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Images of Attractive Women Make Young Females Behave Virtuously
Xiuping Li, National University of Singapore, Singapore
Meng Zhang, Chinese University of Hong Kong, China

Images of sexy women are ubiquitous in daily life. Prior research has focused on the negative effect of these stimuli on other women. For 
example, women engaging in upward social comparison with images of physically more attractive women might demonstrate a lower level of 
self-satisfaction and a higher rate of self-destructive behavior, such as an eating disorder (Grogan, 2008; Cattarin et al. 2000). In this paper, we 
test how such kinds of stimuli would affect females’ social interaction. Draw ing on prior research which shows that the positive relationship 
between physical attractiveness and social popularity is a strong and internalized belief for women (Brouwers, 1990; Diener, Wolsic, and Fu-
jita 1995), we propose that exposure to pictures of attractive women leads other women to behave more pro-socially in unrelated tasks. This 
might occur for two reasons. First, when physical attractiveness, as a source of gaining favorable social impressions and acceptance by others, 
is under threat from the sight of images of ideally-shaped women, other women may become more motivated to gain such favorable impres-
sions by engaging in desirable behavior. This is consistent with the view of self-affirmation theory (Liu and Steele, 1986), which proposes 
that when one’s integrity or adequacy is being challenged, one will strive to “protect” it by employing other means of achieving integrity or 
adequacy. Second, the presence of attractive women may prime a motivation to gain social popularity due to the strong association between 
the two concepts for females. We investigated our predictions in three experiments. 

ExPERIMENT 1: GREEN PRODUCT CHOICE
All participants were college female students aged from 18 to 24 recruited from a large university in Asia. Experiment 1 (N = 87) exam-

ined participants’ choices of green products. Participants were randomly assigned to three conditions (sexy women, landscape, and baseline). 
In the first two conditions, they were asked to select the best picture out of eight that they thought fit for the cover of either a fashion magazine 
(sexy women condition) or a travel magazine (landscape condition). All participants were then asked to indicate their preference of battery 
brand from a choice of two. Brand A was described as “lasting for longer hours” and brand B as “being the most environmentally friendly.” 
The prices were the same. As predicted, participants in the attractive women condition were more likely to select brand B (53%) than those 
in the other two conditions (16% for baseline and 28% for landscape condition, χ2 (1, N = 87) = 9.17, p < .01). The other two conditions did 
not differ (χ2 (1, N = 57) = 1.20, p = .27). 

ExPERIMENT 2: PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOR
Experiment 2 (N = 132) examined whether the changes in women’s preference for green products were merely driven by viewing “hu-

man pictures”, which could have heighted concern about social values. We included a condition in which some participants viewed pictures 
of average-looking women. The participants were randomly assigned into three picture conditions. The conditions of attractive women and 
landscapes employed the same set of pictures as in experiment 1, while in the average-looking women condition, participants were asked to 
select a picture of an average-looking woman to appear on the cover of a life magazine. Pretesting showed that the pictures of average-looking 
women were evaluated as less attractive than those of sexy women (N = 60; p < .001). 

Afterwards, participants were asked to play nine decomposed games in which they needed to allocate points between themselves and a 
stranger. These games are a widely used technique for measuring social value orientation (Van Lange et al.1997). Based on the estab-
lished criteria, participants were categorized as pro-socials if they chose six or more “pro-social options” (maximizing a stranger’s welfare). 
As predicted, after viewing pictures of landscapes or average-looking women, 26% and 30% of the participants were prosocials (p = .69). 
However, after viewing pictures of attractive women, the percentage of prosocials significantly increased to 51% (χ2s > 4.13, ps < .05). 

ExPERIMENT 3: ADVERTISEMENT COPY AND PURCHASE INTENTION
Experiment 3 (N=105) had a 2 (pictures: attractive women or landscapes) × 2 (ad frame: self-benefit or other-benefit) between-subject 

design. After selecting the picture, participants viewed an advertisement for a new vacuum cleaner. The two advertisement frames differed 
only in the taglines. In the self-benefit condition, the tagline read “Great News for Your Ears,” whereas in the other-benefit condition, it read 
“Great News for Your Neighbor’s Ears.” The participants were asked to indicate their intention to buy this product if they were shopping for 
a new vacuum cleaner on a scale ranging from 1 (not likely at all) to 7 (very likely). 

As predicted, an interaction was observed (F(1, 101) = 5.75, p < .05). After viewing the pictures of landscapes, the participants 
indicated a higher intention to buy when the advertisement emphasized benefit to the self rather than others (M = 5.28 vs. 4.23; F(1, 101) = 
8.23, p < .01). However, after viewing pictures of attractive women, participants’ preference for the other-benefit advertisement increased; 
there were no differences between the two advertisement conditions (M = 5.20 vs. 5.42; p = .59).

Taken together, the results of three experiments support our prediction that exposure to pictures of attractive women as those portrayed 
in mass media will enhance other women’s pro-social behavior in unrelated tasks. These results are interesting and worth future investigation. 
For instance, responses of women from different demographic groups should be explored.
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My Heart Longs for More: The Role of Emotions in Assortment Size Preferences
Yangjie Gu, London Business School, UK

Aylin Aydinli, London Business School, UK 

Past research has documented the factors that influence consumer choice among assortments, such as the decision flexibility (McAlister 
and Pessemier 1982), the probability of a match between consumers’ preferences and the available alternatives (Lancaster 1990), availability 
of ideal point (Chernev 2003), the anticipated cognitive effort in making a choice (Huffman and Kahn 1998) and the nature of decision pro-
cess (Chernev 2006). This research has mainly focused on the cognitive processes used in the construction of assortment size preferences.

In this paper, we investigate the role of emotions in influencing consumers’ assortment-size preferences. In particular, we explore 
whether decisions based on affective versus cognitive processes may influence preferences for assortment size. Prior research has shown that 
emotional system is holistic (Epstein 1994). Accordingly, we argue that while evaluating the assortment, people who engage in such holistic 
processing may focus more on judging the overall features of the choice set. Research has shown that individuals who perform global evalu-
ations favour high variety (Ratner, Kahn and Kahnman 1999). Compared to smaller assortments, larger assortments may therefore provide 
greater “fit” to the desire for more variety. Hence, we argue that people who make feeling-based choices would be more satisfied with a large 
assortment than a small assortment.

In contrast, people who are more likely to engage in cognitive processing may experience less “fit” from the large assortment compared 
to people who engage in affective processing. As a consequence, the difference in preference for large versus smaller assortment is mitigated 
when people are making reason-based choices. The predicted effect of different types of processing strategies on preference for large as-
sortments versus smaller assortments was tested in three studies by using both individual difference measure and indirect manipulation of 
likelihood of reliance on feelings.

In study 1, we provided participants a scenario where they were asked to consider purchasing a DVD at an entertainment store that either 
provided a selection of 24 movies (small-set condition) or a selection of 60 movies (large-set condition). We measured (1) their satisfaction 
with the assortment and (2) their dispositional tendency to rely on their feelings as opposed to their reason and logic by using the 10-item 
version of the Rational-Experiential Inventory (Epstein et al. 1996). As hypothesized, for participants who are inclined to adopt affective 
thinking styles, those in the large-set condition were more satisfied with their assortment than those in the small-set condition. Conversely, 
this difference in satisfaction was not significant for those who adopted cognitive processing.

Study 2 was designed to replicate the effect found in Study 1 by manipulating the degree of reliance on affective processing. This study 
was a 2 (assortments size: small vs. large) x 2 (cognitive load: high vs. low) between-subjects design. We provided participants a scenario 
in which they were asked to select a coffee for their friend from either a selection of 12 options (small-set condition) or a selection of 36 op-
tions (large-set condition). In order to induce different degrees of reliance on affective system, we used the cognitive load manipulation (Shiv 
and Fedorikhin 1999), where participants were asked to memorize either a 2-digit code (low-load condition), or a 10-digit code (high-load  
condition) and to reproduce the code at the end of the study. Prior research has demonstrated that choice under cognitive load limits cogni-
tive capacity, thus generating a greater degree of reliance on affective system than choice under low cognitive load (Lieberman et al. 2002). 
Accordingly, we predicted that participants who memorized 10-digit (vs. 2-digit) code are likely to rely more on their affective system while 
making decisions. Consistent with our hypothesis, when their cognitive capacities were constrained and therefore had to rely on affective 
system, participants in the large-set condition were more satisfied with the selection of coffees than those in the small-set condition. However, 
this difference in satisfaction was not significant for low-load participants who relied on affective system less.

Study 3 was designed in order to test the underlying mechanism, as well as to replicate the effect demonstrated in Study 1 and Study 2. 
This study was a 2 (assortments size: small vs. large) x 2 (cognitive load: high vs. low) between-subjects design. Similar to Study 2, reliance 
on feelings was operationalized by manipulating participants’ cognitive capacities. Participants were asked to select a snack for their friend 
either from a selection of 36 snacks (large-set condition) or a selection of 12 snacks (small-set condition). At the end of the study, participants 
answered some questions about (1) their satisfaction with the assortments they were given; and (2) desire for variety. Replicating the previ-
ous findings, the results showed that high-load participants who were confronted with large assortments were more satisfied with their snack 
selection than those who were confronted with smaller assortments. Mediation analysis showed that the desire for variety mediates the effect 
of the choice-set size on satisfaction with the selection, in the context of making either feeling-based or reason-based choices.

To summarize, we found that the reliance on affective processes boosts individuals’ preference for larger assortments as opposed to 
smaller assortments. However, this difference in preferences is mitigated when individuals rely on cognitive processes. Study 1 and Study 


