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Feelings of compassion and pride motivate different behaviors (Oveis, Horberg and Keltner 2010). In this paper, we show a preference

for underdog brands (Paharia, Keinan, Avery and Schor 2011) when feeling compassion, while a preference for market leaders (“top

dogs”) appears when feeling pride.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
In this research we investigate the impact of the emotions of 

compassion and pride on both brands that are viewed as strong or 
weak (“top dogs” versus underdogs), on marketing actions that are 
compassion-oriented or pride-oriented, in addition to investigating 
individual differences of people who perceive themselves as high 
on socioeconomic status (strong) versus those who are lower on 
socioeconomic status (weak). Participants primed with feelings of 
compassion show a preference for weaker underdog brands; how-
ever when primed with pride they show a preference for stronger top 
dog brands. In study 2, those with lower socioeconomic status prefer 
underdog compassion appeals more than underdog pride appeals to 
a higher degree than people of high socioeconomic status. Taken to-
gether, these studies provide promising evidence on the interaction 
of compassion and pride on strong or weak brands, valence of mar-
keting actions, and personal feelings of power.

Compassion enhances perceived self-other similarity, in par-
ticular to those vulnerable and weak. Conversely, pride elicits feel-
ings of being different from vulnerable others, and more similar to 
those that are considered strong (Oveis, Horberg and Keltner 2010). 
By extension we propose that feelings of compassion and pride can 
enhance feelings of similarity, and therefore purchase interest, for 
brands that exhibit qualities of being strong or weak.  Research on 
top dog and underdog brands has explored how brands can be per-
ceived as strong or weak based on their market position (Hoch and 
Deighton 1989), or on their brand origin story.  

We hypothesize that primed compassion will result in pref-
erences for underdog brands over top dog brands and conversely, 
primed pride will result in preferences for top dog brands over under-
dog brands. We also hypothesize that cause-related marketing em-
phasizing compassion for vulnerable others will be more impactful 
than pride related appeals for underdog brands, especially for those 
of low socioeconomic status. 

STudy 1: COMPASSIOn And PrIdE InFLuEnCE 
undErdOG/TOPdOG BrAnd PrEFErEnCES
Participants were recruited through Amazon.com’s Mechanical 

Turk, and were randomly assigned to one of 4 experimental condi-
tions in a 2 (compassion v. pride) x 2 (underdog v. top dog) between-
subjects design.  

Participants were induced to feel compassion or pride, read a 
brand biography for an underdog or top dog company, and then rated 
their preference for the company on the following dimensions: how 
much do you identify with the brand (1=very little, 7=very much), 
how much do you like the brand (1=very little, 7=very much), and 
how likely are you to purchase the brand (1=very unlikely, 7=very 
likely).  These three ratings were summed to create a brand prefer-
ence composite (alpha=.84). 

rESuLTS
A 2x2 ANOVA revealed a significant interaction of induced 

emotion (compassion vs. pride) and brand status (underdog vs. top 
dog) on brand preference, F(1, 95)=8.54, p<.01. Consistent with our 
hypotheses, simple effects analyses revealed that participants in-
duced to feel compassion preferred the underdog brand (M=14.88, 

SD=3.15) significantly more than the top dog brand (M=11.52, 
SD=4.83), t(47)=2.87, p<.01, whereas participants induced to feel 
pride preferred the top dog brand (M=13.40, SD=4.20) more than 
the underdog brand (M=11.44, SD=5.52); however, this latter effect 
did not meet conventional levels of significance, t(48)=1.41, p=.16. 

STudy 2: HOW PrIdE And COMPASSIOn CAuSE-
rELATEd MArkETInG APPEALS InTErACT 

WITH SOCIOECOnOMIC STATuS
In Study 2, rather than priming compassion or pride, we aimed 

to show that an ad that elicited feelings of compassion would be 
viewed more favorably for those with a low socio economic status. 
We used cause-related marketing ads and predicted that individuals 
with low subjective SES would respond more positively to compas-
sion-inducing appeals than pride-inducing appeals due to their per-
sonal weaker status.

Participants were recruited through Amazon.com’s Mechanical 
Turk service, and were randomly assigned to one of four conditions 
in a 2 (compassion vs. pride-inducing ad) x 2 (underdog vs. top dog 
brand) between-subjects design. 

Participants first completed the McArthur subjective SES 
measure (Kraus, Piff and Keltner 2009), wherein participants place 
themselves on one of ten “rungs of a ladder” representing their place 
in their community, and then their place in the United States (al-
pha=.87). Next, participants read either one of two brand biographies 
and then viewed either a Compassion CRM advertisement or a Pride 
CRM advertisement for that brand. 

Participants then indicated their preference for the brand as fol-
lows: how much do you identify with the brand and how much do 
you like the brand.  These items were summed to form a composite 
brand preference measure (alpha=.83).

We examined separately how brand preferences interacted with 
consumers’ subjective SES in the top dog and underdog condition 
by regressing brand preference onto ad condition (compassion vs. 
pride), subjective SES, and their interaction (ad condition*subjective 
SES). 

Consistent with our hypothesis, a significant interaction was 
observed such that low-SES and high-SES participants responded 
differently to compassion- and pride-inducing ads from underdogs, 
b=.91, t(99)=2.06, p=.04. Simple slope analyses revealed that both 
low-SES, b=-3.51, p<.01, and high-SES participants, b=-1.69, p<.01, 
preferred underdogs significantly more with a compassion-inducing 
ad versus a pride-inducing ad.  The interaction shows that the low-
SES slope was significantly steeper than the high-SES slope suggest-
ing that the effect was stronger for those of low-SES.

dISCuSSIOn
In two experiments, we have shown that compassion and pride 

can impact attitudes towards “top dog” and “underdog” brands. In 
Study 1, we illustrated how incidental feelings of compassion will 
lead to higher attitudes for underdog brands, while incidental feel-
ings of pride will lead to higher attitudes for top dog brands.  In Study 
2 we, illustrated that for underdog brands, compassion appeals are 
preferred by low SES participants, however this effect is muted for 
those with high SES.
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Theoretically, we believe that this line of research is important 
by illustrating that the sense of similarity to strong or weak others 
found in pride and compassion respectively are not just in play with 
people, but with brands as well. Managerially, we believe that we are 
further uncovering the information perceived by consumers through 
relative market position. Also, we show that there are personal fac-
tors that influence the impact of cause-related marketing messages. 
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