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Companies spend billions sponsoring events throughout the world. By doing so, they generally seek to influence consumer decisions

through explicit reminders and deliberate inferences drawn about the sponsoring brand. But may sponsorship also result in mere

exposure benefits for highly familiar brands? We examined this possibility in a study involving 1084 visitors of a tennis tournament

sponsored by a well-known mineral water brand. Exposure to the sponsor increased the probability of choosing the brand among

visitors who failed to recall the sponsorship of the brand. Of importance, however, this effect was only found among non-consumers

of the brand who made a free (rather than comparative) choice. Hence, the present study reveals (1) that mere exposure effects for a

highly familiar sponsor are possible, and (2) that these effects are constrained.
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primed with friendship (M = 11.31). Although friendship had no influence on non-depleted consumers, friendship thus enhanced self-control 
of depleted consumers. Reminding people of friendship seemed to conserve their self-control strength. 

Finally, if excessive consumption is the result of the interplay between self-control strength and impulse strength, the most effective 
intervention to reduce excessive consumption may be one that improves both factors (Friese et al. 2011). In study 3B (N = 80; 34 female, 46 
male) we show that reminding people of friendship is such an intervention. 

After the friendship and depletion manipulation, participants in study 3B first received an Implicit Association Test to measure their 
impulse strength towards hedonic products (Friese et al. 2011; Wiers et al. 2011). Subsequently, their willingness-to-pay (WTP) regarding 
these products was measured. 

In line with Vohs and Faber (2007), participants depleted of their self-regulatory resources showed higher WTP for hedonic products 
than non-depleted participants. However, depleted participants reminded of friendship did not show this increase in WTP. Moreover, the 
relationship between depletion and friendship on WTP was mediated by impulse strength as measured by the IAT. Again friendship had no 
influence on non-depleted consumers. 

The present research shows that the (psychological) presence of a friend reduces excessive consumption, and gives insight in the un-
derlying process. By influencing both sides of the self-control struggle, i.e. conserving self-control strength and reducing impulse strength, 
the (psychological) presence of a friend satisfies an important condition for effective intervention (Friese et al. 2011). Friendship did not 
influence the self-control of non-compulsive and non-depleted individuals, suggesting that it only promotes self-control of individuals with 
self-regulatory deficits, either at the trait or state level (i.e. compulsive buyers or depleted consumers respectively).  Non-compulsive and non-
depleted consumers do not need much help in situations requiring self-control; they were capable of resisting temptations themselves. For 
the other consumers however, the (psychological) presence of a friend seems a valuable buffer against the temptations from our buyogenic 
environment.  
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Does a sponsorship influence decisions about a sponsor brand for people unable to recall that they were exposed to it? And is this mere 
exposure effect observed for prominent, highly familiar, brands that can afford to sponsor widely broadcasted events (e.g., Olympus for the 
US Open tennis tournament)? Mere exposure studies provide abundant evidence that repeated exposure to a stimulus may increase its liking 
without its recall (e.g., Bornstein 1989; Monahan, Murphy and Zajonc 2001). However, most of these studies were conducted in the lab with 
students and/or involved low-familiarity, fictive or novel brands and ads stimuli. Among a very few field studies that examined mere exposure 
effects of sponsorship in naturalistic environments (e.g., Bennet 1999), none involved highly familiar brands. Hence, it is currently unclear 
whether a sponsorship may influence decisions about a highly familiar brand in the absence of recall of this sponsoring brand.

To our knowledge, this research is one of the first to investigate this possibility. In order to secure statistical power, it involved a large 
sample of 1084 visitors of an international Tennis Tournament. Measures were collected for brand recall and brand preference, along with 
two additional factors, which we reasoned might qualify the effects: consumer status (consumer or non-consumer of the brand) and choice 
condition (free or comparative choice). We anticipated that mere exposure effects could be observed for a highly familiar brand, at least 
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for non-consumers of the brand who can be assumed to have relatively weak attitudes about this brand. We also reasoned that comparative 
choices might disrupt fluency effects of sponsorship exposure (and so be detrimental to mere exposure effects).

METHOD
Data collection took place during an international tennis tournament. The research focuses on one of the 10 official sponsors of the event, 

an extremely familiar brand of mineral water present on the court. During this event, face-to-face interviews were conducted with a sample 
of more than one thousand visitors on site. The control group (n=276) interviews took place before the spectators had entered the stadium. 
Interviews for the larger experimental group (n=808) took place inside the arena, after the respondents attended one or several matches. No 
respondent was exposed to any sponsorship stimulus during the interviews.

Within each group, respondents were randomly assigned to a free or comparative choice condition. In the first condition, respondents 
were asked to mention which brands they would consider choosing if they were in need of mineral water. In the second condition, respondents 
were asked the same question, but this time they were presented with a list of 16 highly familiar mineral water brands (including the target 
brand). Purchase consideration for other product categories were measured as filler decisions preceding a free recall test of the sponsors. 
Respondents were also asked whether they were consumers of the brand or not.

RESULTS
The mere exposure effect was assessed by considering respondents who failed to mention the brand as a sponsor (n=995). Among those, 

brand consumers were more likely to choose the brand than non-consumers, c2(1)=169.06, p<.001. More importantly, exposure to the spon-
soring brand almost doubled the probability of choosing it among non-consumers making a free choice, c2(1)=4.271, p<.04. No such mere 
exposure effect was observed for brand consumers, or for non-consumers making a comparative choice (all ps = ns).

DISCUSSION
While previous mere exposure studies generally involved lab experiments with students and/or exposure to fictive or low-familiarity 

stimuli and ads (e.g., Janiszewski 1988; Karremans, Stroebe and Klaus 2006; Olson and ThjØmØe 2003; Shapiro, MacInnis and Heckler 
1997), the present field research shows that mere exposure effects of sponsorship may be observed in naturalistic settings for prominent 
brands. This original finding importantly suggests that measures of sponsorship recall traditionally used in marketing may fail to fully capture 
the effectiveness of sponsorship. 

Of interest too, these effects were limited to non-consumers of the brand making a free choice. Hence, these effects may be observed 
whenever non-consumers of a brand think of which brand to purchase, but may not be observed when they make choices in front of super-
market shelves or internet sites displaying the target brand among competitors (at least in the short-term). Theoretical reasons for this may 
be (1) that mere exposure effects only influence individuals who have no strong established preferences about the target stimulus (Bornstein 
1989), and (2) that non-consumers engage in an analytic processing of the respective brands’ merits when choosing a sponsoring brand among 
competitors. Such analytic processing mode typically disrupts fluency effects (Whittlesea and Price 2001).

The present findings suggest that sponsorship may affect consumer choices through processes that are more subtle and implicit than 
deliberate inferences made about the brand or explicit reminders of it (Cornwell, Weeks and Roy 2005). However, one should be careful in 
concluding about the unconscious nature of the present effects. It is likely that spectators watching the matches paid at least shallow attention 
to the sponsor, too shallow to guarantee its spontaneous recall, but strong enough to secure its encoding in memory (see also Ferraro, Bettman 
and Chartrand 2009). There is strong evidence that fluency resulting from mere exposure increases both liking and familiarity, which are dis-
sociated only when individuals apply different processing strategies (i.e., holistic versus analytic) for evaluative and recognition tasks (e.g., 
Whittlesea and Price 2001; Willems, Salmon and Van der Linden 2008).

In sum, the present field research provides original evidence (1) that sponsoring may influence consumer decisions in naturalistic envi-
ronments even without explicit recall of a highly familiar sponsor, and (2) that the latter effect is constrained by the status of the consumer 
and the nature of the choice.
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The services marketing literature generally indicates that attentive, friendly, and personalized services can help improve customer satis-
faction (Bitner, 1990; Bitner, Booms, & Mohr, 1994; Hui, Au, & Fock, 2004; Price, Arnould & Tierney, 1995; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987). 
Some researchers even suggest that firms should attempt to transcend customer expectations by delighting them (Oliver, Rust, & Varki, 1997; 
Rust & Oliver, 2000). Consequently, it has become imperative for many service firms to invest in customer-focused procedures or programs 
in order to create more competitive service offerings (Lemmink & Mattsson, 2002), and some of them are even willing to go the extra mile 
in serving customers. For example, the wait staff of many restaurants is trained to get to know their customers, frequently drop by customer 
tables and enquire if things were going well (Scanlon, 1998). 

The underlying assumption is that such outwardly concern for consumers and personalization would be well received. Yet, some custom-
ers may find such efforts to be overwhelming and disruptive of their service experience. As observed by Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel, and 
Gutman (1985, p. 107), “greater personalization of service does not necessarily result in a more positive service expectation.” Indeed, there is 
considerable anecdotal evidence suggesting that, rather than increasing customer satisfaction, highly attentive service may lead to customer 
complaints, dissatisfaction, and even switching behavior. This raises the paradox that more attentive service is not always better. From the 
perspective of the organization, Schneider, Paul, and White (1998) suggest that an overemphasis on service quality for end users may be 
detrimental to the organization in the long-term as overemphasis on a single constituent will be in conflict with the expectations and demands 
of other constituents such as employees and shareholders. 

The literature in related areas indicates that too much of a good thing may not always turn out well. For instance, in the context of prod-
uct choices, Iyengar and Lepper (2000) challenge the popular notion that “the more choice, the better.” They find that consumers faced with 
extensive choices may find them to be initially more appealing but are subsequently less satisfied with their choices compared with those in 
the limited-choice condition. Similarly, when manufacturers put too many features into a product, it can be overwhelming for consumers and 
result in “feature fatigue” (Thompson, Hamilton, & Rust, 2005). We expect the effects of highly attentive service to be analogous to such 
choice overload effects. 

Our review of the literature yields surprisingly little insight into the paradox of highly attentive service (see Estelami & De Maeyer, 
2002). Questions on how customers respond to highly warm or generous service attention, and to what extent should firms attend to their 
customers, have not been systematically addressed. Knowing the answers would be relevant and important for both managerial practice and 
marketing scholars. Accordingly, our objective in this research is to understand the nature of highly attentive service and how it affects cus-
tomers’ responses and evaluations of service providers. As little has been done in this area, we use a two-phase research design in conducting 
this study (Creswell, 1994). We first perform an exploratory qualitative research to define the concept of highly attentive service from the 
perspective of the customer. Based on the dimensions identified, we then proceed to conduct two experiments to better understand customers’ 
response mechanisms. Specifically, we address the following research questions:

1. How do customers define or perceive highly attentive service?

2. How does highly attentive service influence customer affective response and evaluation of the provider? 

3. Do customers’ characteristics and situational factors influence their affective response and evaluation of highly attentive services?

 Based on the related literature and content analysis of our qualitative study, we establish a conceptual model of highly attentive service 
and develop the relevant hypotheses. We conduct two experiments to test the model. Finally, we discuss the results, the theoretical and mana-
gerial implications, and conclude with the limitations of this study and directions for further research.

 We contribute to the literature by expanding the scope of investigation beyond monetary generosity. As the literature is sparse on the 
“attentiveness fatigue” problem, our exploratory study on the nature and consequences of highly attentive service fills a major theoretical 
void. The main results of our empirical analysis are that highly attentive services have an inverted U-shaped relationship with customer satis-
faction, and this relationship is partially mediated by customers’ affect and moderated by customers’ need for interaction. These findings are 
new to the literature, and impel us to reconsider the received wisdom of providing services that exceed the desired level (Zeithaml, Berry, & 
Parasuraman, 1993, 1996). 

Specifically, our results confirm the affective satisfaction model (Oliver, 1993; Westbrook, 1987; Westbrook & Oliver, 1991); service 
attributes influence customer satisfaction both directly and indirectly via positive and negative affects. While past research highlights the ef-
fect of positive affect on satisfaction (Lemmink & Mattsson, 2002; Price, Arnould, & Tierney, 1995), our study reveals the crossover effects 
between service attributes and positive and negative affects simultaneously. Our factor analysis elicits one positive affect, “warmth,” and two 


