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ROUNDTABLE
Anthropomorphism and Consumer Behavior
Tina Kiesler, California State University, Northridge
Anthropomorphism is the tendency of people to make attributions of humanlike characteristics to animals and nonhuman entities. Research on humans’ perceptions of pets (e.g., Hirschman
1994; Holbrook et al. 2001; Sanders 1990, 1993) and possessions
(Kiesler and Kiesler 2005; Wallendorf, Belk and Heisley 1988)
indicates that humans easily attribute humanlike qualities and
attributions to nonhuman entities. Yet, consumer researchers have
scant knowledge of the antecedents and consequences of consumers’ attributions of humanlike qualities to nonhuman entities such
as pets, possessions, advertised brands and brand-related characters.
Anthropomorphic creations abound in the marketplace. Engineers and product designers often mimic the human form in
products such as the Koziol Pot Scrubber, the friendly face of the
front of a Volkswagen Bug, and the Honda Asimo Robot. Advertisers and brand consultants often mimic the human form in their
logos, such as TiVo and the Mac startup icon, as well as their
nonhuman endorsers such as the Pillsbury Dough Boy and the
Michelin Man. Assumptions about the effects of anthropomorphism influence strategic decision making by organizations. Consider for instance that until 2004, the Pittsburgh Zoo did not publicly
name its animals, fearing the public would think of wild animals as
pets or people (Fahy, 2004). The Pittsburgh Zoo assumed negative
effects of anthropomorphism. However, an alternative positive
effect could be an increase in potential visitors’ perceived attachment to the animals and thus to the zoo and its educational mission.
Clearly, a greater understanding of anthropomorphism and consumer behavior can provide insight for a wide range of applications
while also contributing to our general understanding of consumer
cognition.
An animated roundtable discussion among consumer researchers resulted in the following research questions ripe for further
inquiry.
• Why do people anthropomorphize? Whether conscious or
subconscious, consumers’ motives may influence the likelihood of anthropomorphism, the conditions (antecedents)
under which anthropomorphism is more or less likely to
occur and the type and degree of the consequences of
anthropomorphism.
• What are the antecedents of anthropomorphism in a consumer context?

• What are the consequences of anthropomorphism in a
consumer context? Our discussion noted that consequences
may be positive (such as increased attachment to an anthropomorphized entity) or negative (as might occur if one feels
negative affect towards an anthropomorphized entity due to
a perceived negative humanlike characteristic).
Figure 1 graphically represents the relationships among the research questions posed in the roundtable discussion and it serves as
a framework for future research on anthropomorphism in a consumer context.

REFERENCES
Fahy, Joe (2004), “Zoo may reverse policy and give animals
names,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, February 18, accessed
from: http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/04049/274539.stm.
Hirschman, Elizabeth C. (1994), “Consumers and Their Animal
Companions,” Journal of Consumer Research, 20 (March),
616-632.
Holbrook, Morris B., Debra Lynn Stephens, Ellen Day, Sarah M.
Holbrook, and Gregor Strazar (2001), “A Collective
Stereographic Photo Essay on Key Aspects of Animal
Companionship: The Truth about Dogs and Cats,” Academy
of Marketing Science Review, 2001 (01), http://
www.amsreview.org/articles/holbrook01-2001.pdf.
Kiesler, Tina and Sara Kiesler (2005), “My Pet Rock and Me:
An Experimental Exploration of the Self Extension Concept,” Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 32, ed. Geeta
Menon and Akshay R. Rao, Duluth, MN: Association for
Consumer Research, 365-370.
Sanders, Clinton R. (1990), “The Animal ‘Other’: SelfDefinition, Social Identity and Companion Animals,”
Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 17, ed. Marvin E.
Goldberg, Gerald Gorn, and Richard W. Pollay, Provo, UT:
Association for Consumer Research, 662-668.
Sanders, Clinton R. (1993), “Understanding Dogs: Caretakers’
Attributions of Mindedness in Canine-Human Relationships,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 22 (July),
205- 226.
Wallendorf, Melanie, Russell Belk, and Deborah Heisley (1988),
“Deep Meaning in Possessions: The Paper,” Advances in
Consumer Research, Vol. 15, ed. Michael J. Houston, Provo,
UT: Association for Consumer Research, 528-530.

FIGURE 1
A General Framework for Anthropomorphism Research in a Consumer Context
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