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This research examines abstract art and shows that advertisements that elicit certain negative emotions (e.g., sadness) will be rated

more favorably if they feature abstract versus representational art. Due to the processing disfluency inherent in the art form, abstract

art pushes consumers to far psychological distance, buffering against negative affect.

 
 
[to cite]:

Juliet  Zhu and Lea Dunn (2013) ,"Abstract Art As an Emotional Buffer", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41,

eds. Simona Botti and Aparna Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1014503/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1014503/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


435 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

Abstract Art as an Emotional Buffer
Lea H. Dunn, University of British Columbia, Canada

Rui (Juliet) Zhu, Cheung Kong Graduate School of Business, China

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Art plays an important cultural role by acting as a medium of 

communication for important sources of information. Given this 
role, it is not surprising that art has permeated consumption specific 
contexts like advertising (Hetsroni and Tukachinsky 2005), product 
decoration and even bolstering brands such as the iconic use of mod-
ern artists to promote Absolut Vodka (Lewis 1996).

While the use of art is commonplace in the modern Western 
world, there has been little empirical research on the impact of art on 
the consumer experiences (e.g., Hagtvedt and Patrick 2008a, 2008b, 
2011).  The few studies focused on how representational artwork 
(i.e., the artwork depicts something that is easily recognizable by 
most people) influence consumer perceptions and product evalua-
tions. Yet, little is known about how other forms of artwork, such 
as abstract art, might influence consumer behavior. Considering that 
abstract art is used in marketing practice, the current research seeks 
to extend our understanding of how artwork can influence consumer 
information processing and judgments. 

The current research seeks to explore the impact of abstract art 
on consumer processing. In particular, we examine different circum-
stances in which abstract art is  detrimental and beneficial for product 
evaluations and consumer experiences. Building off research on ver-
balization (Wilson and Schooler 1991; Yamada 2009), we demon-
strate that using abstract (vs. representational) art is beneficial when 
a brand or product evokes negative emotions which are low in un-
certainty (e.g., sadness as induced by funeral homes). This happens 
because the disfluency caused by processing abstract art provides 
consumers with the opportunity to emotionally distance themselves 
from the negative context of the product and, thus, accept the in-
formation about the product. In contrast, we demonstrate how the 
use of abstract (vs. representational) art is detrimental when a brand 
or product evokes negative emotions high in uncertainty (e.g., fear 
as induced by a drunk-and-driving ad). This is because uncertainty 
appraisals lead consumers to seek out ways to decrease their level 
of uncertainty. However, due to its perceptual disfluency, abstract 
art does not allow consumers to reduce uncertainty, thus leading to 
lower evaluations. Representational art, however, has concrete ele-
ments for the consumers to anchor thoughts and has the potential to 
lead to a greater reduction in uncertainty and subsequently higher 
evaluations. 

In study 1, we hypothesize that when abstract art is paired 
with a sadness evoking negative product, consumers will have 
more favorable attitudes and indicate greater willingness to pay for 
the advertised product. Four stimuli advertisements were created 
showing either a negative product (i.e., a funeral home) or a neu-
tral product (i.e., dog/pet service) and featured either an abstract 
painting or a representational painting. After viewing the adver-
tisements, participants were asked to evaluate the advertisement 
and the product as well as mood-related questions. If abstract art 
provides an emotional buffer against the negativity of the product 
class, we expect consumers viewing the negative product with the 
abstract art to report less negative emotions than those who saw 
the representational art.  The results revealed that participants who 
viewed the sadness-evoking advertisement rated the both the prod-
uct and the advertisement higher when it featured abstract rather 
than representational art. In contrast, participants who saw the neu-
tral product rated the product and advertisement significantly lower 

when it featured abstract rather than representational art. In addi-
tion, for participants in the negative product condition, those who 
saw the abstract art reported fewer negative emotions than those 
who saw the representational art. 

In study 2, we examine the idea that abstract art provides an 
emotional buffer for processing negative products. In particular, we 
purport that abstract art pushes consumer to process information in 
a psychologically distant manner. In order to test this hypothesis, 
we used a 2(art type: abstract v. representational) x 2(psychological 
distance: close v. far) design and primed participants to think either 
in a psychologically close or far manner. If abstract art acts as an 
emotional buffer, only participants who are primed to think in terms 
of close psychological distance should prefer the negative product 
advertisement featuring the abstract art over those featuring repre-
sentational art. Using only the sadness-evoking negative product 
advertisements, participants who were primed to think either in a 
psychologically close or far manner saw advertisements that either 
featured abstract or representational art. As predicted, there was no 
difference in advertisement attitude between participants who saw 
the representational or abstract art when primed for the far psycho-
logical distance. In contrast, only when participants were primed for 
close psychological distance was there an increase in advertisement 
attitude for the abstract art. Finally, an emotional buffer question 
index was shown to mediate the relationship between art type and 
attitude. 

In study 3, we examine a boundary condition to the benefit of 
abstract art for negative products. In particular, we found that abstract 
art is beneficial only for negative emotions that are low in uncertainty 
(e.g., sadness) not for those emotions high in uncertainty (e.g., fear). 
Participants in this study rated advertisements that evoked sadness 
or fear and featured abstract or representational art. Results revealed 
that for sadness advertisements, participants who saw the abstract art 
rated the advertisement higher than representational art. However, 
when the advertisement evoked fear, participants preferred the rep-
resentational art. 

This research makes several contributions to marketing liter-
ature. Foremost, this is the first empirical study of the differential 
impact of abstract art on consumer product perceptions. Second, we 
identify that abstract art itself can motivate far psychological dis-
tance processing, allowing consumers to better comprehend certain 
types of negative products. Finally, we pinpoint a boundary condi-
tion of the beneficial effects of abstract art. Specifically, the disflu-
ency associated with abstract art is detrimental when the negative 
emotional appeal evokes an uncertain emotion (e.g., fear; Smith and 
Ellsworth 1985).
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