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The stereotype content model suggests that judgments of warmth and competence underlie perceptions of others, with warmth playing

the greater role.  We extend this model to consumers’ perceptions of companies and find that the primacy of warmth is contingent on

the nature of the relationship and prior experience.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
According to the stereotype content model (SCM), humans 

evaluate others along two fundamental dimensions, warmth and 
competence.  Warmth is an assessment of others’ intent to help us or 
harm us, and is tapped by our perceptions of others’ honesty, sincer-
ity, trustworthiness, and helpfulness.  Competence is an assessment 
of others’ ability to carry out their intentions and is tapped by our 
perception of others’ intelligence, skillfulness, determination, and 
industry.  Thus, the SCM argues that people are strongly disposed to 
evaluate others’ warmth and competence, and that such judgments 
have strong links to emotional reactions and action tendencies.  Sup-
porting the SCM, a growing oeuvre of studies show that warmth and 
competence underlie our perception of and behavior toward other 
human groups, and that warmth judgments are “primary” – that is, 
the first judgment made and the perception most strongly related to 
emotional reaction and behavior toward others (Fiske, Cuddy, and 
Glick 2007).   

Although studies of social perception have typically found 
judgments of warmth to be more influential than judgments of com-
petence (e.g., Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2007), studies of customer 
purchasing decisions have found the opposite.  For example, Aaker, 
Vohs, and Mogilner (2010) found that consumer purchase intentions 
are better predicted by competence perceptions than warmth percep-
tions. In the services literature, warmth related perceptions have been 
shown to be critical in judgments of service quality and satisfaction 
(e.g., Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1985).  Nevertheless, in a 
service encounter study, Grandey and colleagues (2005) found that 
service provider warmth impacted customer satisfaction only when 
the service provider performed competently. 

In summary, past studies of the impact of warmth and compe-
tence perceptions on consumer choice and satisfaction have found 
results in conflict with the larger body of work in social psychology 
that identifies warmth as more influential than competence in deter-
mining behavior toward a group.  How might the discrepancy be ex-
plained?  First, consumer anticipation of the length of a relationship 
with a firm could impact the relative importance of the firm’s warmth 
versus competence.  Second, a consumer’s degree of experience with 
a brand should impact the relative influence of firm warmth versus 
competence on purchase decisions.  Warmth is a primary judgment 
because it is important to gauge others’ intentions, so once intent 
has been revealed by action, the importance of judging intent for the 
next round of interaction should wane, as the importance of gauging 
competence waxes.  Across three studies, we find support for our 
predictions. 

Study 1 determined the role of warmth judgments versus com-
petence judgments in deciding which company to hire and asked par-
ticipants to rate a list of competence and warmth traits on how impor-
tant they would be when selecting a company.  The results supported 
the prediction that competence plays a more important role when 
selecting a company, contrary to the presumed primacy of warmth. 
However, the decision involved a one-time transaction. It is possible 
that warmth may play a larger role in decision-making if consumers 
are anticipating an ongoing relationship.

To address this question, in Study 2 we conducted an experi-
ment in which participants were presented with a company descrip-

tion that manipulated the warmth and competence dimensions.  The 
experiment used a 2 (warmth: low, high) x 2 (competence: low, high) 
between-subjects design.  Participants were then asked to determine 
their likelihood of hiring the company for an ongoing relationship. 
Our results suggest that warmth is consistently valued over compe-
tence when an ongoing relationship is anticipated (interaction ef-
fect: F(1, 118) = 16.14, p < .001; MHigh Warmth High Competence = 5.47, MHigh 

Warmth Low Competence = 3.26, MLow Warmth High Competence = 1.93, MLow Warmth Low 

Competence = 1.71). Specifically, participants were most likely to hire the 
company when it was high on warmth and competence, with second 
preference being a company that was high on warmth and low on 
competence.  Furthermore, when the company was low on warmth, 
differences did not emerge between the competence dimensions, 
suggesting that in the absence of warmth, level of competence did 
not matter. 

In Study 3, we examined how the role of warmth and com-
petence changes as consumers acquire experience with a firm. We 
followed the same procedure as in Study 2 and measured their at-
titudinal loyalty toward the company, word of mouth intentions, pur-
chase intentions, and stability during the course of an interaction that 
included a service failure.  The results indicate that prior to a service 
experience, warmth was consistently valued over competence.  Fur-
thermore, given a choice between either warmth or competence, cus-
tomers will forgo competence in favor of warmth (attitudinal loyalty 
interaction effect: F(1, 368) = 10.36, p < .01; MHigh Warmth High Competence = 
3.91, MHigh Warmth Low Competence = 2.45, MLow Warmth High Competence = 2.08, MLow 

Warmth Low Competence = 1.38; other measures followed the same pattern).  
Next, participants were shown a description of a service failure 

in which participants ordered a product from the company, received 
a different product than the one ordered, and then wrote the firm to 
ask for a correction of the problem.  The scenario ended as the con-
sumer awaited the firm’s response.  Following this service failure, the 
importance and impact of warmth begins to fade. The only measure 
that warmth plays a larger role on than competence is stability, or 
the probability that a failure will occur again (interaction effect: F(1, 
364) = 8.18, p < .01; MHigh Warmth High Competence = 4.23, MHigh Warmth Low Com-

petence = 2.91, MLow Warmth Low Competence = 2.57, MNot Warm Not Competent = 2.10).  
This suggests that warmth judgments are dominant over competence 
judgments prior to service interactions. However, once customers 
have an experience with the company, the information from the event 
begins to upstage these perceptions of warmth, and competence be-
comes increasingly important. Nonetheless, companies that are high 
on warmth and competence still benefit on the key outcomes of word 
of mouth and purchase intentions compared to those who are not, 
which suggests that brand personality can buffer the impact of an 
initial service failure, but only for those that have both a warm and 
competent brand personality. 
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