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Extended Abstract
Many of us have heard a friend say: “I just want to go home and curl up with a good book.” Likewise, it is not rare to see a person 

eating at a restaurant alone, with only a book as his or her dining companion. These observations motivate the question: to what extent 
do books function as “friends”? The idea that books potentially assume roles of human companions is linked to the more general study 
of anthropomorphism. Anthropomorphism can be described as the inclination to attribute humanlike properties, characteristics or mental 
states to nonhuman agents and objects (Guthrie 1993; Epley et al. 2007). 

In a consumer behavior context, anthropomorphism is most often examined with regards to brand personality, which refers to the set 
of human-like traits associated with a brand (Aaker 1997). Research has suggested that brands with strong positive brand personalities are 
perceived to be more familiar and less risky to consumers (Freling 2005). While anthropomorphism of brands has been explored, research 
regarding the anthropomorphism of objects is rare in consumer behavior journals. One notable exception is research by Agaarwal and 
Mcgill (2007), which investigated the role of schema congruity on product anthropomorphism. Their research, using cars and beverage 
bottles as stimuli, indicated that the ease with which a product is anthropomorphized depends on the congruity between the proposed 
human schema and the product features.

Since researchers have examined constructs such as product attachment and product involvement (Schultz et al. 1989; Kleine et 
al. 1995; Zaichkowsky 1985), it is not far-fetched to propose that consumers may develop relationships with products as well. In fact, 
Shimp & Madden (1988) applied Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love to the study of consumer-object relations. One component 
of consumer-object relations highlighted by Shimp & Madden (in reference to Sternberg’s theory) was intimacy, which they described as 
the feelings of closeness and connectedness with consumption objects (Shimp & Madden 1988, pg. 163). The study of product intimacy 
and the conditions under which it develops defines the focus of our research.

Researchers have attempted to pinpoint potential explanations for why people anthropomorphize. One explanation is sociality, 
which refers to our innate need to establish social connections with other people (Maslow 1943; Epley et al. 2007). One recent set of 
studies found that people who are either chronically lonely or induced to feel lonely are more likely to anthropomorphize objects and 
religious agents (Epley et al. 2008). In fact, research by Luczak and colleagues (2003) suggests that individuals may compensate for 
their social interaction deficiencies by relating to technical products. That indicates that a lack of traditional socialization may lead to 
increased anthropomorphization. We expect that people with a high preference for solitude would be more likely to anthropomorphize 
products in general. Further, we hypothesize that these participants will anthropomorphize products with human traits (e.g., a book with 
a human face on the front cover) more than products without those traits, and that product anthropomorphism will lead to an enhanced 
role of the book as an intimate companion.

Study 1 examined the hypotheses above. Specifically, it examined whether people with a high preference for solitude differed from 
people with a low preference for solitude, in that the former would more likely anthropomorphize and bond with a product (a book) with 
human traits (a book with a human face on the cover as opposed to a book with a geometrical pattern on the cover). We employed a 2 
(preference for solitude (measured): high vs. low) × 2 (book cover prime: human vs. non-human) between-subject design. Participants 
completed the preference for solitude scale items (Burger 1995) before evaluating one of the two book covers. The dependent variables 
measured companionship tendencies, as the participant’s indication of whether he/she would take the product along to undertake certain 
activities (e.g., sit in a cafe, travel, eat in a restaurant). Further, respondents answered the question “Can a book become a best friend?” 
on a 7-point Likert scale.

A significant book cover by preference for solitude interaction was found for all activities to be undertaken with the book (F (1, 
45)=3.242, p<.08) and their agreement with the statement that a book could be a best friend (F (1, 45)=5.184, p<.03). The results show 
that participants with a high preference for solitude reported to be more likely to undertake these activities with the book that had a 
human face on the cover (as compared to the book with a geometrical pattern), while responses of participants with a low preference 
for solitude did not show such pattern. Similarly, participants with a high preference for solitude were more likely to agree with the idea 
that a book could be a best friend when primed with the human face cover (as compared to the non-face cover), while participants with 
a low preference for solitude did not. These results may seem counterintuitive at first. However, the previously mentioned literature 
regarding compensatory anthropomorphic tendencies (Epley et al. 2007; Luczak et al. 2003) indicate that to make up for their lack of 
socialization, those with a high preference for solitude may gravitate towards products with more outwardly human-like traits. This same 
lack of socialization may be the cause of what makes them more prone to taking a book with a human face in the cover as a companion.

This research builds upon previous findings by further examining to what extent an object can actually take on the functions of a 
human friend. Further, it highlights that while anthropomorphism may lead to increased companionship for some people (those with 
a high preference for solitude), other people may not display the same pattern, and may even prefer objects that are non human-like.
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These results may also have implications for research regarding the endowment effect (Thaler 1980, Kahneman et al. 1990). Recent 
research has documented that emotions play a role in the endowment effect, and that merely touching an object results in increased 
perceived ownership of that object (Lin et al. 2006; Peck & Shu 2009). It is possible that anthropomorphism of an object partially explains 
the tendency to over-value objects once they have come into one’s possession. Further, research by Ruble (2008) suggests a “proximity 
effect” based on the idea that affective stimuli reactions are polarized when proximal. In the context of anthropomorphism, this finding 
suggests that the extent to which human-like traits lead consumers to treat products as an intimate companion may be moderated by the 
physical and perceived closeness of the product’s humanity. In our next study we will consider these moderators, and broaden its scope 
by including stimuli from product categories other than books. Further, we will attempt to measure consumer-object intimacy by relying 
on additional constructs in the literature (Sternberg 1986; Shimp & Madden 1988). 
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Extended Abstract
We know that consumers make purchase decisions based both on what products do (i.e., functionality) and how they appear (i.e., 

form) (e.g., Bloch 1995; Chitturi, Raghunathan and Mahajan 2007; Veryzer and Hutchinson 1998). For example, when the compact 
fluorescent (CFL) light bulb was first introduced, many consumers were hesitant to switch from their traditional bulbs, in part, because 
the CFL’s “swirl” shape was so unusual (Fishman 2006). The early adopters of CFLs were consumers who put more emphasis on 
the functional improvement in energy efficiency than on the bulb’s unconventional appearance. Yet, although marketing research has 
extensively examined how differences in functionality affect the choices that consumers make between new and existing products, very 
little research has addressed how product form affects such decisions (Bloch 1995; Rogers 2003). 

Nevertheless, form is becoming an increasingly important part of new product development. Electronics companies are relying more 
and more on form to differentiate products whose core functionally1 varies little between competitors (e.g., TVs, computers, cameras, 
coffee makers, toasters, etc.). Even when the core functionality of these products does differ in important ways, those differences are 
not always clear or meaningful to the average consumer. For example, what will the impact be on my television viewing experience of 
a 120Hz versus 240Hz refresh rate or a screen resolution of 1080p versus 1080i? Similarly, will I notice a difference in picture quality 
between a 2 versus 8 megapixels camera or one with an ISO rating of 400 versus 1600? For consumers that do have the required expertise, 
these differences in functional attributes may very well play a key role in the products that they choose. However, in this paper we predict 


