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This research examines how a smooth versus rough haptic input affects people’s prosocial behaviors. We propose that the haptic

roughness versus smoothness leads to greater willingness to help. However, the effect of haptic cues only exists in the absence of

representation-based or trait level empathic concerns.
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1997). Likewise, consumers treat objects with anthropomorphic 
features as if they are alive and experience interpersonal emotions 
in reaction to those interactions (e.g., Schultz, Kleine & Kerman, 
1989). Recent research suggests that these tendencies are relevant 
to consumer choice: the presence of anthropomorphic traits may 
lead to reduced replacement intentions on behalf of the consumer 
(Chandler and Schwarz 2010) and consumers feel more intimate 
with an anthropomorphized brand (Guese & Haelg 2009).

Embodied gestures of affiliation may lead to more positive 
attitudes towards objects. Experimental research has shown that 
bodily sensations are closely linked to feelings and thoughts, 
leading the mere experience of a bodily sensation can have an 
impact on an individual’s thinking or feeling (Barasalou 2008). 
For example, unobtrusively making a facial expression that re-
sembles a smile can lead people to form more positive evaluations 
of cartoons (Strack et al. 1988). Likewise, more recent research 
has also demonstrated that approach movements lead to more fa-
vorable (or less unfavorable) evaluations of objects (Labroo & 
Nielsen 2010). 

In the present research, we demonstrate that affiliative ges-
tures may lead to affiliative tendencies, but only if the target of 
evaluation has features that signal “humanness.” 

Study 1 provides initial evidence of an embodied anthropo-
morphism effect. The study was a field study and the design was 
a 2 (interaction: hug vs. no hug) X 2 (packaging: face vs. no face) 
between subjects design. Respondents (N=80) were stopped and 
asked to either examine and hug, or simply examine a product 
(a cell phone or dryer sheets), before evaluating it. The results 
produced a significant Face x Hug interaction on purchase inten-
tion (“I would buy this product”; F(1,69) = 3.71, p<.05). Simple 
effects analysis revealed that the physical interaction (hug) only 
translated into increased purchase intention for products with an 
anthropomorphic trait (human face).

Study 2 replicated Study 1 with a different product category 
(a book with or without a face on the cover), and investigated the 
role of anthropomorphic tendencies as a potential mediator. To the 
extent that affiliative gestures increase the accessibility of social 
concepts, they should also increase the likelihood that ambigu-
ously anthropomorphic objects are treated as “human”. The ex-
perimental was again a 2 (interaction: hug vs. no hug) X 2 (cover: 
face vs. no face) between subjects design. a. Results indicated a 
significant book cover x hug interaction on evaluation (p< 0.03) 
and purchase intention (p< 0.06). Further, results support a sig-
nificant book cover x hug interaction on anthropomorphism (“this 
book has a mind of it’s own”) (p< 0.06). Anthropomorphic ten-
dencies correlated (r = 0.42) with emotional attachment (“I feel 
connected to this book”).  Additional analysis suggests that the 
relationship between physical interaction and evaluation is medi-
ated by anthropomorphism.

Study 3 (N=87, all females) differentiated the consequences 
of human-like activity from those of mere bodily approach, as 
documented by Labroo & Nielsen (2010). The study took the 
form of a 3(interaction: hug vs. pull vs. hold) X 2 (cover: face 
vs. no face) design. The product category used was again dryer 
sheets. We identified significant three-way interactions on prod-
uct evaluation (p< 0.07), purchase intention (p< 0.02) and emo-
tional attachment (p< 0.01). The effect of hugging on evaluation, 
purchase intention and emotional attachment was only significant 
when the fabric softener package exhibited a human face. The 
direction of the effect for pulling the product was also significant 
but in the opposite direction (better evaluations and higher pur-
chase intentions when pulling the package with no face).  There 

was no effect of human-like traits in the package when consumers 
just held the product.

Our findings expand our understanding of embodiment to 
suggest that affiliative physical actions will increase the likeli-
hood that an ambiguously anthropomorphic object will be treated 
in human-like terms. Compatible with this particular gesture, this 
leads to more positive evaluations and increased purchase inten-
tions. Importantly, embodied cues do not exert such an influence 
when they are inapplicable to the target of judgment. Thus, our 
research also introduces a boundary condition for such embodied 
effects. Future research should study whether anthropomorphic 
cues always increase positivity would rather depend on the va-
lence of the human-like physical interaction. 

I Can Feel It! Haptic Sensations on Prosocial Behaviors

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The haptic sensation is an important yet the least studied 

sense in consumer behavior. Current research on haptic cues pri-
marily focuses on the presence versus absence of haptic informa-
tion (Peck and Childers 2003), without investigating the impact 
of specific haptic attributes such as texture, while touch is always 
present. Additionally, the dependent measures are mostly of prod-
uct evaluation (Krishna and Morrin 2008), rather than actual 
behaviors. Finally, research on haptic cues is organized around 
the phenomenon itself rather than according to the processes that 
govern their use. In five studies we advance our understanding of 
the haptic sensation by studying the impact of one specific haptic 
attribute (i.e., rough versus smooth texture) on people’s prosocial 
behaviors. 

According to embodied cognitive perspective (Barsalou 
2008), mental action is largely grounded in a physical substrate. 
Thus, sensory data, such as physical sensations and motor move-
ments, is stored together in memory with associated mental con-
cepts or experiences. When sensations are experienced they acti-
vate corresponding conceptual experiences. Following this logic, 
haptic roughness might trigger memories or concepts related to 
rough time or hardship.  Prior research has shown that similar 
psychological experiences induced through other means enhance 
empathy (Batson et al. 1996; Banissy and Ward 2007). Thus, if 
haptic cues of roughness active associations of personal difficulty, 
people might experience heightened empathy towards the needy 
others, and subsequently engage in more helping behaviors. 

The influence of haptic cues should further be determined 
by whether people are familiar with the target. People experi-
ence more empathy towards familiar others than unfamiliar oth-
ers (Small and Simonsohn 2008). Thus, when individuals are fa-
miliar with the target, the feelings of empathy caused by haptic 
sensation are likely to have little benefit beyond the already high 
level of empathy. However, when empathetic concerns are low, 
additional haptic sensations or roughness are likely to increase 
helping behavior.

 In Study 1, we demonstrate the basic effect of haptic rough-
ness versus smoothness on willingness to help. To manipulate the 
haptic sensation, we used a moisturizing hand wash in the smooth 
condition, and a scrub hand wash in the rough condition, under 
the cover story of product evaluation. The dependent variable was 
participants’ willingness to donate to two fictitious non-profit or-
ganizations. Consistent with our hypothesis, those in the rough 
condition showed higher willingness to donate than those in the 
smooth condition.
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 In Study 2, we tested whether haptic cues influenced famil-
iar targets. We again manipulated the haptic sensation by using 
the two different hand washes. The dependent variable was again 
willingness to donate, but towards familiar charities (e.g., Aids.
org) and unfamiliar charities (i.e., Schizophrenia Foundation) re-
spectively. A 2x2 ANOVA revealed a significant interaction be-
tween the haptic sensation and familiarity. Specifically, for the 
unfamiliar charities, those in the rough condition showed higher 
willingness to donate than those in the smooth condition. How-
ever, for familiar charities, there was no such difference.

 In Study 3, we demonstrated that empathy mediates the in-
fluence of haptic sensation and familiarity on helping behavior.  
Participants completed the experiment with a confederate. To 
induce familiarity, the dyad was asked to self disclose personal 
information to each other (adapted from Sedikides et al. 1999). 
Those in the unfamiliar condition did not perform this task. The 
haptic manipulation was the same as before. The participant then 
had an opportunity to help the confederate perform a problem-
solving task. We measured whether the participant offered help 
or not. Finally, the participant’s situational empathy level was as-
sessed. Replicating Study 2, there was a significant interaction 
between familiarity and haptic sensation. Specifically, towards an 
unfamiliar confederate, the participant was more likely to help in 
the rough (vs. smooth) condition.  In contrast, towards a familiar 
confederate, the participant was equally likely to help regardless 
of the haptic sensations. Extending this finding, empathy medi-
ates this interaction effect.

In Study 4, we provided further support for the mediating 
role of empathy by measuring individuals’ dispositional empathy 
level. We found that the interaction effect of familiarity and hap-
tic sensation was only evidence among low-empathizers. 

In Study 5, we tested whether our lab findings can be repli-
cated in the field. We created a street fundraising event involving 
pedestrians as participants. The study had a 2 (haptic sensation) X 
2 (familiarity) between subjects design. To manipulate the haptic 
sensation, we attached either a projection sheet or a piece of sand-
paper on a clipboard that a participant had to hold while complet-
ing the survey. In the survey, participants were asked to indicate 
the amount of money they would like to donate to a familiar or 
unfamiliar charity. Results replicated those observed in Study 2. 

Through a series of five experiments, conducted in both lab 
and field contexts, we find support to our theorizing, such that 
haptic sensations of roughness can enhance prosocial behavior, 
but only when the target is unfamiliar. Findings from this research 
provide important theoretical and practical implications.

When you Can’t Judge a Book by its Cover: 
Metacognitive Inferences about Embodied Cues

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Perceptual experiences can influence thoughts and feelings in 

ways predicted by conceptual metaphor theory (for a review, see 
Landau, Meier and Kiefer 2010).  For example, physical weight 
can influence perceptions of importance (Jostmann, Lakens and 
Schubert 2009). Researchers often assume that the underlying as-
sociative processes exert the strongest influence when people know 
little about the target (Landau et al. 2010). If so, the impact of per-
ceptual cues on metaphorically related judgments should be attenu-
ated when more diagnostic information is available, paralleling ob-
servations in other domains (Chen and Chaiken 1999). 

However, other research indicates that people refrain from 
relying on heuristic cues when they are aware that they may lack 

the knowledge needed to form a judgment (Leyens, Yzerbit, and 
Schadron 1992). For example, category based stereotyping is high-
er when people have some individuating information about the tar-
get than when they have none (Leyens et al. 1992, see also Croizet 
and Fiske 2000). From this perspective, perceptual cues may exert 
more influence on metaphorically related judgments when they 
pertain to a target about which the perceiver has at least some in-
formation. We tested this possibility by exposing participants to 
an incidental perceptual cue and examining the effect of this cue 
on related perceptual experiences (Study 1) and metaphorically re-
lated concepts (Studies 2 and 3) under conditions of high and low 
information. Across all three studies we find that perceptual cues 
have no effect when people do not have sufficient information to 
make a decision.

 In Study 1, participants estimated the weight of a CD de-
picting either light or heavy visual cues. Both CDs were fictitious 
albums. In the heavy condition the CD cover depicted a picture of 
weightlifting dumbbells and was titled “With a heavy heart, I say 
goodbye.” In the light condition, the CD cover depicted a picture 
of a kite floating in the sky and was titled “Float.” Crucially, half of 
the participants were handed the CD to make the rating while the 
other half had the CD placed in front of them and were instructed 
to make their estimate without touching the CD. Weight cues in-
fluenced participants’ judgments when they held the CD, leading 
people to perceive the CD depicting the heavy image as heavier 
than the CD depicting the light image. Visual weight cues did not 
exert an influence when they did not hold the CD. 

Study 2 examined whether the influence of perceptual cues 
on metaphorically related judgments also depended on having suf-
ficient knowledge to form a judgment. Participants were asked to 
form “impressions of a book.” The book was unfamiliar (Eva Hor-
nung’s Dogboy) and the hardcover copy weighed either 439g or 
675g, due to a concealed weight. Participants were asked to exam-
ine the book cover before answering questions; half were handed 
the book face up, displaying the front cover (author and title), 
whereas the other half were handed the book face down, displaying 
the back cover with a  synopsis and reviews. Participants reported 
their interest in reading the book, how much they would pay for it 
and the likelihood that it would be named among the most influen-
tial books by The New York Times. The book’s weight influenced 
participants’ judgments on all three dependent variables when they 
saw its informative back cover, but not when they saw its uninfor-
mative front cover.    

Study 3 replicates this finding using a naturalistic manipulation 
of whether participants had sufficient knowledge. Participants were 
presented with a hardcover copy of a potentially familiar book (The 
Catcher in the Rye) that was either of normal weight (404 grams) 
or included a concealed weight (605 grams). Participants rated its 
influence on American literature and indicated whether they had 
read the book. Consistent with our hypothesis, participants who 
had read Catcher in the Rye considered it more influential when 
holding the heavy rather than light copy. In contrast, participants 
who had not read it were unaffected by its weight. 

Across all three studies, people who knew something about 
the target – either because they could hold it (Study 1) or received 
some pertinent information (Study 2) or had read it (Study 3) --were 
influenced by the book’s physical weight, whereas those who knew 
nothing about the book were not. This observation has important 
theoretical implications. First, it extends the notion of judgeability 
from the social (Leyens et al. 1992) to the nonsocial domain. Con-
text effects on judgment require that one forms a judgment to be-
gin with – and having insufficient information may discourage one 


