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Consumers frequently encounter alphanumeric stimuli that move across their fields of vision horizontally. This research examines

whether the direction of motion—leftward or rightward—affects processing and evaluations of such stimuli. The findings demonstrate

that when stimulus movement direction coincided rather than conflicted with the viewer’s habitual reading direction, evaluations of

the stimulus were more positive (Study 1). Further, this directional effect was driven by motor fluency rather than conceptual fluency

(study 2), and its processes involved activation of reading knowledge (study 3).
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT 
One of the most established facts in psychology and consumer 

research is the finding that the mind guides the body (Fazio, Powell, 
and Williams 1989). For example, the goals consumers have in mind 
can determine patterns of eye movements (Pieters and Wedel 2007). 
The present research, however, breaks this traditional perspective 
by looking at the influence of the body on the mind. Specifically, 
we posit that eye movements, despite being a subtle bodily process, 
can play a critical role in shaping consumer attitudes toward moving 
stimuli.

Consumers frequently encounter alphanumeric stimuli moving 
horizontally across their fields of vision in the course of everyday 
life. This research examines whether consumers’ habitual reading 
direction affects their evaluations of such stimuli. Based on visual 
perception and fluency literature we hypothesize and demonstrate a 
“reading direction effect,” whereby consumers’ evaluations of an al-
phanumeric stimulus are more positive when its movement direction 
coincides rather than conflicts with their habitual reading direction 
(study 1). Importantly, we show that this directional effect is driven 
by motor fluency rather than conceptual fluency (study 2), and its 
processes involve activation of reading knowledge (i.e., the proce-
dural knowledge used to perform reading activities; study 3).

Predictions
Foundational Prediction. Two modes of eye movement need 

to be considered to make the foundational prediction: a habitual and 
a situational mode. On the one hand, evidence from examining hu-
man reading behavior suggests that the dominant eye movements 
in processing alphanumeric characters are made in habitual reading 
direction (Rayner 1998). Hence, eye movements in such habitual di-
rection are acted more frequently, and possibly, more fluently than 
eye movements in other directions. On the other hand, when an al-
phanumeric stimulus moves horizontally across a consumer’s field 
of vision, it evokes eye movements of identical direction (Palmer 
1999). If the direction of evoked eye movements coincides (vs. con-
flicts) with the viewer’s habitual reading direction, she might experi-
ence a sense of “feeling right” due to heightened motor fluency, as 
the direction of situational eye movements in this case fits with her 
habitual eye movement direction. This process might yield enhanced 
evaluations of the stimulus when the viewer misattributes her flu-
ency experience to the quality of the stimulus itself (Bornstein and 
D’Agostino 1994).

“Conceptual Fluency” or “Motor Fluency”. It is theorized 
that stimulus movement speed provides a useful criterion for teasing 
apart conceptual and motor fluency effects. Therefore, if conceptual 
fluency is the only mechanism driving the reading direction effect, 
a horizontally moving brand name will always be favored when its 
movement direction matches the viewer’s habitual reading direction, 
irrespective of its moving speed. However, if the reading direction 
effect disappears or even becomes reversed when evaluated brands 
move faster than the threshold speed (i.e., three to four degrees per 
second; Leigh and Zee 1999), then motor fluency should be an indis-
pensable driving force behind the reading direction effect.

“Always Online” or “Context Sensitive”. When people encoun-
ter and respond to a moving alphanumeric stimulus, certain knowl-
edge representations stored in memory will be activated and used as 
they formulate responses to this event. The tendency to be more com-
fortable engaging in eye movements following rather than opposing 

habitual reading direction, which derives from such representations, 
might be chronically accessible and context independent (Higgins, 
King, and Mavin 1982), or “always online,” as a result of such ten-
dency being innate or becoming very well learned via repeated ap-
plications across different contexts.

Another possibility is that the context in which a moving stimu-
lus is encountered determines whether the reading direction tendency 
is accessed. It could be that the knowledge that drives this tendency 
is not “always online,” but becomes activated when a context as-
sociated with reading is encountered. That is, the reading direction 
tendency may only arise when the viewer is in contexts that facilitate 
reading, but disappear when reading knowledge is less readily avail-
able.

Overview of Studies
The results of three studies found support for the reading direc-

tion effect, on both pure (brand name; study 1) and mixed alphanu-
meric stimuli (brand logo; studies 2 and 3). Moreover, it was found 
that processing fluency mediated the effect in question (studies 1 to 
3).

Studies 2 and 3 provided deeper understanding of the reading 
direction effect. In study 2, the preferences for direction matching 
only emerged when the stimulus moved at a normal speed. Exposure 
to a fast moving stimulus, nonetheless, reversed this directional ef-
fect. These findings are consistent with the notion that motor, instead 
of conceptual fluency, is the indispensable driving force of the read-
ing direction effect.

Study 3 pitted “always online” against “context sensitive” mod-
el by investigating whether the reading direction effect could arise 
irrespective of contexts. Participants in this study completed two 
seemingly unrelated tasks: firstly a reading or pictorial priming task 
that facilitated or impeded reading knowledge activation, then an 
evaluation task on a brand logo that moved horizontally. It was dem-
onstrated that the reading direction effect was replicated among read-
ing primed participants, but was removed among pictorial primed 
participants. These findings suggest that the effect in question should 
only be sensitive to contexts where reading knowledge is sufficiently 
accessible.

In summary, consumer attitudes can be shaped by chronic pat-
terns of eye movements, which, despite involving only subtle bodily 
processes, could nevertheless be quite pervasive in their influence.
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