also make a passing reference to 
at exist in the brain, called mirror neurons and their role in generating feelings in 

response to certain kinds of visual stimuli. These conclusions have a great impact on marketing functions, not 
only in the way the products are marketed, but also at creating consistency in consumer choices.
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more powerful than a strong vis
Finally, how does one ensure con
in consumer buying behaviour? How does 
one ensure that time after time he heads 
straight for the shelf stocking the marketed 
product? Remember, the Nirma girl? That 
one advertisement shook a giant like 
Hindustan Lever and its established basket 
of products. 

It has been known for some time now that 
visual trigger emotions in our brain, and 
every visual aims at generating a set of 
emotions, which will motivate a consumer 
into displaying a set of desirable 
behaviour. But how do we know this for 
certain? Moreover, how do we know what 
kind of visuals trigger what kind of 
emotions, and in which part of the brain, 
so that we can understand the be
impact of the visual used
researchers have been seriously limited in 

SPECIAL ISSUE 
2317 (Online); DOI: 10.16962/EAPJMRM/ISSN.2349-2317/2014 

Confluence of Creativity and Technology 

145 

The Effect of Visual Stimuli on Emotions and their Impact on Consumer Decision Making: 

influence of emotions on decision-making 
when presented by visual stimuli. Advances in science have led us to be able to 

identify the parts of brain in which emotions are generated. Not only that, we can now pinpoint regions in the 
this region plays in other aspects of decision-

making, courtesy a technique called functional magnetic resonance imaging or fMRI. Although we are still a 
long way from understanding the complex networks that lead to behavioural traits, techniques like fMRI have 
helped us to understand to some extent how the brain works, for instance, the role of the prefrontal cortex and 

making which we will focus on in this paper. We also make a passing reference to 
at exist in the brain, called mirror neurons and their role in generating feelings in 

response to certain kinds of visual stimuli. These conclusions have a great impact on marketing functions, not 
ting consistency in consumer choices. 
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which will motivate a consumer 
into displaying a set of desirable 
behaviour. But how do we know this for 

we know what 
kind of visuals trigger what kind of 
emotions, and in which part of the brain, 
so that we can understand the behavioural 
impact of the visual used. Market 
researchers have been seriously limited in 
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understanding this as most of their studies 
are observation based and can be impacted 
by a host of perceptual biases. 

People who work in the market research 
areas have for many decades been 
searching for a tool which would reliably 
predict the behaviour of the consumer. 
Various methodologies have been used for 
this purpose but none of them have given 
consistent results. From my own 
experience in the insurance area, I can say 
that we have introduced many new 
products based on market feedback, only 
to see miserable sales. This probably 
happens because of a gap in the mind of 
the actual consumer, between the 
perceived need and the buying behaviour. 
Further, all seasoned marketers know that 
buying decisions are made on the basis of 
the feeling generated by marketing 
communication and, in our case, visual 
images.  

The life insurance industry seems to be 
solely focussed on the death of the 
policyholder which is depicted in its 
advertisements in various forms of 
sophistication.The life insurance industry 
has almost uniquely focussed on delivering 
images to a consumer which reinforce his 
feelings of providing for his family even if 
he is no longer physically present on the 
scene. LIC in fact has coined their famous 
tag line ‘Jindagi ke saath bhi, Jindagi ke 
baad bhi’ meaning “with you in life and 
after life”. Such visual images are 
supposed to reassure an individual that his 
family will be taken careof even after his 
demise. However, what nobody factors in 
is that, when an individual sees these 

visual images he actually feels the same 
feelings that the protagonist is displaying 
which could range from insecurity to fear. 
Many prospective clients have told me that 
they refuse to buy life insurance products 
because it generates fear of death in them. 
Thus, those who design marketing 
strategies do not fully appreciate the 
neurological impacts of the visual images 
projected at us. The marketing campaign 
designer projects his own feelings into the 
consumer, instead of truly understanding 
that the same feelings will be generated in 
the consumer as if he was actually in the 
situation depicted in the image. 

Advances in brain imaging allow 
researchers to enhance their knowledge 
about howindividuals process different 
stimuli and reach decisions. Recently 
developed forms of neuroimaging, such as 
functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI), permit precise measurement and 
localization of brain activation. This 
enriches research by providing evidence of 
phenomena occurring within the 
individual’smind, which otherwise are 
difficult to capture. 

Using brain imaging offers four distinct 
methodological advantages: (1) fMRI 
permits interpretation of psychological 
processes in the brain as they are taking 
place; (2) fMRI enables measurement of 
nonconscious conditions andprocesses; (3) 
fMRI allows localization and 
differentiation of constructs that 
subjectively may seem similar but which 
are actually processed differently; and (4) 
fMRI makes feasible measurement of the 
simultaneous activation of two antithetical 
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conditions and processes (Reimann, 
Schilke, Neuhaus, Zaichkowsky 2011). 

Fig 1 Whole-brain fMRI responses during 
observation of touch 
Hence, the purpose of this study is to 
validate the hypothesis that visual images 
can trigger buying decisions because they 
generate the same set of emotions that 
would have been generated if the person 
was actually present in the situation 
depicted in the visual image. The 
hypothesis further stipulates that observing 
emotions in other’s triggers brain areas 
that would become active if the person 
themselves were actually experiencing 
such emotions. 

The hypothesis was tested with an 
experiment using visual images. Since the 
focus of this research was with specific 
reference to insurance products, the set of 
images chosen were related to road 
accidents, in order to understand their 
impact on consumer intention to purchase 
insurance products.   

The Experiment 

Three sets of images were presented to a 
group of 10 people. All of them were 
students and had been informed that they 
were a part of a study. These pictures were 
images of road accidents, with the 
objective of identifying emotions triggered 
and subsequent behaviour of respondents. 
Respondents were asked to identify and 
report what emotions were triggered by the 
images.  

Findings 
Two emotions clearly manifested 
themselves after seeing Images 1 and 2 

and these were sadness and fear. The 
respondents who felt these emotions also 
showed their willingness to buy either one 
of the insurances, motor or life or both. 
Nobody felt any emotion on seeing the 
graph and almost 50% of the number of 
people who agreed to buy insurance after 
going through a feeling level experience, 
stated willingness to buy insurance. 
 
Similar emotions as the observed get 
triggered in the observer because we 
activate “common circuits when observing 
sensations or emotions felt by others, and 
when experiencing these sensations and 
emotions ourselves” (Bastiaansen et al, 
2009).  This is due to mirror neurons, a 
basic and essential unit of the nervous 
system, which fire both when exhibiting, 
as well as observing behvior (Snyder, 
2019). It is mirror neurons, the tiny 
neurological structures that fire both when 
we take or perceive action, which also 
make us empathetic. Research, and 
neuroimaging suggest that mirror neurons 
form the basis of empathy and social 
behavior.  

Before concluding, let us examinet two 
studies involving research with fMRI. One 
is, “Both of us disgusted in my Insula, The 
common Neural Basis of Seeing and 
Feeling Disgust” by Wicker et al (2003). 
In their paper the authors discuss, “ The 
idea that we perceive emotions in others 
by activating the same emotions in 
ourselves is not new“ and “Our subjects 
passively observed the stimuli without any 
explicit task and without being aware of 
the study. This indicates that the anterior 
insula/inferior frontal gyrus cortex 
activations we observed are the result of an 
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automatic sharing, by the observer of the 
displayed emotion”. And lastly and most 
importantly, ‘The present findings 
demonstrate that a similar mechanism 
..seeing someone else’s facial emotions 
triggers the neural activity typical of our 
own experience of the same emotion ….”. 

Another very interesting study involving 
the insula, where the title says it all is, 
“Viewing facial expressions of pain 
engages cortical areas involved in the 
direct experience of pain” by Botvinick et 
al (2005).  

Conclusion 

According to Wikipedia, “The insulae are 
believed to be involved 
in consciousness and play a role in diverse 
functions usually linked to emotion or the 
regulation of the body's homeostasis. 
These functions include compassion and 
empathy, perception, motor control, self-
awareness, cognitive functioning, 
and interpersonal experience”. Thus, any 
sensory activity that arouses in neural 
activity is likely to influence one of the 
functions above impacting the behavioural 
choices of an individual. 

Moreover, the insula is involved in the 
formation of our present-moment 
awareness, as suggested by the somatic 
marker hypothesis. The somatic marker 
hypothesis (Damasio AR, 1996) suggests 
that people use bodily signals to help them 
make decisions (e.g. queasiness in your 

stomach about walking down a dark side 
street at night might cause you to stick to 
the well-lit main street). Damasio 
suggested that the insula plays an 
important role in the processing of these 
bodily sensations so they may be used to 
influence decision making. 

We close this paper with a thought that has 
been intriguing us. Why did the written 
message impact our respondents so much? 
Is it because the picture activated emotions 
in the insula, which in turn led to higher 
intensity of cognitive reactions? An 
appropriate area for further research. 
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Annexure 1     The face of the Gujarat Riots in 2002 

 

Source: https://blog.islamawareness.net/2012/03/face-of-gujarat-riots-meets-his-saviour.html?m= 

Figure 1 clearly indicates that certain parts of the brain get activated when emotions are 
triggered.  
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Fig 1 represents the brain activity observed in monkeys using active and passive touch.    

 
Fig 2 Image 1 Image of a car crash 
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Figure 3 Image 2 Disturbing Statistics 
 

 

Fig 4 Image 3 Some Road Accident statistics 
 

 

These pictures were shown one at a time. After showing the images, the following set of 
questions was asked: 

a. Do you feel an emotion when you see this picture? Please elaborate. 

b. After seeing the above picture would you buy: 

- Vehicle Insurance 
- Life Insurance 

 
In addition, after showing the image 2, an additional question was asked - ‘Did they register 
the text or the picture first‘. 

  

 

 


