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Our research examines whether individuals are more likely to donate to an anthropomorphized agent. In contrast to prior research, we

emphasize that there are two types of anthropomorphism—explicit (observable) and implicit (non-observable) - that change the

willingness to donate to an agent for people with high and low beliefs regarding anthropomorphism.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Anthropomorphisms are frequently used in for-profit and non-

profit marketing communications. The emerging body of work in 
consumer behavior is consistent that anthropomorphisms increase 
consumer likability of the product (Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Hol-
zwarth, Janiszewski, and Neumann 2006; Kim and McGill in press; 
Landwehr, McGill, and Herrmann in press). When marketers project 
human-like intentions, motivations, characteristics, conscious will, 
soul, spirit and emotions onto nonhuman entities, the entity is an-
thropomorphized (Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Epley, Waytz, and 
Cacioppo 2007). Marketers frequently display anthropomorphized 
entities in varying anthropomorphized levels in their consumer-fac-
ing marketing functions. These entities range from the less obvious 
implicit anthropomorphisms, such as a “smile” in a car grill (Land-
wehr et al. in press) (Aggarwal and McGill 2007) to an explicit an-
thropomorphism, such as a walking and talking squirrel in a TV com-
mercial.  Our study contributes to the growing body of literature on 
anthropomorphism because we identify implicit and explicit anthro-
pomorphism as the varying degrees of anthropomorphism. We define 
explicit anthropomorphism as: imbuing a nonhuman entity with ob-
servable and apparent human characteristics. Examples of explicit 
anthropomorphism include: talking from the first person, moving 
like a human (i.e. walking, sitting, etc.), wearing human clothes, and 
having human features (i.e. eyes, lips, limbs, etc.). We define implicit 
anthropomorphism as: imbuing a nonhuman entity with indirect and 
subtle human characteristics. Examples of implicit anthropomor-
phism include: a description in the third person that includes con-
scientiousness and sentimentality using secondary emotions, having 
the anthropomorphized entity take on a human shape but continue to 
maintain its nonhuman form (i.e. feminine shaped perfume bottle, 
watch hands that look like a smile), or move in a somewhat human-
like manner but maintain mechanistic tendencies. We show that the 
varied degrees of anthropomorphized stimuli in the appeal affect the 
respondents’ perceptions and intentions on prosocial behavior. More-
over, while many people, but not all, anthropomorphize dogs, the 
context of our experiment allows us to explore the appropriateness 
for anthropomorphism as moderated by one’s personal beliefs. To 
our knowledge, this is the first study to theoretically and empirically 
demonstrate that the varying levels of anthropomorphism stimuli af-
fect consumers differently. 

Additionally, prior research shows anthropomorphizing an 
entity leads to prosocial behavior because endowing an entity with 
humanlike capabilities (e.g., secondary emotions) leads to empathic 
care and concern (Waytz, Cacioppo, and Epley 2010a). Both streams 
of literature, commercial and prosocial behavior, show that anthro-
pomorphizing the entity has a more positive effect on the transaction 
than non-anthropomorphizing does.  However, most literature in the 
prosocial realm has focused on how negative ads affect donations. 
Additionally, prior research has focused on the tendency to anthro-
pomorphize rather than rely or test one’s personal beliefs on anthro-

pomorphism. Personal beliefs are found to be less likely to change 
over time (Paluck 2009a, b) than situational variables. Prior research 
has discovered that consumers who are deeply religious tend to an-
thropomorphize less, but since religious beliefs tend to be deeply 
rooted in one’s self-concept, we found that personal beliefs about 
anthropomorphism influence one’s level of appropriateness towards 
the anthropomorphism. To our knowledge this is the first study to 
theoretically and empirically demonstrate that anthropomorphism 
leads to positive prosocial behavior. In this regard, we contribute to 
anthropomorphism theory by detailing the differences between ex-
plicit and implicit anthropomorphism and their effects on prosocial 
behavior. 
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