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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Advertisements frequently use physically attractive females to 

sell products since it is the easiest way to attract consumers’ atten-
tion and to increase promotional effectiveness (Baker and Churchill 
1977). Visual images of attractive females, which are sexually re-
warding to heterosexual males (Aharon et al. 2001), have also been 
found to be able to prime a mating motive. From an evolutionary 
perspective, a mating motive will make males behave in a way to 
maximize their opportunity to attract a mate. In the context of con-
sumer behavior, a mating motive is shown to lead male consumers 
to engage in more conspicuous consumption in order to signal their 
high status, and lead them be more likely to choose unique or con-
spicuous options to stand out from others (Griskvicius et al. 2006; 
Sundies et al. 2011). 

How would these attractive women pictures influence people’s 
consumption behavior in domains unrelated to the mating motive? 
The current research takes a social orientation perspective, and pro-
poses that the mere exposure to such stimuli, as ubiquitously por-
trayed in mass media, can change male consumers’ behavior signifi-
cantly in subsequent, unrelated tasks. Specifically, as compared to 
other visual stimuli (e.g., pleasant landscapes, or average-looking 
women) and non-picture baseline, exposure to the images of attrac-
tive women should lead people view themselves as being more so-
cially distant from others. This increased self-other distance, in turn, 
lead males become less concerned about others’ wellbeing in a num-
ber of contexts, like belief endorsement, evaluations towards ads and 
products, volunteering behavior, and donation. 

Our hypothesis draws on two streams of literature. First, prior 
research has shown that “physical attractiveness” is given far more 
priority than other cues such as “warmth” or “social status” when 
men are looking for short-term mates compared to when they are 
looking for long-term mates (Li and Kenrick 2006). Therefore, when 
a cue of physical attractiveness is present, it might activate the short-
term mating motive to a greater extent rather than a long-term one. 
This short-term mating motive has been suggested to activate a gen-
eral mind state which focuses on short-term rewards over a long-
term one (Li, 2006; Loewenstein 1996; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). 
Recent studies by Van den Bergh, Dewitte, and Warlop (2008) have 
shown support to this prediction by demonstrating that seeing images 
of attractive females (e.g., a commercial video featuring women in 
bikinis) leads men to have a greater preference for smaller, more im-
mediate gratification than for larger, more future rewards. 

Second, it has been found that temporal distance and social 
distance are both dimensions of a possible unified concept of psy-
chological distance (Trope and Liberman 2003). Both “present” and 
“me” are regarded as within an individual’s proximal space in re-
lation to “future” and “other”. Further, it has been found that the 
distance perception along the two dimensions can influence how 
consumers construe events in the similar fashion and sub-additively 
(Kim, Zhang, and Li 2008). Therefore, if priming of a short-term 
mating motive can make people focus on the immediate benefits and 
discount future rewards along the time horizon, the same orienta-
tion shift should hold along the social distance horizon. People may 
become socially myopic as well, and focus more on self benefits/cost 
and discount benefits/cost occurring to others. 

Formally, we propose that the mere exposure to images of at-
tractive women would shift social orientation and increase men’s 
perceived social distance towards others, which in turn, change 
their behavior in many kinds of consumption contexts. We report 
the results of six experiments. Participants in all experiments were 
heterosexual male students between 18 and 24 years of age from a 
large university. In the experiments, we compared behavior of those 
participants who had briefly viewed pictures of attractive women, to 
those who had briefly viewed other pleasant pictures (landscapes, or 
average-looking women), or non-picture baseline. Specifically, we 
found that those who viewed attractive women pictures endorsed 
less belief statements which showed concerns of others (experiment 
1), demonstrated a weaker social value orientation in decomposed 
games (experiment 2), evaluated a product less favorably when an ad 
emphasized the wellbeing of others (experiment 3), and less likely to 
choose a green or ethical product more (experiment 4). Interestingly, 
consistent with our prediction, we found in experiment 5 that seeing 
pictures of attractive women might not necessarily reduce helping 
behavior. In fact, exposure to such stimuli could lead participants to 
be either more or less likely to sign up for volunteering, depending 
on whether they perceived this kind of help as benefitting themselves 
or benefitting others. In other words, when they believed that a help-
ing behavior can serve some egoistic motives, exposures to pictures 
of attractive women could increase their interest in volunteering – 
eliminating the previous results. Experiment 6 then tested the medi-
ating role of perceived social distance directly. The results showed 
the increased self-other distance mediated the effect of images of 
attractive women on pro-social behavior. By adding a condition of 
gender role priming, this experiment also ruled out gender role acti-
vation as an alternative explanation. Moreover, the effects cannot be 
attributed to any differences in affect.

To the best of our knowledge, our research is the first piece of 
work to explore how mere exposure to attractive women pictures 
can influence social distance perception and change unrelated con-
sumer behavior accordingly. Important implications can be drawn 
from our findings. Decision-makers in various fields such as char-
ity organizations that appeal for donations and marketing managers 
who sell environmentally friendly products might want to reconsider 
their decisions to place their messages in media that are rich in visual 
sexual cues (e.g., popular men’s magazines, late night TV shows, 
etc.). According to our results, strategies based on the use of such 
stimuli may backfire. 
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