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The results demonstrate that consumers form more negative attributions of price fairness when a brand is anthropomorphized (vs. non-

anthropomorphized) with a price increase (vs. decrease). Consumer self-construal moderates this effect. Inferences of a brand’s

motive for a price change explain the pattern of results.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
As corn prices were nearing record highs in the summer of 2012, 

followed by the rising cost of gas, electricity, airfares, bread, coffee, 
and fresh fruits, consumers saw significant increases in their shop-
ping bills (Hough 2012). To exemplify, during several subsequent 
years, Michelin, the world’s second largest tire maker, was forced 
to raise its prices to offset the increase of the cost of raw-materials. 
In turn, prices of the truck tires of its major competitors, Bridges-
tone and Firestone, continued to grow, as well. In these examples, 
the marketing positioning strategy of the Michelin brand has been 
to endow its brand with human features in its marketing communi-
cations, whereas the Firestone brand has not been positioned with 
such humanized features. Will consumer price fairness evaluations 
regarding a price change differ dependent upon whether a brand is 
anthropomorphized vs. non-anthropomorphized? This research ad-
dresses this question.

With the emerging trends of market price increases, firms are 
becoming more concerned with consumer hostile reactions to price 
hikes, as these firms’ profitability is constrained by consumer percep-
tions of what is considered to be a fair price (Bolton and Alba 2006; 
Wu et al. 2012). Price fairness encompasses consumers’ perceptions 
of a price as right, legitimate, and just (Campbell 2007; Homburg, 
Hoyer, and Koschate 2005). Given the importance of price fairness, 
researchers have begun to address this topic. However, the majority 
of prior research on price fairness has primarily focused on factors 
that are intrinsic to the price per se. That is, researchers have exam-
ined consumers’ attributions of a firm’s motive for a price change 
(Bolton and Alba 2006; Campbell 1999; Haws and Bearden 2006), 
consumer thoughts regarding previous or competitor prices (Bolton, 
Warlop, and Alba 2003), and consumer knowledge regarding appro-
priate pricing strategies (Xia, Monroe, and Cox 2004). Yet, research 
has been especially sparse in terms of investigating the factors that 
are extrinsic to a price change. The current research fills this gap in 
the literature and demonstrate that consumer price fairness percep-
tions when there is a price change will differ dependent upon the 
brand positioning strategy (i.e., anthropomorphized vs. non-anthro-
pomorphized brand). The research examines both price increases and 
price decreases.

With this research, we attempt to provide several theoretical 
contributions. First, we demonstrate that brand anthropomorphiza-
tion has a more detrimental effect on consumer judgments of price 
fairness when a brand raises its price (Table 1). Evidence in sup-
port of this proposition comes from the theoretical argument that, 
as consumers perceive brands as mindful and capable of perform-
ing intentional actions (Kim and McGill 2011; Puzakova, Kwak, and 
Rocereto 2013), they are more likely to attribute a negative motive 
for a price increase by an anthropomorphized (vs. non-anthropo-
morphized) brand. In this regard, we establish that no differences 
in price fairness exist between anthropomorphized and non-anthro-
pomorphized brands for price decreases. Second, we demonstrate 
that the negative effect of brand humanization in instances of price 
increases is not universally negative and, instead, depends upon 
the type of cognitive processes that consumers employ to arrive at 
a causal judgment of a behavior. Recent research on self-construal 
(Ahluwalia 2008; Zhang and Mittal 2007) has opened up the possi-

bility that a consumers’ self-construal influences consumers’ reason-
ing of intentional actions. Specifically, this research has established 
that the interdependent vs. independent self-construal determines the 
extent to which a person considers an action as driven by the person 
as opposed to the context (Ng and Houston 2006; Zhang and Mittal 
2007). Third, research has investigated the extent to which an action 
is viewed as being directed to benefit others. That is, interdependents 
are motivated to keep interpersonal harmony and hold beliefs that 
any behavior should benefit others (Heine et al. 1999). These beliefs 
lead to the interpretation of the goal of any action as an attempt to 
maintain interpersonal harmony. Relying on two facts: 1) greater at-
tendance to the context as opposed to the object and 2) interpretation 
of any action’s motivation as to maintain interpersonal harmony, we 
propose that interdependents will hold more positive view of price 
increase and will see more positive motive in price increase when a 
brand is anthropomorphized (vs. non-anthropomorphized). Thus, on 
the basis of this research, we find that, as opposed to consumers with 
independent self-construal, interdependent consumers are likely to 
view price increases by an anthropomorphized brand as more fair 
compared to that of a non-anthropomorphized brand. Finally, we 
investigate the mechanism underlying consumer processes of price 
changes by humanized vs. non-humanized brands. In particular, we 
demonstrate that consumer price fairness judgments are driven by 
the inferred motives of a brand. 

Table 1: Cell Means and Standard Deviations in Study 1

Price Increase Price Decrease

 AB NAB Mdiff AB N Mdiff

Price 
Fairness 

1.90
(.83)

2.59 
(1.07) -.69* 5.62 

(1.06)
5.50 

(1.22) .12

Inferred 
Motive

2.48
(.83)

3.14 
(1.22) -.66* 5.60 

(1.15)
5.41 

(1.16) .19

Notes: AB = anthropomorphized brand; NAB = non-anthropomorphized 
brand. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

* p < .05

Overall, we conduct two studies to provide important theoretical 
and managerial contributions to the price fairness and brand anthro-
pomorphism literature. First, this research contributes to the work 
on price fairness by shedding light on consumer perceptions of price 
fairness in situations of price changes by anthropomorphized vs. 
non-anthropomorphized brands (Studies 1-2). Second, this research 
enhances the theory of anthropomorphism by investigating the role 
of self-construal on consumer judgments of anthropomorphized 
brands and its underlying processes (Study 2). Third, understand-
ing responses to price changes by consumers with interdependent 
vs. independent self-construals is not only theoretically important 
but might also open up new possibilities for marketers to use self-
construal as a customer segmentation and prioritization variable. 
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