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Abstract
Previous studies have shown the ability of fear appeal in influencing voting 
behaviour among citizens (Jerit, 2004). During the 15-day campaign period of 
13th Malaysian General Election (GE13), candidates from Barisan Nasional 
(BN) and Pakatan Rakyat (PR) tended to induce fear appeal into the stories 
reported by newspapers that support them, namely Utusan Malaysia and 
Harakah, respectively. This study seeks to investigate the characteristics 
of fear appeal in both the newspapers, the genre of news and articles that 
comprise the fear appeal, relationships between the genre of news and articles 
with characteristics of fear appeal, and differences in the way political fear 
appeal was employed in the content of both newspapers. In order to achieve 
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these goals, a quantitative content analysis method was used in the study of 
selected news and articles. The following are the findings from the study; (a) 
five identified fear appeal characteristic comprising fear, threat, anger, anxiety 
and risk have were used frequently in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah, (b) 
Utusan Malaysia and Harakah demonstrated the highest interest in employing 
the fear appeal approach in political articles compared to other genres in both 
newspapers, (c) characteristics of fear appeal are strongly related to genres 
contained in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah, and (d) the way Utusan Malaysia 
and Harakah raised the issues and selected the appropriate genres determined 
the differences of the use of fear appeal in each newspaper.

Keywords: Fear, fear appeal, political, election, general election.

1.0  Introduction

A general election is a significant political event for any democratic 
nation. It is significant in the sense that it gives voices to the ordinary people 
to elect not only their representatives to parliament but, more importantly, the 
party that will lead and rule the nation. Realising this fact, political parties in 
Malaysia have fought hard in order to win the hearts and minds of the people. 
They use various approaches in their campaigns, which began with a simple 
form of campaign such as banners and speeches during the earliest general 
election in 1950s and 1960s. However, campaign trends have gradually 
changed as banners and speeches are no longer enough to help politicians 
achieve their goal. Generally, the campaign is important to politicians [2] 
as it has become a main player in conveying necessary information to the 
public to help them make their choice in the poll [3].

After several general elections, it can be observed that Malaysian 
politicians have started to adopt a new strategy and tactics which can be 
conceptualised as the fear appeal inducement. This kind of appeal was 
widely used, especially in the print media, during 13th general election 
(GE13) campaigning period (20 April – 4 May 2013) by Barisan Nasional 
(BN) and Pakatan Rakyat (PR). Fear appeal is used in persuasive message 
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to scare people off [4] by illustrating dire consequences if they ignore the 
recommended suggestions [5]. It can appear to be a rather hard and shocking 
approach with negative impacts of risky behaviour [6]. Additionally, fear 
appeal has also been described as an effective approach in raising interest, 
recall, involvement and persuasiveness. 

Background of the study

Politics and elections are about attaining political power. Therefore, in 
achieving the goal, political parties tend to rely heavily on various media 
channels, with major newspapers that officially support them as the main 
channel to induce the fear appeal during the campaign period, thereby possibly 
influencing the voting behaviour of citizens. In the GE13, a 15-day campaign 
period was given by the Election Commission (EC). The 15-day period 
lasted from 20th April to 4th May 2013. During that time, various candidates 
from BN and PR extensively used the fear appeal in Utusan Malaysia and 
Harakah to win the hearts and minds of the voters. This kind of phenomenon 
is not extraordinary. According to [7], political candidates prefer to employ 
fear appeal during this period in order to persuade undecided voters to turn 
away from the opposition and becoming their partisans. [8] pointed out that 
politicians have been utilising fear appeal for years in campaigns through 
television advertisements. Fear appeal was used heavily by President Bush 
during his presidential campaign in 2004 [9]. 

In Malaysia, it is believed that news coverage of the political actors before 
the GE13 had a significant impact on citizens, which translated into the poll’s 
result [10]. Therefore, by inducing fear appeal into Utusan Malaysia and 
Harakah content, it can provide a greater impact on the support received by BN 
and PR. Although some scholars argue that fear appeal has a significant impact 
on political behaviour [11] and may activate the citizen’s behaviour of voting 
[8], other researchers have produced different findings. For example, [12] 
argue that interest towards the campaign and intention to vote may increase 
by using positive emotions rather than fear. 

The ‘cause-to-effect’ reasoning highlighted by [8] provides support for the 
idea of use of fear appeal in influencing voter’s behaviour. [8] further stressed 
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that when someone anticipates a negative outcome or event, he usually tries 
to remove the cause. This theory may be observed in politics when candidates 
try to deliver a message through the media that choice of the opponent will 
result in negative outcomes for the voters. The objective of the present study 
is to analyse the fear appeal contained in articles published by Harakah and 
Utusan Malaysia before GE13 and to identify differences in the ways fear 
appeal was used in each newspaper. In order to achieve this outcome, the 
study adopted a quantitative research design and content analysis of selected 
articles and news items from Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during the 15-day 
campaign period.

Definition of concept

Fear appeal

[7] pointed out that fear appeal has been employed to promote social 
awareness involving serious matters. The term fear appeal can be defined as 
a persuasive message which is sent purposefully to stimulate the audience to 
succumb to any suggested behaviour by inducing fear and threat. Fear appeal 
can cause anxiety and tension [13][7], hence motivating people towards certain 
defensive mechanisms [7] or specific actions [14]. [5] argued that fear appeal 
is used to make people feel intimidated by the message that bad things may 
happen if they refuse to comply with the recommendations of the message. 

The definition of fear appeal indicates that several terms underlying 
the concept are interrelated. These underlying terms are considered as 
characteristics of fear appeal. Therefore, the following section highlights the 
definition of these characteristics: fear, threat, anger, anxiety, and risk. All the 
terms underlying the concept of fear appeal addressed below provide important 
contributions to the outcome of the study.

1. Fear

Fear can be categorised as a negative emotion [8] which appears when a 
person believes that he or she cannot avoid a negative circumstance or is unable 
to cope with it smoothly [14]. [11] pointed out that fear can be measured by 
the degree to which a person is fearful and afraid. 
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2. Threat

[15] pointed out that threat is an object of fear that refers to something 
that was feared such as death or hunger. On the contrary, [16] defined threat 
as a statement that involves communication in order to harm another person 
or group. It can involve oral, written and body language. [16] further stressed 
that threat can be classified into three categories which are direct threat, vague 
threat, and inappropriate contact or communication threat. Direct threat creates 
harmful behaviour against a certain individual. On the other hand, vague threat 
is a sort of communication that relates to the tone or things that support the 
behaviour of harm but without any specific target, while inappropriate contact 
or communication is something that is not necessarily threat. However, threat 
may stimulate a person to be aware of his or her own safety such as when 
a stranger asks about a confidential matter. Additionally, threat can also be 
viewed as taking the form of physical threat, social threat [17] or control [18]. 
[11] suggested that a usual threat can stimulate anger, but an unusual threat 
can cause anxiety.

3. Anger

According to [19], anger is triggered when a perpetrator commits an 
offense, but at the same time it needs to involve an important person or someone 
that people care for. He also emphasized the significance of awareness of the 
offense and the need to rectify the situation in determining the emergence 
of anger. [11] suggested that anger can be measured by the extent a person 
becomes angry and disgusted. On the other hand, [20] suggested three things 
that can trigger anger: (a) community violation (not showing respect towards 
the hierarchy and communality of a person and society), (b) autonomy violation 
(ignoring the freedom and human rights of a person), and (c) divinity violation 
(not showing respect to another person’s religion).

4. Anxiety

[21] pointed out that anxiety can occur when a person experiences 
worrying thoughts and physical feelings. This condition can affect the way he 
or she thinks and acts. When the person fails to control their anxiety, negative 
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thoughts such as suicide may occur in his or her mind. This spontaneous 
thought may occur in an unrealistic and irrational form or it may ultimately 
increase the level of anxiety.

5. Risk

According to [22], risk can be defined as something that involves exposure 
and uncertainty. When a person is exposed to a particular matter, he has no 
way of predicting the future with regards to the matter. This is referred to as 
uncertainty. [23] suggested that a person has the option of taking the risk or 
imposing it.

2.0 Literature Review

The Concept of Fear Appeal and Its Purpose

Fear appeal has been practiced widely in order to build social awareness 
regarding important matters and usually highlights the negative or unpleasant 
consequences which might happen if people choose to ignore the message [5]. 
On the other hand, the purpose of arousing fear among the target audience is 
to influence or motivate them to adapt to certain behaviours [4]. 

[7] suggested that fear appeal expands the emotion of tension and 
anxiety, hence inspiring a particular defensive mechanism and at the same 
time stimulates people to search for ways in order to remedy the unpleasant 
feeling. The role of a defence mechanism is to keep people safe from the 
feeling of threat after they receive the fear appeal message [24][25]. To some 
extent, fear appeal plays a part in stimulating the changing behaviour of people. 
According to [26], the persuasiveness of fear appeal can be significant if it 
is applied to two types of people; people who feel most vulnerable towards 
the negative result illustrated in the message and people who see the message 
as individually important. They added that perceived vulnerability and 
individual relevance are connected, but a fear appeal message may personally 
be relevant to people, whether they are vulnerable or not. The success rate 
of the mission in influencing people’s behaviour depends on other additional 
factors including culture orientation [6], a person’s characteristics, language, 
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attitudes, state of change and goals [27]. Other criteria emphasized by [27] that 
play a significant role in ensuring the fear appeal message is most effective 
are novelty, interesting approach, sensitivity to cultural aspects, relatively 
unknown topic and the ability to capture attention, as well as demographic 
factors such as age, gender and education level.

There are several approaches that are usually applied in fear appeal. [6] 
asserted that a fear appeal message commonly consists of obvious and usable 
recommendations that are believed to be alternative solutions in avoiding a 
negative outcome. Additionally, these recommendations commonly use direct 
and personal words and they may even come with ‘tough’ or painful pictures. 
The stronger levels of threat which rely on the verbal or visual (graphic) cues, 
or both, can produce positive outcomes over the perceived threat. Furthermore, 
it is believed that by applying relevant visuals such as graphic vividness in 
a message that contains a threat may help to increase the perception of the 
perceived threat, hence making the level of that threat greater. Inserting threat-
relevant arguments and facts might also help to develop the threat [28].

Components and Elements of Fear Appeal 

There are several required elements of fear appeal. According to [29], 
these elements are: severity of a threat, the individual’s susceptibility to the 
threat, and efficacy, by which they mean recommended feedback and the 
individual’s capability to apply the recommended feedback. [30] described 
two components applied in a typical fear appeal which are threat component 
and suggestion component.

According to [5], a threat refers to an external motivation that can appear 
even without an individual realising it. When the fear appeal is well constructed, 
people will be alert to it and concurrently offer to convey the threat severity, 
and it enhances a community’s threat susceptibility [31][5]. [29] asserted that 
anyone will build his or her beliefs once he or she learns of the threat. On the 
other hand, [32] depicted threat as a level that a person perceives to be easily 
connected to a serious possibility of danger and consists of susceptibility and 
severity dimensions. 
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[32] explained that efficacy is a degree to which people assume they can 
easily implement the suggested response in order to keep them away from 
the threat, hence determining the action taken. From this point of view, they 
suggested that efficacy can form other dimensions which are self-efficacy and 
response-efficacy. Moreover, [5] emphasized two efficacy perceptions; (a) 
cognition of efficacy on the suggested feedback, and (b) the person’s efficacy in 
executing the feedback. Self efficacy refers to the belief that a person is able to 
execute the suggested response. Meanwhile, response efficacy can be described 
as the belief that the suggested response may help to avert the threat.

The Influence and Significance of Fear Appeal

According to [33], the capability of fear in affecting political behaviour 
is possible in miscellaneous ways. This idea is strongly supported by [1] who 
acknowledged the ability of fear to influence the individual’s decision making. 
She stressed that people with fear will apprehend a bigger risk when faced with 
new circumstances, hence driving them to be risk-averse. 

The threat, which is triggered by a fear appeal message, can drive people to 
become scared. When they start to feel afraid about something, [34] suggested 
that it is the right time to tell them the appropriate way to counter the feeling, 
hence making them succumb to the recommended behaviour. This is consistent 
with the assertion by [35] that fear appeal in a political campaign comes with a 
particular message, which is: ‘if you do not take this action, something bad will 
happen’. Moreover, previous research has shown the significance of emotion 
in influencing the decision-making process among citizenswith regard to the 
political candidate [36].  

[28] described fear appeal as an effective campaign strategy whether it 
involves familiar or unfamiliar issues. The fear appeal may have greater impact 
if the threat message comprises of a combination of verbal and visual cues. This 
kind of outcome mostly appears in unfamiliar issues. [37] believed a negative 
campaign by candidates can successfully stimulate voters to elect them rather 
than using a more positive approach. According to [38], there is much evidence 
to show that people assess negative information such as fear more strongly 
than positive information when establishing their attitudes. 



Fear Appeal Approach for A Political Campaign Published in
Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during the 13th General Election 

97

The Means of Fear Appeal

It is undeniable that fear is a pillar of fear appeal. However, the outcome 
of the process depends on the level of fear. [39] believed that a very mild 
menace is unable to rouse enough fearful reactions. In contrast, an extremely 
strong menace may not be effective either due to the recipient defensively 
averting awareness, rejecting personal vulnerability or twisting the message. 
Although it is learned that fear is a main ingredient in fear appeal, this negative 
emotion cannot stand alone. Instead, it should come together with two other 
basic concepts which are identified as menace and perceived effectiveness 
by [27]. Meanwhile, [40] asserted that it also depends on the threat’s ability 
to conjure up the unpleasant consequences which might happen if a person 
ignores the recommended behaviour. 

[7]	determined that the three stages of employing the fear appeal co¬¬ncept 
are; (a) form a fearful situation that can trigger people’s awareness of risk and  
danger (b) illustrate the danger as absolutely crucial in order to attract people 
attention, and (c) provide a solution that might lessen the fear.

Politicians, Media and Fear Appeal

Previously, the use of fear appeal was dominated by practitioners in the 
field of marketing, where it had been used widely since 1950s [7], in recognition 
of its ability to influence an audience. However, the trend eventually shifted 
when political actors began to show their interest in incorporating fear appeal 
as part of their campaign strategy. This change is supported by [12] who have 
claimed that the number of political actors involved in negative campaigns, 
such as discrediting their opponents with one-sided attacks, is increasing. 
Moreover, negative campaigns which include fear appeal messages seem 
to dominate the political scene in America, as politicians believe that such 
messages work in increasing their ratings and obtaining greater support during 
elections [41]. Conducting negative campaigns by attacking the opponent’s 
credibility becomes a pivotal strategy, as credibility is significant in determining 
the strength of a politician [12]. Moreover, [42] acknowledged the fact that 
information which is usually provided through negative campaigns is needed 
by voters in order to help them make rational decisions during elections. 
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Generally, a negative campaign is conducted in order to diminish  the positive 
reputation of the opposing political candidate [41].

[7] pointed out that politicians tend to apply fear appeal in their campaigns 
purposefully to persuade and convince undecided citizens, and hence gain their 
support. In order to accomplish this mission, the political actor intentionally 
highlights possible risks and unpleasant circumstances that citizens might face 
if they ignore the message and continue to support the opponent from another 
party. Prior to adapting fear appeal in a campaign, it is important to decide 
the ways to implement it, as there are different ways of applying the appeal. 
According to [27], fear appeal can be applied either directly or indirectly. This 
clearly supports the relevance of political actors opting for mass media such as 
newspapers to induce fear among citizens during the campaigning period. 

According to [5], a threat refers to an external motivation that can appear 
even without individuals realizing it. When the fear appeal is well constructed, 
people will be alerted to it and convey the threat’s severity, thereby enhancing 
a community’s threat susceptibility [31][5].

The Role of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah in the Malaysian GE13

As the leading media supporters of UMNO and PAS, respectively, it is 
significant for Utusan Malaysia and Harakah to play their roles effectively, 
especially during the Malaysian GE13. According to [43], this kind of channel 
(newspapers) may help the party to convey certain information regarding the 
leadership, policies, principles and activities of the party, and also attempt to 
persuade people to support its attitudes in  issues and concerns, records and 
proposals of policy. In addition, the media can also be seen as a symbolic and 
persuasive medium, thus allowing newspapers to be able to influence their 
readers’ minds [44].

Although [43] stated that the role of biased newspapers against a certain 
party is part of conveying the information and persuading the public, it seems 
that the idea is not necessarily practiced in Malaysia. In the local political 
environment, the situation seems to be contradictory, as most newspapers 
seem biased towards certain parties as they tend to criticize, manipulate and 
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aggravate the opposition parties. For instance, [45] stated that Harakah does 
not only focus its coverage on PAS affairs, but also includes pervasive critiques 
regarding leadership immorality, incompetence and authoritarianism of the 
ruling party, the BN-led United Malay National Organisation (UMNO). From 
the news media perspective, [43] found that newspapers are sympathizing 
with distinct political parties by giving way for them, hence allowing public 
to get the message.

Moreover, [43] pointed out that party campaigns depend strongly on 
partisan journalists, even though a particular newspaper is either independently 
owned or controlled but gives sympathetic coverage to a party, or a newspaper 
company is subsidized and directly owned by a political party. This could 
be done when the partisan journalists spin stories through journalistic 
commentaries or editorial columns.

Theories Guiding the Study

Parallel Response Models

Referring to the class of fear appeal theories, there are two discrete and 
potentially interdependent processes produced by fear appeal called danger 
control process and fear control process. According to [33], the danger control 
process is an attempt to manage danger or threat, while the fear control process 
is an attempt to manage one’s fear regarding the danger or threat. However, 
parallel response models are unable to clarify when fear control or danger 
control will be activated. According to [7], people manage to activate their 
danger control component in order to allow them to deal with any difficulty 
after going through the fearful situation, thus stimulating them to look for 
other options. When the arousal of fear reaches a certain level where the 
ability to think calmly decreases, fear control tends to eliminate the displeasing 
emotion of fear. 

Extended Parallel Process Model (EPPM)

The EPPM, which was developed by Witte, describes fear appeal in terms 
of its successes and failures. It proposed the emotion of fear in fear appeal 
processing [28]. There are two processes of appraisal that someone will engage 
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in when receiving a fear message, which are threat and perceived coping 
appraisal. According to [4], the threat appraisal is a process that engages with 
the strength of the jeopardy and the person’s susceptibility to the jeopardy. 
In addition, coping appraisal integrates recommended response efficacy and 
self-efficacy consideration. 

Referring to the EPPM, [4] argued that people should be stimulated to 
become involved in the danger control process when they feel that the threat 
is putting them at risk and concurrently the efficacy judgment suggests they 
can reacts to the threat. In a situation where the threat and efficacy are at a high 
level, EPPM assumes that interaction exists between both threat and efficacy, 
with danger control processes. On the other hand, danger control processes 
have an ability to boost attitude accessibility against recommended behaviour. 
Additionally, the danger control processes should direct the person to accept 
and perform the suggested behaviour in order to reduce the jeopardy.

However, the fear control process will operate when the person assumes 
that the recommended behaviour is ineffective, even though he or she evaluates 
the threat to be true.  In a circumstance where the threat level is high but  
efficacy is low, the EPPM assumes that interaction occurs among threat and 
efficacy and the processes of fear control [4]. Based on the EPPM, the fear 
appeal evaluation triggers two message appraisals, hence leading to the three 
results. First, [33] suggested that a person evaluates the threat over an issue 
contained in the message. It is argued that if a person believes that he or she is 
vulnerable to a serious menace, there are more stimulants to make him or her 
shift to the second evaluation which involves the efficacy evaluation regarding 
the suggested response. However, if the person perceives the threat to be 
insignificant or irrelevant, he or she will ignore the fear appeal message.

Referring to the EPPM, [33] believed perceived threat to be an important 
factor to the extent of a feedback to a fear appeal. They argued that anyone 
could be scared if a threat contained in a fear appeal message is illustrated 
as and trusted to be serious and significant. Fear that arises from the threat 
spontaneously stimulates a person to take actions that could diminish the 
feeling. However, perceived self-efficacy and response efficacy play an 
important role in determining whether a person is going to be stimulated to 
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manage the menace of the threat or to manage his or her fear of the threat. 
[33] asserted that people are inspired to manage the menace and be aware of 
the actions they should take to eliminate or diminish the threat if they believe 
they are capable of executing an effective suggested response to the threat.

 
3.0 The Instrument

Content Analysis Design

Content analysis has been used widely in social science and mass 
communication studies. It is a technique in which the content of the message 
constructs the basis for drawing inferences and conclusions regarding the 
content [46]. It is also a technique that helps researchers to make inferences 
objectively and systematically by identifying certain characteristics of 
messages [47]. Therefore, it can be concluded that this technique concerns 
valid, replicable and objective inferences from the message, which at the same 
time hold the basis of explicit rules [48]. 

Content analysis complies with three basic scientific method principles 
which are objectivity, systematicity, and generalizability [48]. The technique 
also engages the interaction of two processes which, according to [49], refer 
to specification of the content characteristics being scrutinized and application 
of definite principles for pinpointing and recording these characteristics. 
[48] described six steps that are commonly used in the content analysis 
technique; (a) develop research questions or objectives, (b) pick the sample 
and communication content, (c) establish content categories, (d) decide units of 
analysis, (e) provide a pilot testing, coding schedule, and examine inter coder 
reliabilities, and (f) evaluate the retrieved data. There are several strengths 
or advantages in using content analysis process. Content analysis has been 
seen as virtually unobtrusive [50], easy to conduct, inexpensively accessible, 
and also fruitful when involved in analysing indepth interview data [49]. In 
addition, it does not require an interview session, questionnaire, or a laboratory 
experiment [49].

However, despite its strengths, the content analysis process also has 
several weaknesses. The technique is limited to scrutinizing messages that have 
already been recorded [49] and it is therefore bounded solely to the content 
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of the text [48]. In addition, it is also not effective if applied to test causal 
relationships among variables [49]. The outcome of the content analysis may 
be less valid and reliable when it engages with semantic dissimilarity; that is, 
dissimilarity which involves the meanings of words [49].

Quantitative Content Analysis

[51] defined quantitative content analysis as an empirical method for 
systematic analysis which involves well-defined, visual, textual, audio, and/or 
content of audiovisual media. It can also be classified as a well standardised 
method which could contribute an objective replicable or inter-subjective 
credible outcome [52]. However, [52] pointed out that this method requires 
the researcher to make a decision whether to examine all the accessible content 
or merely a representative sample, to determine the period of the sample, to 
define the sample unit, the sample material and the analysis unit, and also to 
assemble a code book.

Research Design

This study employs quantitative content analysis of the content of two 
selected local newspapers, Utusan Malaysia and Harakah. The newspapers 
are known to support and represent different political parties; namely, BN 
and PR, respectively. This status of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah gives a 
huge opportunity for BN and PR to use these newspapers as a medium to 
induce fear appeal in the public, thus influencing voters’ decision making. 
Since the main focus of this study is the fear appeal approach used in Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah, the sample of the study involves any article and news 
containing fear appeal in either newspapers during the 15 days of the GE13 
official campaigning period which started on April, 20th 2013 and continued 
until May 04th 2013. 

Sampling

This study chose purposeful sampling as the sampling method. It is a non 
probability type of sampling process in which the elements are chosen from 
the target population that suit the study purposes, according to specific criteria 
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of exclusion and inclusion [53]. In this study, the sample comprised 120 news 
and articles retrieved from Utusan Malaysia and Harakah within the 15-day 
campaign period of the GE13. These two newspapers were chosen as part of 
the sample after the study considered their important role as mouth-pieces for 
the respective parties, hence disseminating the parties’ principals, ideas and 
propaganda towards the audience. The sample was selected from news and 
articles that included fear appeal inducement. 

Utusan Malaysia

Utusan Malaysia, formerly known as Utusan Melayu began publication 
in 1967. It has been regarded as pro-BN because of  its tendency to cover 
stories that are biased towards BN. [54] pointed out that, compared to five 
other pro-BN newspapers including The Star, NST, The Sun, Malaysia Nanban 
and Makkal Osai, Utusan Malaysia allocated 82 percent of its space priority 
to pro-BN stories. This figure indicates the high support Utusan Malaysia 
afforded the existing government. 

Harakah

Harakah is an alternative newspaper which was established in 1987 by 
the Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS) before the party joined forces with the 
People’s Justice Party (PKR) and the Democratic Action Party (DAP) in 2008 
to form Pakatan Rakyat (PR). Since its establishment, Harakah has become 
a main channel for PAS and later PR to convey their messages, ideologies, 
principles and news that are related to the party. In the beginning, Harakah 
was published twice a week with its circulation reaching around 75,000 copies 
a week in the middle of 1990s. However, the case involving Anwar Ibrahim 
in the late 1990s quadrupled the figure. After its publishing permit expired in 
2000, the publication frequency of Harakah changed to twice a month [45].

 
4.0 Findings & Discussion

Fear, Threat, Anger, Anxiety and Risk within Utusan Malaysia and Harakah
Fear
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TABLE 1 
Fear emotion and fear circumstance in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during 
GE13 campaign

Fear (%) No Fear (%)

Emotion
Utusan Malaysia 100.0 0.0

Harakah 100.0 0.0
Circumstance of 

the news / articles 
content

Utusan Malaysia 98.3 1.7

Harakah 95.0 5.0

Utusan Malaysia and Harakah showed a marked tendency to use the 
fear appeal approach in their news and articles published during the 15-day 
campaigning period. This is shown by the figures which demonstrate that 
both newspapers contained fear emotion (see Table 1). Nevertheless, the 
fear emotion is more prevalent in Utusan Malaysia content compared to 
Harakah’s at 98.3 and 95.0 percent, respectively. Although the difference 
in percentages is small and may seem insignificant, the percentages of both 
newspapers indicate that Utusan Malaysia and Harakah are very aware of the 
importance of using fear appeal during the campaigning period. The figures 
also show that journalists from both newspapers acknowledged the ability of 
fear appeal in influencing the voters’ decision, motivating citizen to vote for 
BN or PR during poll [10].

Threat

Referring to the EPPM, perceived threat is an important factor in the extent 
of feedback to a fear appeal [33]. This reflects the significance of analysing 
threat in the Utusan Malaysia and Harakah contents. The findings of the 
present study show a high content of threat in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
at 93.3 percent and 95.0 respectively (see Table 2). The difference between 
these percentages is small. However, the high content of threat indicates the 
strong threat induced in both newspapers. On the other hand, this strong threat 
will motivate readers to build their beliefs once they know the threat [29].
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TABLE 2
Fear issue arise in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Fear object/issue 
exist (%)

No Fear object/issue 
exist (%)

Utusan Malaysia 93.3 6.7
Harakah 95.0 5.0

Anger

Anger is an important part of fear appeal. In some degree, usually threat 
can motivate the anger [11]. In this study, the inducement of anger in Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah was analysed by examining the wrongdoings or decisions 
made by political actors which could be found in both newspapers. 

The findings of the study show that Harakah induced higher emotions 
of anger at 95.0 percent compared to Utusan Malaysia which induced 68.3 
percent (see Table 3). The large difference between these percentages indicates 
that Harakah has a very strong tendency to evoke anger among the readers 
compared to Utusan Malaysia. One of the news items published by Harakah, 
dated 26-28 April with the title ‘BN gagal tangani masalah kos sara hidup 
rakyat’ is identified as having high inducement of anger. The news reported 
the failure of BN to overcome the rising cost of living. 

Previously, [45] has pointed out that PAS uses Harakah as a channel to 
criticize the immorality, incompetence and authoritarianism of the UMNO 
leadership; an action which is likely to evoke anger among the readers. On 
the other hand, the findings also demonstrate that Utusan Malaysia is not that 
interested in evoking anger among the readers through its contents. 

TABLE 3
Wrongdoing or decision by perpetrator in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
during GE13 campaign

No Yes

Wrongdoing or decision 
by perpetrator

Utusan Malaysia 93.3 6.7

Harakah 95.0 5.0
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TABLE 4 
Worrying thought in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Worrying 
thought (%)

No feeling 
(%)

Utusan Malaysia 98.3 1.7
Harakah 95.0 5.0

Anxiety

Feelings of anxiety were also identified in the Utusan Malaysia and 
Harakah contents. Based on the figures in Table 4, Utusan Malaysia had a 
higher percentage of articles evoking anxiety towards the public compared 
to Harakah at 98.3 percent and 95.0 percent respectively. These figures 
indicate that both newspapers were strongly interested in evoking anxiety 
in their contents, which will motivate readers to be worried and to develop 
negative thoughts [21]. Moreover, high anxiety tends to stimulate people 
towards a particular defensive mechanism, thus searching for ways to remedy 
the unpleasant feeling [7]. Generally, the remedy refers to the behaviour 
recommended in the article. Several situations or issues highlighted in Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah could trigger anxiety; these include politics, economy, 
race, religion, safety, development and social welfare.

Risk
More than 90.0 percent of the articles in both newspapers contained 

elements of risk. However, Utusan Malaysia had greater contents of risk 
compared to Harakah at 98.3 percent and 93.3 percent, respectively (see 
Table 5). These percentages indicate that Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
acknowledged and applied the role of risk in the fear appeal approach. The 
present study suggests that political actors from BN and PR intentionally 
highlight and depict the possibility of risk and unpleasant circumstances 
through Utusan Malaysia and Harakah in order to stimulate readers to be 
against their opponents [7]. Generally, risk involves exposure and uncertainty 
[22].
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Many news items and articles in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah highlighted 
risks if the opposing coalition were to win the GE13. For instance, an article 
titled “Pembangkang tiada kerjasama, tidak boleh majukan negeri” published 
in Utusan Malaysia, dated 22 April 2013 reported that Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamed claimed that PR would destroy Malaysia if people let the coalition 
rule the country because DAP, PAS and PKR were unable to cooperate 
effectively. On the other hand, PR warned people that a disaster would happen 
if they voted BN during GE13. This warning appeared in Harakah dated 3-5 
May 2013 with the title is “Undi BN bermakna mengundang1,001 petaka.”

Genre of News and Articles Containing Political Fear Appeal in Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah

TABLE 5
Uncertainty issue in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

No uncertainty issue 
arise (%)

Uncertainty issue 
arise (%)

Utusan Malaysia 1.7 98.3
Harakah 6.7 93.3

TABLE 6
Genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 
campaign

Fear appeal (%)

General 
Utusan Malaysia 13.3

Harakah 33.3
Politics / 

campaign / poll
Utusan Malaysia 66.7

Harakah 48.3

Religion
Utusan Malaysia 3.3

Harakah 0.0

Economy
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 1.7

Race
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 3.3



Journal of Media and Information Warfare

108

This study shows a variety of genres of news and articles used by Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah during the 15-day period before the GE13. These 
genres are general, politics, campaign and poll, religion, economy, race and 
education. Referring to the figures in Table 6, politics, poll and campaign 
genres received the highest attention from both Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
compared to other genres at 66.7 percent and 48.3 percent respectively. The 
percentage differences between both newspapers is definite and large, but 
these percentages are consistent with the election season in which the politics, 
campaigns and polls are become priority. Nevertheless, these figures indicate 
that Utusan Malaysia and Harakah also showed interest in other genres, 
despite lower percentages recorded.

The general genre appeared to be the second most frequent in both 
newspapers. For this genre, Harakah had a higher percentage compared to 
Utusan Malaysia at 33.3 percent and 13.3 percent, respectively. This study 
suggests that the small percentage of Utusan Malaysia is due to its high interest 
in politics, polls and campaign genre. A similar level of interest was shown 
by Utusan Malaysia in defence and internal security, and general genres. 
Moreover, Utusan Malaysia also had similar level of interest in development 
and social welfare. On the other hand, Utusan Malaysia appeared to share 
similar level of interest in the development genre with Harakah, even though 
the percentage recorded was small, at less than 2.0 percent. 

The low percentage recorded for several genres leads to the suggestion 
that Utusan Malaysia and Harakah had less interest in using fear appeal 
through these genres. It also reflects the fact that both newspapers definitely 
did not decline the necessity of the genre in employing fear appeal. However, 
it is clear that there are several genres that are given attention to by only one 
newspaper. For example, Utusan Malaysia did not use fear appeal in the 
economy, race and education genres. On the other hand, Harakah showed no 
interest in employing fear appeal in the religion genre. 

From the findings, it can be seen that not all genres were considered as 
suitable for adopting a fear appeal approach by both newspapers. The selection 
is made based on the preferences, needs and interests determined by Utusan 
Malaysia and Harakah, which motivated both newspapers to give high priority 
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to the political genre. In addition, Harakah also showed its effort to balance 
the use of fear appeal between politics and general genres.

Relationship between Characteristics of Political Fear Appeal and News 
Genre of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 

Fear
Generally, there are five characteristics of fear appeal and nine genres of 

Utusan Malaysia and Harakah identified in the study. Referring to the figures 
in Table 7, all genres indicated the same percentage of fear in the newspapers’.. 
The high percentage justified the strong relationship between fear and all the 
genres which are general, politics, campaign and poll, religion, economy, race 
and education. It also indicates a strong awareness of adopting the emotion 
of fear by journalists from both newspapers into the content, as they realised 
the potential ability of fear appeal to influence voters’ decisions.

TABLE 7
Fear emotion and genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
during GE13 campaign

Fear emotion 
(%)

1. General 100.0
2. Politics / campaign / poll 100.0
3. Religion 100.0
4. Economy 100.0
5. Race 100.0
6. Education 100.0
7. Defence / internal safety 100.0
8. Development 100.0
9. Social welfare 100.0
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TABLE 8 
Threat and genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
during GE13 campaign

Threat (%)

1. General 89.3
2. Politics / campaign / poll 95.7
3. Religion 100.0
4. Economy 100.0
5. Race 100.0
6. Education 100.0
7. Defence / internal safety 90.0
8. Development 100.0
9. Social welfare 100.0

Threat

The high percentages showed in the findings reflectthe strong relationship 
between threat and the nine genres of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah (see 
Table 8). However, compared to six others genres, the relationship between 
threat and general, politics, campaign and poll, and defence and internal safety 
genres appeared to be weaker, although still 90 per cent and above. This strong 
relationship justified the level of threat which is significant in consolidating 
the fear appeal approach in the contents of  Utusan Malaysia and Harakah. 
By receiving a high level of threat, a person is more likely to assume a serious 
possibility of danger, which creates susceptibility and severity dimensions 
[32]. Moreover, the stronger levels of threat can produce positive outcomes 
from the fear appeal approach [33].

Anger

In general, the percentages shown in the findings indicate a similar pattern 
to the relationship between threat and all of the genres in Utusan Malaysia 
and Harakah (see Table 9). However, the figures demonstrate that the genres 
of economy, race, education, defence and internal safety, and development in 
both newspapers have a very strong relationship with anger at 100.0 percent. 
In contrast, the genres of general, politics, campaign and poll, religion, and 
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social welfare registered less than 83.0 percent. The percentage difference 
between these genres and the five previous genres is clear and large, especially 
when the comparison involves the religion genre which measured only 50.0 
percent. Therefore, this present study suggests that the relationship of anger 
to the nine genres is less consistent compared to the relationship of fear and 
threat to the genres.

TABLE 9
Anger and genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
during GE13 campaign

Anger (%)

1. General 82.1
2. Politics / campaign / poll 73.9
3. Religion 50.0
4. Economy 100.0
5. Race 100.0
6. Education 100.0
7. Defence / internal safety 100.0
8. Development 100.0
9. Social welfare 80.0

TABLE 10
Anxiety and genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah 
during GE13 campaign

Anxiety (%)

1. General 96.4
2. Politics / campaign / poll 97.1
3. Religion 100.0
4. Economy 100.0
5. Race 100.0
6. Education 100.0
7. Defence / internal safety 100.0
8. Development 50.0
9. Social welfare 100.0
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Anxiety

Based on the findings, anxiety can be seen to have a very high correlation 
involving several genres of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah, as six of them 
showed the highest percentage at 100.0 percent (refer to Table 10). Meanwhile, 
percentages of politics, campaign and poll, and general genres recorded above 
than 96.0 percent but less than 98.0 percent, which also indicated a strong 
relationship with the anxiety. However, the development genre recorded a 
medium percentage. This reflected the moderate relationship between anxiety 
and the genre. From the figures obtained in the findings, it is found that the 
content of anxiety in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah has a strong correlation 
with all the genres except for development. On the other hand, the findings 
justify the conclusion that the relationship between all genres and anxiety is 
more consistent compared to their relationship with anger.

Risk

Figures in Table 11 show similar pattern between the relationship of genres 
and risk with the correlation of genres and threat as previously described. 
Based on the findings, it was found that the six genres of religion, economy, 
race, education, development and social welfare contained in Utusan Malaysia 
and Harakah had strong relationship with risk at 100.0 percent. In contrast, 
other genres including general, politics, campaign and poll, and defence, 
and internal safety indicated lower percentages. Compared to threat, anger 
and anxiety, the relationship between risk and all the genres is strong and 
consistent in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah. It also significant in ensuring 
the effectiveness of the fear appeal approach.
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TABLE 11
Risk and genres of articles and news in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during 
GE13 campaign

Risk (%)

1. General 92.9
2. Politics / campaign / poll 97.1
3. Religion 100.0
4. Economy 100.0
5. Race 100.0
6. Education 100.0
7. Defence / internal safety 90.0
8. Development 100.0
9. Social welfare 100.0

TABLE 12
Category of news and articles in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 
campaign

Utusan Malaysia (%) Harakah (%)

Current news 95.0 86.7
Feature 3.3 10.0

Opinion / 
columnist

1.7 3.3

The Use of Political Fear Appeal in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah Category 
and News Sections

The previous discussion indicated that the use of fear appeal was found to 
be high in both newspapers. However, Utusan Malaysia illustrated a stronger 
tendency to use fear appeal in the current news at 95.0 percent (refer Table 
12). Although Harakah showed a similar interest, the percentage was lower 
than that of Utusan Malaysia. Both newspapers tended to highlight the current 
news because their readers were strongly interested in current issues at the 
time, such as phantom voters. It is a nature where people get attracted towards 
something that is up-to-date and highly related to their daily lives. 
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In the feature category, Harakah used the political fear appeal approach 
more than Utusan Malaysia, albeit the percentage difference was small. 
Besides that, Utusan Malaysia and Harakah recorded only a small percentage 
of instances of fear appeal into the opinion or columnist category, with less than 
4.0 percent. It is therefore suggested that both newspapers are inclined to use 
fear appeal in the current news category due to its quality. Compared to features 
and opinion or columnist categories, current news tends to have simple, short 
and compact contents, and is sometimes accompanied by attractive pictures. 
This encourages people to read it more compared to other categories of news 
and articles in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah. In contrast, feature, opinion or 
columnist categories are usually long and have more than 15 paragraphs.

Although Utusan Malaysia and Harakah used fear appeal approach in 
the same category of news and articles, the findings show that journalists from 
both newspapers were inclined to allocate covered stories into the different 
sections. Each newspaper created three main sections. The three main sections 
in Harakah were: General, Fikrah and Bangkit. The figures from the findings 
indicated an equal percentage of political fear appeal content in the General and 
Bangkit sections with 40.0 percent, while the Fikrah section had 20.0 percent 
(see Table 13). It is suggested that Harakah had high awareness regarding the 
importance of these three sections in the inducement of fear appeal approach, 
thus giving priority to these sections, especially General and Bangkit.

TABLE 13
News section in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Utusan Malaysia (%) Harakah (%)

General 0.0 40.0
Fikrah 0.0 20.0

Bangkit 0.0 40.0
Dalam Negeri 11.7 0.0
Utusan Kota 3.3 0.0

Pilihan Raya ke 13 85.0 0.0
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TABLE 14
Fear in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Unable to 
prevent (%)

No negative 
circumstances 

arise (%)

Able to 
prevent 

(%)
Utusan Malaysia 50.0 3.33 46.7

Harakah 33.3 1.7 65.0

In Utusan Malaysia, on the other hand, the three sections used to convey 
political fear appeal messages to readers were: Dalam Negeri, Utusan Kota 
dan Pilihan Raya ke-13 sections. However, the percentages in these sections 
are distributed differently compared to the Harakah sections. Utusan Malaysia 
concentrated its use of fear appeal in the Pilihan Raya ke-13 section, with 85.0 
percent, thus influencing the percentages of other sections (see Table 13). 

Compared to the Pilihan Raya ke-13 section, Utusan Malaysia placed 
less emphasis on the Dalam Negeri and Utusan Kota sections. It is clear that 
Utusan Malaysia concentrated on the Pilihan Raya ke-13 section as it was 
purposefully created to convey political messages which included fear appeal 
to readers. However, this strategy was not constructed in a well-balanced 
manner as Utusan Malaysia neglected the importance of other sections. The 
name Pilihan Raya ke-13 section itself clearly indicates the real intention of 
Utusan Malaysia creating it; this could cause discomfort among undecided 
voters who might skip the page altogether.

Fear
There are three circumstances that may arise in inducing the emotion of 

fear into the Utusan Malaysia and Harakah contents. These circumstances 
refer to 1) situations in which fear cannot be prevented, 2) those in which it 
can be prevented, and 3) those when no fear arises. Based on the figures in 
Table 14, it was found that Utusan Malaysia highlighted the first group (fear 
cannot be prevented) moderately, while Harakah gave them less emphasis. On 
the contrary, Harakah showed higher interest in covering issues in the second 
group (fear can be prevented) in its contents. Neither newspaper showed much 
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interest in situations where no fear arose. Thus, it is clear that Utusan Malaysia 
and Harakah had different interests and tendencies: Utusan Malaysia tended 
to focus on issues in which fear could not be prevented, while Harakah was 
more inclined to focus on issues where fear could be prevented. 

It is suggested that the inducement of fear appeal in both newspapers is 
accompanied by the recommended behaviour, with the implication that the fear 
issue will be able to be prevented if the audience follows the recommended 
action. This is supported by the PMT model, in which [5] pointed out that 
when the cognitive responses towards fear appeal are perceived high, readers 
will be motivated to adopt and adapt the recommended behaviour.

Although Utusan Malaysia and Harakah intentionally used fear appeal to 
increase people’s support towards the respective coalition they each supported 
(BN, or PR), both newspapers employed different ways. This can be shown 
through their highlighted issues. Based on the figures in Table 15, the findings 
show that Utusan Malaysia had a strong tendency to induc fear in the political 
issues, including unstable and dirty politics at 90.0 percent. However, Utusan 
Malaysia showed a moderate tendency towards the general election, phantom 
voters, and immoral attitudes at 50.0 percent respectively. At the same time, the 
figures depicted a low propensity for Utusan Malaysia to cover issues such as 
economy, property, rural and urban development, safety, security and violence, 
race, abuse of power, general election, citizenship and Malaysia identity card, 
and religion issues. Three other issues, which are social development, cost of 
living, and education, were also ignored by Utusan Malaysia. 

The tendency shown by Utusan Malaysia is in line with the election 
campaign season in which the aim was to persuade readers to support BN 
during GE13. It is also suggested that Utusan Malaysia tended to induce the 
fear emotion into the political, general election and phantom voters issues 
more than Harakah did in order to complement the space of Pilihan Raya 
ke-13; a section that was purposefully created by Utusan Malaysia to support 
the BN’s political campaign.

The inducement of fear into the issues of politics, general election, 
phantom voters, and immoral attitudes involving the the opposition was part 
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of the strategy to convince readers that BN was the best coalition to rule the 
country. One of the news items  that contained strong fear inducement in 
Utusan Malaysia was “Musa akui sentimen ditiup Kit Siang jejas hubungan 
kaum” dated 29 April 2013. It says that fear and racism sentiment played by 
DAP among Chinese community in order to get their votes will have a negative 
effect on multiracial relationships in the country. In addition, the action taken 
by Utusan Malaysia either by giving less attention or ignoring the other issues 
justified the insignificance of the issues.

Referring to the data in Table 15, Harakah showed almost a moderate 
tendency in inducing fear appeal into issues of politics and immoral attitudes. 
One of the news items by Harakah dated 29 April-2 May 2013 with the title 
“Calon BN Perak ‘ketua keganasan politik” reflected the immoral attitudes of 
the BN candidate. In contrast, the figures demonstrate a slightly lower tendency 
of Harakah in covering general election, phantom voters, abuse of power 
and cruel government issues compared to the previous issues. The tendency 
of Harakah towards nine other issues, which are economy, property, social 
development, rural and urban development, cost of living, safety, security 
and violence, education and race, is also very low. In addition, it showed no 
interest or inclination to introduce fear appeal into religious issues. 

The findings justified the conclusion that Harakah had a tendency to 
induce fear into all the issues that have been identified earlier in this study, 
except religion. Harakah may have tended to ignore the religious issue due 
to its awareness that it was a highly sensitive issue. Nevertheless, Harakah 
was inclined to allocate almost a moderate fear emotion into issues related to 
politics and immoral attitudes, in which it used similar amounts of induced 
fear. 

However, Harakah induced greater amounts of fear in the issues of abuse 
of power, cruelty and government compared to Utusan Malaysia as the way 
to convince its readers that BN was not a suitable coalition to rule the country. 
Since some of the issues registered low percentages and some of them only 
received coverage from one newspaper, the assumption can be made that 
Utusan Malaysia and Harakah induce fear emotions only into issues that 
reflected the newspapers’ own interests.
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TABLE 15
Fear issue in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

1. Politics / unstable politics / 
dirt y politics

Utusan Malaysia 90.0
Harakah 58.3

2. Unstable / uncertain 
economy or financial

Utusan Malaysia 1.7
Harakah 13.3

3. Property (house /land)
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 10.0

4. Social development
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 3.3

5. Rural / urban development
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 8.3

6. Cost of living increase
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 15.0

7. Safety / security / violence
Utusan Malaysia 21.7

Harakah 13.3

8. Education
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 3.3

9. Race / racism
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 11.7

10. Religion
Utusan Malaysia 13.3

Harakah 0.0

11. Immoral attitudes
Utusan Malaysia 50.0

Harakah 58.3

12. Abuse of power / cruel / 
government

Utusan Malaysia 10.0
Harakah 36.7

13. General election / poll / 
phantom voters

Utusan Malaysia 50.0
Harakah 25.0

14. Citizenship /
Malaysia identity card

Utusan Malaysia 1.7
Harakah 5.0
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Threat
Based on the figures in Table 16, it appears that the political issue had a 

high content of threat in Utusan Malaysia. This is not surprising in the GE13 
season when journalists from Utusan Malaysia tended to give more coverage 
to this issue. In contrast, it had a moderate inducement of threat in issues of 
immoral attitudes. Utusan Malaysia also seemed to have limited interest in 
inducing threat into several issues such as safety, security and violence, race, 
loss or damage, property, and abuse of power,  and no interest at all in inducing 
threat into the issues of economy, poverty, education, and phantom voters. 

On the contrary, Harakah has been seen to be less focussed on political 
issues compared to Utusan Malaysia, as the threat inducement was at a 
moderate level. Meanwhile, the level of threat by Harakah’s journalists in 
covering the issue of abuse of power appeared to be almost moderate. Among 
the issues identified in this study, Harakah showed the highest interest in the 
immoral attitudes,  although the threat inducement level was only slightly 
above average. Meanwhile, Harakah had a low inducement of threat into 
nine other issues.

It is suggested that Utusan Malaysia was more concerned with inducing 
fear into political issues rather than other issues, although the newspaper had a 
moderate tendency to highlight the immoral attitudes of opposition candidates 
in order to convince people that the opposition coalition was ot suitable to rule 
the country. On the other hand, Utusan Malaysia clearly gave low priority 
to inducing threat into several insignificant issues and ignored the issues of 
economy, poverty, education, and phantom voters. 

Unlike Utusan Malaysia, Harakah was inclined to employ threat in all 
the issues, but priority was given to immoral attitudes, politica and abuse of 
power issues. However, although  Harakah tended to induce the threat into 
all the issues, this was at  a low level. 
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TABLE 16
Fear issue in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

1. Politics / unstable politics / 
dirty politics

Utusan Malaysia 86.7
Harakah 50.0

2. Unstable / uncertain 
economy or financial

Utusan Malaysia 0.0
Harakah 13.3

3. Immoral attitudes
Utusan Malaysia 50.0

Harakah 60.0

4. Safety / security / violence
Utusan Malaysia 23.3

Harakah 11.7

5. Poverty
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 5.0

6. Cost of living increase
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 16.7

7. Education
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 3.3

8. Race / racist
Utusan Malaysia 8.3

Harakah 8.3

9. Loss / damage
Utusan Malaysia 13.3

Harakah 10.0

10. Property
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 10.0

11. Abuse of power
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 40.0

12. Phantom voters
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 8.3

Although Utusan Malaysia and Harakah support different political 
coalitions, the findings reveal a similarity in the type of threat used in their 
contents. Referring to Table17, both newspapers appeared to apply vague 
threats, inappropriate communication threat and direct threat. 
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TABLE 17
Type of threat in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Vague (%) Inappropriate 
contact (%) Direct (%)

Utusan Malaysia 31.7 33.3 35.0
Harakah 33.3 18.3 48.3

TABLE 18
Form of threat in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

Physical
Utusan Malaysia 23.3

Harakah 16.7

Social
Utusan Malaysia 55.0

Harakah 76.7

Control
Utusan Malaysia 71.7

Harakah 83.3

Even though the percentages for each type are below average, Utusan 
Malaysia showed its consistency in using vague threat, inappropriate contact 
threat and direct threat. The distribution suggests that Utusan Malaysia is 
aware of the need to balance the use of the three types of threats to achieve 
its goal to increase support for BN. On the contrary, Harakah was inclined to 
use direct threat more than vague threat or inappropriate contact threat. The 
level of its tendency to use vague threat was similar to the level of appropriate 
contact threat used by Utusan Malaysia. This suggests that Harakah believed 
the use of direct threat is more effective than other types of threat. In addition, 
Harakah had a greater tendency to use direct threat compared to Utusan 
Malaysia.

Thus, Utusan Malaysia and Harakah showed similar patterns in the use of 
forms of threat although they each support different political coalitions (refer 
Table 18). Each of newspaper had the highest propensity to apply physical 
forms of threat, followed by social and physical forms of threat. However, 
the tendency of each level is different. Figures in Table 18 indicate that the 
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difference between the level of control form of threat and social control form 
of threat used by Harakah is small, but there is a big difference in the level 
of physical form of threat. Moreover, Harakah also showed greater tendency 
than Utusan Malaysia in to use control form of threat and social form of 
threat, while Utusan Malaysia had a greater tendency to use physical forms 
of threat than Harakah.

Anger		

Figures in Table 19 indicate that Utusan Malaysia and Harakah both 
produced news and articles that were able to make their readers angry and 
disgusted. About two-thirds of the content produced by Utusan Malaysia’s 
journalists could provoke anger and disgust, at an equal level. In contrast to 
Utusan Malaysia, Harakah showed a significantly greater tendency to produce 
anger and disgust at a much higher level, with a slightly higher level of content 
that coul produce emotions of disgust in its readers. It is likely that Harakah 
induced more anger and disgust in its content because journalists believed this 
approach would be able to influence the voter behaviour during GE13. The 
findings depict the greater tendency of Harakah compared to Utusan Malaysia 
to include a high level of anger and disgust in the fear appeal message of this 
alternative newspaper. 

TABLE 19
The audience response towards Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 
campaign

Yes (%) No (%)

News and articles able 
to make readers angry

Utusan Malaysia 31.7 68.3
Harakah 10.0 90.0

News and articles 
able to make readers 

disgusted

Utusan Malaysia 31.7 68.3

Harakah 8.3 91.7
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TABLE 20
Violation content of Utusan Malaysia and Harakah that triggers anger during 
GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

Community 
violation

Utusan Malaysia 70.0
Harakah 83.3

Autonomy 
violation

Utusan Malaysia 30.0
Harakah 68.3

Divinity 
violation

Utusan Malaysia 5.0
Harakah 1.7

Three types of violation coverage that can trigger anger among readers - 
community violation, autonomy violation, and divinity violation (Hutcherson 
& Gross, 2011) – occurred in both newspapers. Referring to the findings 
shown in Table 20, Harakah showed its higher tendency towards community 
violation and autonomy violation coverage compared to Utusan Malaysia. 
The high percentage shown in the table suggests that Harakah gave a high 
priority to community violation coverage in its space. In contrast to Harakah, 
Utusan Malaysia included less coverage that violated community norms, and 
autonomy violation was at a moderate level. Neither newspaper showed much 
interest in divinity violation.

It can be concluded that Harakah had high awareness regarding the 
potential of anger inducement through violation coverage, which it used to 
persuade people to vote PR during the GE13. However, as a mainstream 
newspaper and a mouth-piece of the ruling BN coalition, Utusan Malaysia was 
more cautious in pursuing the issue of violation, because it could affect social 
harmony in the country. Similarly, the tendency to avoid divinity violation by 
both newspapers is due to its sensitivity.
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TABLE 21
Fear issue in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

1.
Politics / unstable politics / 

dirty politics
Utusan Malaysia 90.0

Harakah 50.0

2.
Unstable / uncertain 
economy or financial

Utusan Malaysia 1.7
Harakah 13.3

3. Safety / security / violence
Utusan Malaysia 26.7

Harakah 11.7

4. Poverty
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 5.0

5. Rural / urban development
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 5.0

6. Education
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 6.7

7. Race / racist
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 8.3

8. Cost of living
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 16.7

9. Loss / damage
Utusan Malaysia 11.7

Harakah 10.0

10. Property
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 11.7

11. Immoral attitudes
Utusan Malaysia 48.3

Harakah 51.7

12. Abuse of power
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 38.3

13. Phantom voters
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 8.3

Anxiety

Table 21 shows that Utusan Malaysia had a very high propensity to 
use political issues in order to evoke anxiety among its readers, compared 
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to other issues. Its tendency in inducing anxiety into immoral attitudes, and 
safety, security and violence issues are below average level, and it showed 
a low inclination towards other issues including economy, rural or urban 
development, race, loss or damage, property, and abuse of power. It had no 
interest in education, cost of living, and phantom voter issues.

In contrast with Utusan Malaysia, Harakah showed a moderate level of 
interest in inducing anxiety into politics and immoral attitudes issue. However, 
this alternative newspaper allocate a low level of anxiety inducement into other 
issues excluding abuse of power, which is below moderate level.

Referring to the finding, it is suggested that Utusan Malaysia was deeply 
concerned with inducing anxiety into political issues as part of the pre-season 
campaign ahead of GE13. This inclination, which is clearly greater in Harakah, 
caused Utusan Malaysia to give less attention or to ignore other issues that 
were considered less important. On the contrary, Harakah was able to attend 
to several issues, whether significant or less significant, without ignoring any 
of them. 

Risk

The findings in Table 22 show that Utusan Malaysia had a very high 
propensity to highlight the risk of political issues, followed by immoral 
issues, which are almost at a moderate level. Moreover, Utusan Malaysia 
also had a tendency to incorporate risk into safety, security and violence issues, 
but at a below average level. Meanwhile, other issues contained in Utusan 
Malaysia had little risk except for three issues that did not get attention from 
the newspaper, namely: cost of living, Malay political autonomy, and non-
transparent election process. Compared to Utusan Malaysia, Harakah was 
more inclined to induce risk into all the issues, albeit at a low level. Based on 
the figures, Harakah showed a moderate level of risk in immoral issue, but 
the level of risk in political issue was below moderate level. 

It may have been counter-productive for Utusan Malaysia to concentrate 
only on political issues, as not all readers are interested in that issue. Harakah 
made a wise decision to fully utilise all issues, although the inducement level 
of risk was low. 
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TABLE 22
Risky issue in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during GE13 campaign

Yes (%)

1.
Unstable / uncertain 
economy or financial

Utusan Malaysia 8.3
Harakah 13.3

2. Politics / uncertain politics 
Utusan Malaysia 81.7

Harakah 41.7

3. Cost of living increase
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 16.7

4.
Malay loss political 

autonomy
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 1.7

5.
Voting opposition bring 

disaster
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 1.7

6. Immoral attitudes
Utusan Malaysia 48.3

Harakah 50.0

7. Abuse of power
Utusan Malaysia 10.0

Harakah 28.3

8. Rural / urban development
Utusan Malaysia 1.7

Harakah 6.7

9.
Unfair / non-transparent 

election process
Utusan Malaysia 0.0

Harakah 11.7

10. Loss public trust
Utusan Malaysia 6.7

Harakah 11.7

11. Safe / security / violence
Utusan Malaysia 26.7

Harakah 8.3

CONCLUSION

This study has shown that both Utusan Malaysia and Harakah used a 
fear appeal approach in their news and articles during the election campaign. 
The 100.0 percent percentage showed in the findings regarding fear emotion 
inducement in Utusan Malaysia and Harakah contents confirmed that all the 
samples selected in the study included elements of the fear appeal approach. 
In fact, the relationship that was shown to exist between the characteristics of 
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fear appeal’s characteristics and the genres and types of news items and articles 
reinforces the significance of the use of fear appeal in the GE13 campaign.

To conclude, several assumptions can be made regarding the outcome of 
the study. Fear appeal’s characteristics, which are fear, threat, anger, anxiety 
and risk, were strongly induced into the contents of Utusan Malaysia and 
Harakah by the journalists. The study found that both newspapers used various 
genres in employing the fear appeal approach during the campaign period 
as they both had a vested interest in inducing fear into the issue of politics. 
Moreover, the characteristics of fear appeal and genres of the news and articles 
published by Utusan Malaysia and Harakah reflected the strong relationship 
between them. Even though both newspapers shared the same goal, which 
was to increase support for their respective political coalitions, the way they 
raised the issues and selected the genres determined the differences in the use 
of fear appeal between the two newspapers.

REFERENCES

[1]	 J. Jerit. (2004). Survival of the fittest: Rhetoric during the course of an 
election campaign. Political Psychology, vol. 25, no. 4, pp. 563-573.  

[2] 	 K. Witte. (1994). Fear control and danger control: A test of the extended 
parallel process model (EPPM). Communication Monographs, 61(2), 
pp. 113-134.

[3]	 K. Arceneaux. (2006). Do campaigns help voters learn? A cross-national 
analysis. British Journal of Political Science, vol. 36, pp. 159-173.

[4]	 N. Roskos-Ewoldsen, D.R., Yu, H.J., & Rhodes. (2004). Fear appeal 
messages affect accessibility of attitudes toward the threat and 
adaptive 	 behaviors. Communication Monographs, vol. 71, no. 1, pp. 
49-69. 

[5]	 K. Witte. (1992). Putting the fear back into fear appeals: The extended 
parallel process model. Communication Monographs (59), pp. 329-
349.



Journal of Media and Information Warfare

128

[6]	 SWOV Fact Sheet (2011). Fear-based information campaigns. Retrieved 
September 27, 2013 from 	www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_
Public_information.pdf

[7]	 S.A. LaTour, M.S., & Zahra. (1989). Fear appeals as advertising strategy: 
Should they be used?. Journal of Consumer Marketing, vol. 6 Issue: 2, 
pp.61-70.

[8]	 C.U. Larson. (2010). Persuasion: Reception and responsibility (12th 
ed.). Boston: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

[9]	 C. Castella, K.D., & McGarty. (2011). Two leaders, two wars: A 
psychological analysis of fear and anger content in political rhetoric 
about terrorism. Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, Vol. 00, 
No. 0, pp. 1-21.

[10]	 L.M. Mun, W.F., & Li. (2011). “Vote for me!”: A content analysis of news 
reports leading to the 12th general election political communication. 	
The Journal of the South East Asia Research centre for Communication 
and Humanities, vol. 3, pp. 31-47.

[11] 	 C. Weber. (2012). Emotions, campaigns, and political participation. 
Political Research Quarterly, vol.66 (2), pp. 414-428.

[12] 	 R. Kriesi, H., Bernhard, L., & Hänggli. (2009). The politics of campaigning 
– dimension of strategic action. In F. Marcinkowski & B. Pfetsch (Eds), 
Politik in der Mediendemokratie (pp.345-365). Wiesbaden: VS Verlag 
für Sozialwissenschaften. 

[13] 	 R.J. Lutz. (1981). The role of attitude theory in marketing. In H.H. 
Kassarjian & T.S. Roberson (Eds), Perspective in Consumer Behavior. 
(pp. 233-250). Glenview, III.: Scott Foresman & Company. 

[14] 	 D. Lerner, J.S., & Keltner. (2001). Fear, anger, and risk. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, vol.81(1), pp. 146-159.

[15] 	 F. Furedi. (2007). The only thing we have to fear is the ‘culture of fear’ 
itself. Retrieved September 27, 2013, from www.spiked-online.com/
newsite/article/3053.



Fear Appeal Approach for A Political Campaign Published in
Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during the 13th General Election 

129

[16]	 Nebraska State Patrol. What is a threat?. Retrieved September 27, 2013, 
from statepatrol.nebraska.gov/ media/11408/threat_information.pdf.

[17]	 G.R. Powell, F. A., & Miller. (1967), Social approval and disapproval 
cues in anxiety-arousing communication. Speech Monugraphs, vo1. 34, 
no.2, pp. 152-159.

[18] 	 P. Arthur, D., & Quester. (2004). Who’s afraid of that ad? Applying 
segmentation to the protection motivation model. Psychology and 
Marketing, vol. 21, no. 11, pp.671-796.

[19] 	 J. Smedslund. (1993). How shall the concept of anger be defined?. 
Theory and Psychology, vol. 3, no. 1, pp. 5-33.

[20]	 J.J. Hutcherson, C.A., & Gross. (2011). The moral emotions: A social-
functionalist account of anger, disgust, and contempt. Journal of 	
Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 100, no. 4, pp. 719-737.

[21]	 F.J. Baty. (2005). Understanding anxiety. Department of Clinical 
Psychology. Retrieved September 27, 2013 from http://www.scotland.
gov.uk/Resource/Doc/98780/ 0023929.pdf.

[22]	 G.A. Holton. (2004). Defining risk. Financial Analysts Journal, vol.60, 
no. 6, pp 19-25.

[23]	 C. Tannert, Elver, H.D., & Jandrig. (2007). The ethics of uncertainty. 
European Molecular Biology Organization Report, vol. 8, no. 10, pp. 
892-896.

[24]	 L.G. Keller, P.A., & Block. (1999). The effect of affect-based dissonance 
versus cognition-based dissonance on motivated reasoning and health-
related persuasion. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, 5, 
pp. 302-313. 

[25]	 S. Liberman, A., & Chaiken. (1992). Defensive processing of personally 
relevant health messages. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
vol. 18, pp 669-679.

[26]	 P. Block, L.G., & Williams. (2002). Undoing the effects of seizing 
and freezing: Decreasing defensive processing of personally 



Journal of Media and Information Warfare

130

relevant 	 messages. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, vol. 32, 
pp. 803-833.

[27]	 K.C. Williams. (2012). Fear appeal theory. Research in Business and 
Economics Journal, vol. 5.

[28] 	 N. Pelsmacker, P.D., Cauberghe, V., & Dens. (2011). Fear appeal 
effectiveness for familiar and unfamiliar issues. Journal of Social 
Marketing, vol.1, no.3, pp. 171-191.

[29] 	 M. Johnston, A.C., & Warkentin. (2010). Fear appeals and information 
security behaviors: An empirical study. MIS Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 3, 
pp. 549-566.

[30] 	 CommGAP (2013). Persuasion. Retrieved September 27, 2013 
from http://siteresources. worldbank.org/EXTGOVACC/Resources/
Persuasionweb.pdf.

[31] 	 R.W. Rogers. (1975). A protection motivation theory of fear appeals 
and attitude change. Journal of Psychology vol. 91(1), pp. 93-114.

[32]	 K. Cho, H., & Witte. (2005). Managing fear in public health campaigns: 
A theory-based formative evaluation process. Health Promotion 	
Practice, vol.6, no. 4, pp. 482-490.

[33]	 M. Witte, K., & Allen. (2000). A meta-analysis of fear appeals: 
Implications for effective public health campaigns. Health Education 
and Behavior, vol.27, pp. 591-632. 

[34] 	 N.A. Brader, T., & Valentino. (2007). Identities, interests, and emotions: 
Symbolic versus material wellsprings of fear, anger, and enthusiasm. In 
W.R. Neuman, G.E. Marcus, A.N. Crigler, & M. MacKuen (Eds.). The 
affect effect: Dynamics of emotion in political thinking and behavior 
(pp. 180-201). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

[35]	 D.W. Glascoff. (2000). A meta-analysis of fear appeals: Implications 
for effective public health campaigns. Marketing Health Services, vol. 
20 (4), pp. 35.

[36]	 A. Martinez. (2012). Framing emotional appeals in campaign 
communication. University of Southern California.



Fear Appeal Approach for A Political Campaign Published in
Utusan Malaysia and Harakah during the 13th General Election 

131

[37]	 K. Arceneaux & Nickerson, D.W. (2010). Comparing negative and 
positive campaign messages: Evidence from two field experiments. 	
American Politics Research, vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 54-83. 

[38]	 R.R. Lau. (1982). Negativity in political perception. Political Behavior, 
4 (4), pp. 353-377.

[39]	 W. Ray, M., & Wilkie. (1970). Fear: The potential of an appeal neglected 
by marketing. Journal of Marketing, vol.34, pp. 54-62. 

[40]	 L.G. Block. (2005). Self-referenced fear and guilt appeals: The 
moderating role of self construal. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 
vol. 35(11), pp. 2290-2309.

[41] 	 R.R. Lau, Sigelman, L., & Rovner, I.B. (2007). The effects of negative 
political campaigns: A meta-analytic reassessment. The Journal of 	
Politics, vol. 69, no. 4, pp. 1176-1209.

[42] 	 W.G. Mayer. (1996). In defense of negative campaigning. Political 
Science Quarterly, vol. 111, no. 3, pp. 437- 455.

[43] 	 P. Norris. (2005). Political parties and democracy in theoretical and 
practical perspectives. Developments in Party Communications. 
Washington, DC.

[44]	 T.A. Van Dijk. (1995). Power and the news media. In D. Paletz 
(Ed), Political Communication in Action. (pp. 9-36). Cresskill, NJ: 
Hampton 	Press.

[45] 	 J. Fischer. (2009). We shift the channel when Mahathir appears: The 
political internet and censorship in Malaysia. Akademika: Journal of 
the Social Sciences and Humanities, vol. 75, pp. 43-63.

[46] 	 C. Nachmias, D., & Nachmias. (1976). Content analysis. In Research 
methods in the social sciences (pp. 132-139). UK: Edward Arnold.

[47]	 O.R. Holsti. (1968). Content analysis. In G. Lindzey & E. Aronson (Eds), 
The Handbook of Social Psychology (vol.2, pp. 596-692, 2nd ed.). New 
Delhi: Amerind Publishing Co.

[48]	 B.D. Prasad. (2008). Content analysis: A method in social science 



Journal of Media and Information Warfare

132

research. In D. K. Lal Das & V. Bhaskaran (Eds). Research Methods 
for Social 	Work (pp. 173-193). New Delhi: Rawat Publications.

[49] 	 B.L. Berg. (2008). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. 
(7th ed.). Needham Heights: Pearson Education.

[50]	 J.B. Webb, E.T., Campbell, D.T., Schwartz, R.D., Sechrest, L. & Grove. 
(1981). Nonreactive measures in the social sciences (2nd ed.). Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company.

[51] 	 K. Krippendorff. (2004). Content Analysis: An Introduction to 
its Methodology. London, Thousand Oaks, CA, New Delhi: Sage 
Publications.

[52]	 T. Bock, A., Isermann, H., & Knieper. (2011). Quantitative content 
analysis of the visual. The Sage Handbook Visual Research Methods. 	
London: Sage Publication Ltd.    

[53] 	 J. Daniel. (2012). Choosing the type of nonprobability sampling. 
Sampling Essentials: Practical Guidelines for Making Sampling 
Choices. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Inc.

[54]	 Centre for Independent Journalism Malaysia (2008). Utusan tops as 
the most pro-BN paper. Retrieved September 27, 2013 from http://
cijmalaysia.org/2008/03/28/ election-media-monitor-shows-utusan-
tops-as-the-most-pro-bn-paper/

 


