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ABSTRACT  

Three Essays on the Impact of Cuteness on Consumer Behavior 

Alexis T. Yim 

Over the last decade, the world has seen a rise in the popularity of cute stimuli. Adorable baby 

pictures, fluffy puppy videos, and whimsical emojis seem ever-present in social media news 

feeds and friends’ posts. In addition, products marketed toward adults that feature cute characters 

drive sales worth billions of dollars. The growing presence of cute stimuli in our daily lives is 

accompanied by emerging research on their social and behavioral impacts. Correspondingly, the 

current dissertation consists of three essays that contribute to the literature on cuteness by 

empirically testing the impacts of cuteness in the marketplace. To extend the literature on 

cuteness, the first essay examines the effects of exposure to cute images on risk-seeking 

behavior, the second essay tests the effect of salespeople’s cute facial features (i.e., babyface) on 

online consumer engagement, and the third essay proposes a novel construct that induces the 

perception of cuteness through auditory cuteness cues: cute voice.  

 The first essay aims to consolidate seemingly contradictory findings in the emerging 

research on cuteness. While some studies on cuteness have shown that cuteness evokes caring 

and careful behavior, other research has found that cuteness causes aggressive and indulgent 

behavior. Thus, the first essay asks a more fundamental question of whether cute stimuli affect 

consumers’ risk preference. The first essay develops a conceptual framework of a dual process to 

consolidate the contradictory findings from previous studies and demonstrates the positive effect 

of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior in various risk domains. Across four experimental studies, 

the first essay shows that exposure to cuteness reduces consumers’ level of conscientiousness 

and, therefore, enhances their risk-seeking behaviors. 



 

 

 Next, the second essay fills the gap in the sales literature by exploring the effects of 

babyface on online consumer engagement. Literature has shown that salespeople’s appearance 

plays an important role their sales performance and consumer evaluations. Still, little is known 

about how the extent to which a salesperson possesses babyish facial features (i.e., 'babyface') 

affects consumer engagement. Thus, the second essay fills this gap by exploring the effects of 

babyface on consumer engagement in an online environment. Real-world observational data 

from an online real estate marketplace is utilized to test whether babyface impacts online 

consumer engagement. In addition, an experimental study was conducted to test the effect in a 

controlled setting. Findings of these two studies reveal that babyface (vs. mature face) induces 

less online consumer engagement when consumers are highly involved in their purchase 

decision-making process. This research contributes to the sales literature by providing an initial 

exploration of babyface's impact on online consumer engagement while simultaneously 

investigating theoretically-relevant and practically-important moderators. 

 Lastly, going beyond the perception of cuteness generated through visual stimuli, the 

third essay introduces and defines the construct of cute voice and two types of auditory stimuli 

that induce the perception of cuteness. Although how consumers perceive cuteness through their 

sense of sight has been defined and studied since the early 1940s, how they perceive cuteness 

through their sense of hearing has not been explored yet. Thus, the third essay develops and 

validates the perception of cute voice and proposes two antecedents. This work will be the first 

to introduce, define and demonstrate cute voice.
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INTRODUCTION  

1. Overview of Research Context  

Cuteness refers to being attractive in an endearing and adorable way (Nenkov and Scott 

2014; Merriam Webster 2020). Cuteness has a strong root in evolutionary imperatives, as it is 

key to offspring survival (Little 2012). Thus, regardless of animal species, babies have developed 

similar features that induce the perception of cuteness to gain help and support from adults 

(Glocker et al. 2009), and adults respond to them accordingly to secure the survival of the 

species (Lobmaier et al. 2010; Kringelbach et al. 2016). Therefore, cuteness has been an 

important topic of study because of its behavioral and biological significance for evolutionary 

function (Borgi and Cirulli 2016; Buckley 2016). For example, body temperature increases when 

individuals view cute stimuli, which indicates enhanced positive emotion and attention toward 

the cute stimuli (Esposito et al. 2014). In addition, exposure to cute stimuli encourages people to 

behave in more prosocial, careful and caring ways (Nittono 2012; Wang et al. 2017). Moreover, 

neuroscience studies have shown that seeing cute stimuli activates the orbitofrontal cortex, the 

part of the brain related to emotional pleasure and attachment (Kringelbach et al. 2008). 

However, consumers’ responses to marketing strategies incorporating cute stimuli have 

rarely been examined in marketing literature, despite the discursive significance of cuteness and 

its popularity on marketing practices (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Scott and Nenkov 2016). Thus, 

the current dissertation aims to extend the literature on cuteness in marketing.   

The current dissertation aims to answer the overarching question of how cuteness affects 

consumer behavior in three essays. More specifically, the first essay examines whether exposure 

to visual cuteness stimuli influences consumers’ risk preference. Then, the second essay explores 
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whether salespeople’s cuteness impacts online consumer engagement. Lastly, the third essay 

defines a novel construct, cute voice.   

2. Theoretical Contributions  

The current dissertation makes many important contributions. First, the current 

dissertation contributes to the emerging cuteness research (Buckley 2016; Steinnes et al. 2019; 

Wang et al. 2017). This dissertation explicates the effects of cuteness on consumers’ risk 

preference, the relationships between cute salespeople and online consumer engagement, and the 

antecedents of auditory cuteness stimuli. Importantly, the first essay proposes and examines a 

dual-process to resolve the conflicting findings from the cuteness literature (Glocker et al. 2009; 

Nenkov and Scott 2014; Nittono et al. 2012; Scott and Nenkov 2016). The first essay shows the 

positive effect of visual cuteness stimuli on risk-seeking behavior with four experimental studies 

in various risk domains. However, caring motivation reverses this positive effect. Then, the 

second essay shows the negative relationship between salespeople’s cute face (i.e., babyfaced 

salespeople) and online consumer engagement. Building on the babyface overgeneralization 

effect (Zebrowitz et al. 2003; Zebrowitz et al. 2007), the second essay finds that cute face 

induces less online consumer engagement in a high involvement sales context. Additionally, the 

second essay proposes and tests important moderators (i.e., salespeople's gender and the level of 

consumer involvement) to enrich the literature on cuteness. Lastly, the third essay is first to 

introduce a novel construct, cute voice that induces the perception of cuteness through auditory 

stimuli. 

Second, the current dissertation contributes to the literature on risk preference by 

demonstrating that exposure to cute stimuli increases people’s risk-seeking behavior 

(Havlena and DeSarbo1991; Zhang and Hou 2017). Understanding consumer risk preference has 
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been one of the most important topics in marketing literature, as risk preference is associated 

with various types of consumer decision-making (National Research Council 1982). For 

instance, consumers often deal with risks such as adopting a new product or service, and any 

purchasing decision can possibly lead to an adverse consequence (Murthy 

and Djamaludin 2002). Although previous studies have shown the effects of cuteness on 

consumer behavior to be somewhat associated with risk (Aragon et al. 2015; Glocker et al. 2009; 

Nenkov and Scott 2014; Nittono et al. 2012), none of the previous studies has explored a direct 

relationship between cuteness as an environmental cue and risk preference across various 

domains. Some previous studies have found that exposure to cute stimuli leads to careful and 

caretaking behavior, which is associated with risk-averse (Glocker et al. 2009; Nittono et al. 

2012). On the other hand, a stream of literature on cuteness has shown that exposure to cute 

stimuli leads to indulgent and aggressive behavior which might be more relevant to risk-seeking 

behavior (Aragon et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014). Thus, the current dissertation answers 

calls for the systematic analysis of the relationship between exposure to cuteness and risk 

preference.     

Third, the current dissertation extends sales literature. Contrary to the conventional 

notion that cute-looking salespeople (i.e., babyfaced salespeople) might have more advantages 

than their counterparts (i.e., mature-faced salespeople), the second essay demonstrates that 

salespeople with cute faces can actually induce less consumer engagement. This essay 

contributes to the sales literature by building on the babyface overgeneralization effect in which 

people often perceive childlike traits in babyfaced individuals (Zebrowitz et al. 2003; Zebrowitz 

et al. 2007). The findings from the current dissertation show that the babyface overgeneralization 

effect also prevails in a sales context.  
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3. Structure of the Dissertation    

Each essay aims to answer the main question in a different context: How does cuteness 

affect consumer behavior? In particular, the first essay examines the effects of visual cuteness 

stimuli such as cartoon characters on risk preference, the second essay examines the effects of 

salespeople’s cute face (i.e., babyface) on online consumer engagement, and the third essay 

proposed and defined auditory cuteness cues.  

The purpose of the first essay is to consolidate seemingly contradictory findings in the 

emerging literature on cuteness (Aragón et al. 2015; Glocker et al. 2009; Nittono et al. 2012). In 

addition, while marketers often integrate cute stimuli such as Disney characters into marketing 

materials (Poniewozik 2019; Tracey 2020; Woodford 2018), research on cute stimuli as an 

environmental cue (i.e., cute mascots on marketing materials) rather than a cute entity itself (i.e., 

cute panda cookies) has been scarce (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Wang et al. 2017). Therefore, the 

first essay proposes a dual-process approach, and examines whether subtle exposure to various 

types of cute stimuli influences risk preference. However, the first essay is limited to 

assessing the effects of cuteness solely generated by visual stimuli, although consumers 

might perceive cuteness through multiple senses. In addition, the first essay did not examine the 

direct effects of cuteness in sales contexts. Therefore, the second essay examines whether 

salespeople’s cuteness affects online consumer engagement in a real-world context, and the third 

essay explores whether consumers perceive cuteness through their sense of hearing. 

 The purpose of the second essay is to examine whether salespeople’s cute face (i.e., 

babyfaced salespeople) impacts online consumer engagement. Some might assume that being 

cute would be beneficial for every circumstance, but the second essay shows that salespeople’s 

cute face could induce less online consumer engagement due to the babyface overgeneralization 
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effect (Zebrowitz et al. 2003; Zebrowitz et al. 2007) when consumers are highly involved in their 

purchase process. Although the second essay sheds light on the negative effect of being cute in a 

sales context, the second essay still has a limitation, because it only examines the effect of visual 

cuteness stimuli, just as the first essay does. Therefore, the third essay extends the literature on 

cuteness by conceptualizing auditory cuteness stimuli and exploring their effects.  

The purpose of the third essay is to explore whether individuals perceive a certain voice 

as cute and to conceptualize and define cute voice that induces the perception of cuteness. To do 

so, the third essay proposes and empirically tests a higher (vs. lower) pitch and a faster (slower) 

tempo as the antecedents of cute voice.  

4. Overview of the Methodology  

Essay 1 used four experiments to test the causal relationship between exposure to cute 

stimuli and risk preference.   

(1) The first experiment aims to examine the positive effect of exposure to cuteness on 

risk-seeking behavior in a real-world situation. This study uses respondents’ choice between a 

scorpion candy and a normal candy to assess their risk preference. Participants received a 

cardboard box containing both a priming stimulus and two candy options. Depending on the 

condition, participants viewed either a drawing of a cute scorpion or a drawing of a noncute 

scorpion in the candy box. To measure their risk-seeking behavior, I asked participants to 

choose either to taste a blue lollipop that has a real scorpion in it, or to taste an ordinary blue 

lollipop, or not to taste any candy.  

(2) The second experiment tried to replicate the positive effect of exposure to cuteness on 

risk-seeking behavior by utilizing cute characters that are commonly-used cute stimuli in the 

marketplaces. This study used classical gambling games to measure participants’ risk preference 
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with finances (Porcelli and Delgado 2009). In this study, I examined whether participants make 

risky choices (i.e., safe options vs. risky options) more frequently after exposure to cute 

characters.   

(3) The third experimental study tested the mediator role of low conscientiousness on the 

effect of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. This study used the classical gambling game 

identical to the second experimental study. In addition, the study examined whether the effects of 

cuteness were moderated by different dimensions of cuteness (i.e., whimsical cuteness vs. baby 

cuteness) by using images of the same person with different facial expressions.  

 (4) The fourth experimental study examined the moderating role of caring motivation. 

This study used a real-world news article featuring a real mass-shooting incident and tested if 

participants are more willing to take a life-threatening risk during a mass-shooting. Depending 

on the condition, participants were exposed to an image of a cute cartoon character, a noncute 

cartoon character, a cute baby wipes advertisement, or a noncute baby wipes advertisement, or 

they did not view any image in the background of the news article. 

Essay 2 used a real-world observational study and an experimental study to test how 

salespeople’s cute face (i.e., babyface) affects online consumer engagement.  

(1) The observational study in essay 2 examined the harmful effect of babyface by using 

real-world data from a leading online real estate marketplace, Zillow.com. Especially, essay 2 

utilized an artificial intelligence facial recognition program to analyze a thousand online profile 

images of real estate agents from Zillow.com systematically.  

(2) The experimental study in essay 2 tested the moderating role of consumer 

involvement in the effects of babyface on online consumer engagement. The experiment tested 

the effects by using morphed headshots of a salesperson and two types of service that consumers 
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have either high or low involvement with. Participants read a description of a service, viewed a 

headshot of a salesperson, and indicated their willingness to write online reviews for the 

salesperson.  

Lastly, essay 3 explored the antecedents of cute voice with an experimental study. This 

study manipulated the pitch and the tempo of voices to test their effects on the perception of cute 

voice. The study used a text-to-speech software, NaturalReader, to obtain the voices. After 

obtaining the voices, I used a cross-platform audio software, Audacity, to manipulate the pitch of 

each voice to be 15% higher (vs. lower) and the tempo of it to be 20% faster (vs. slower). 

Participants listened to twenty-four manipulated voice clips and indicated which voices sounded 

cuter.   
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Essay 1: The Power of Aww: A Dual-process Approach to Cuteness-affected Risk Decision-

Making 

1. Introduction 

Over the last decade, the world has seen a growing interest in cuteness (Myrick 2015; 

Stavropoulos 2019). Adorable baby pictures, fluffy puppy videos, and whimsical emojis seem 

ever-present in social media news feeds and marketing materials (Poniewozik 2019; Woodford 

2018). For example, countries, including Japan, and Mexico have used cute characters to educate 

the public about COVID –19 guidance (Tracey 2020). In marketplaces, products featuring cute 

characters that appeal to adults drive sales worth billions of dollars (Tait 2019). When Nintendo 

launched Pokémon GO, a mobile game app featuring the well-known collection of cute pet 

monsters, it added $7.5 billion (a 200% increase) to the market value of Nintendo in just two 

days (Funke 2016; Tait 2019). It is not surprising that a wide variety of marketing 

communications, including product packages, web banners, and logos also adopt cuteness as a 

theme to elicit positive responses from consumers (Olenski 2016). The Pillsbury Doughboy, 

Wells Fargo’s puppy, and Baidu’s bear paw are just a few examples in the marketplace 

(Appendix A).   

The growing presence of cuteness in our daily life is accompanied by emerging research 

on their social and behavioral impacts (Buckley 2016; Steinnes et al. 2019). For instance, some 

research has found that exposure to cuteness makes individuals more careful and behave in 

caring ways (Glocker et al. 2009a; Nittono et al. 2012). On the other hand, other research has 

documented that exposure to cuteness leads individuals to be more aggressive (Aragón et al. 

2015) and to indulge in foods and products (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Scott and Nenkov 2016). 

To consolidate these seemingly contradictory effects, I investigate a more fundamental question 
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shared by these phenomena: will cuteness trigger more or less preference for risk? To address 

this question, I introduce a conceptual framework for the newly proposed dual-process approach 

and empirically investigate it with four experiments. Importantly, I establish the dual-process 

effects of cuteness on risk preference in various risk domains.  

By providing evidence of the effect of cuteness on consumers’ risk preference, the 

current paper contributes to consumer behavior literature in the following ways: First, this 

research sheds light on the topic of cuteness in the marketing literature (Wang et al. 2017; 

Zhipeng et al. 2018). Marketing literature on the subject of cuteness has been scarce despite the 

popularity of cuteness in marketing practice and the importance of biological and psychological 

changes evoked by cuteness (Glocker et al. 2009a). Importantly, the current research tries to 

consolidate the contradictory findings on the effects of exposure to cuteness on risk preference 

by examining a newly proposed dual-process model moderated by consumers’ caring motivation. 

The dual-process model proposes that exposure to cuteness makes individuals become more (vs. 

les) likely to take risk when cute stimuli are not the focal points and caretaking motivation is 

absent (vs. salient). 

Some scholars found the positive relationship between exposure to cuteness and risk-

seeking behavior (Aragón et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014), whereas others found the 

opposite direction (Glocker et al. 2009; Nittono et al. 2012). To resolve these contradictory 

findings, I propose caring motivation as a moderator and show that it indeed moderates the 

effects of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. Moreover, this research contributes to the literature 

on cuteness by investigating the potential effects of cuteness as a subtle environmental cue on 

risk preference in marketplaces. Understanding cuteness as an environmental cue in the 

background rather than a focal point is especially important, as cute pictures and emojis prevail 
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online, and consumers are consistently exposed to marketing campaigns with a subtle presence 

of cuteness (Myrick 2015).  

Second, this research will extend the literature on risk preference (Esteky et al. 2018; 

Shen et al. 2014). Consumer risk preference is one of the most important topics in the marketing 

literature because consumers deal with risks and uncertainties as a part of their everyday 

decision-making (Murthy and Djamaludin 2002). Even though consumers make decisions 

involving risks every day and are consistently surrounded by cuteness, I am unaware of any 

existing study investigating how subtle exposure to cuteness in the background shapes 

consumers’ risk preference across various risk domains (Li and Yan 2021; Poniewozik 2019). 

Therefore, the present study attempts to fill this theoretical gap.  

In the next section, I discuss the conceptual background, including a literature review. 

Three research hypotheses for the main effect, the mediation effect, and the boundary condition 

of the main effect follow. The subsequent section presents the methodology for the four 

empirical investigations in the different risk domains. Finally, the theoretical contributions, 

practical implications for marketers and consumers, limitations, and future research directions 

conclude the article.  

2. Conceptual Background 

Exposure to Cuteness 

Consistent with the previous literature on cuteness, the current study defines cuteness as the 

quality of being attractive in a pretty or endearing way by reflecting baby schema (Hellen and 

Sääksjärvi 2013). Nobel Laureate Konrad Lorenz (1943) proposed baby schema (i.e., 

kindchenschema) that describes the composition of childlike physical features, including big and 

round eyes, a small body-to-face ratio, and chubby cheeks (Nittono and Ihara 2017). 
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Evolutionary theory supports the notion that younglings have developed baby schema that 

induces the perception of cuteness to gain support and attention from adults (Miseler et al. 2011; 

Saad 2013). Thus, regardless of animal species (i.e., babies, kittens, and puppies), younglings 

have baby schema in common to gain help for survival (Luo et al. 2011). Moreover, humans 

have evolved to be sensitive to cute stimuli that have the baby schema (Lehmann et al. 2013). 

 Early studies on cuteness have focused on the understanding of the antecedents of the 

perception of cuteness (Alley 1983; Lorenz 1943; Sternglanz et al. 1977). After many studies on 

cuteness have consistently shown that baby schema induces the perception of cuteness, more 

recent studies have proposed various consequences of exposure to cuteness (Holly et al. 2017; 

Zickfeld et al. 2018). Prior studies have found that exposure to cuteness influences numerous 

human behaviors, emotions, and brain activities (Dale 2016; Kringelbach et al. 2016), as it plays 

an important evolutionary role for offspring survival. For example, exposure to cuteness triggers 

observers’ positive affective response (Miesler et al. 2011), attention (Nittono et al. 2012) and 

pleasure (Rossbach and Wilson 1992), and activates the brain regions associated with the 

reward system and attachment (Glocker et al. 2009b; Minagawa-Kawai et al. 2009; Stoeckel et 

al. 2014).  

 Regarding the association between cuteness and risk preference, two groups of research 

on cuteness have pointed out opposite consequences resulting from exposure to cuteness. One 

group of scholars has shown that individuals who view cute images become more aggressive and 

indulgent (Aragón et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014), which seems to suggest that cuteness 

may lead to more risk-seeking behavior. On the other hand, another group of scholars has found 

that people who view cute stimuli become more careful during subsequent behaviors (Nittono et 
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al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2009), a phenomenon that could be extrapolated to argue that cuteness 

may foster risk-averse behavior. 

Risk-aversion vs. Risk-seeking – A Dual-process Approach 

In the current study, I aim to consolidate the mixed findings in the literature by proposing two 

competing processes triggered by cuteness. Though it is unclear whether exposure to cuteness 

might lead individuals to be risk-seeking or risk-averse, the literature on cuteness has 

consistently supported the important evolutionary function of cuteness for offspring survival 

(Aragón et al. 2015; Glocker et al. 2009a; Sherman et al. 2013). Hence, I propose a dual-process 

approach to consolidate these mixed findings by suggesting a new moderator, caregiving 

motivation. The first process is that exposure to cuteness facilitates risk-aversion because of cute 

entities’ needs to be taken care of (Glocker et al. 2009b). On the other hand, the second process 

is that exposure to cuteness facilitates risk-seeking because individuals attracted by cute entities 

often instinctively approach them (Golle et al. 2013; Sternglanz et al. 1977; Wang et al. 2017).  

A group of scholars has tested the first process (Nittono et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2009; 

Sherman et al. 2013). More specifically, in the experimental studies conducted by Nittono et al. 

(2012) and Sherman et al. (2009), participants improved their performance on the tasks that 

required carefulness after viewing cute stimuli. Similarly, Fischer and Hills (2012), Sherman et 

al. (2013), and Li and Yan (2021) have shown that exposure to cuteness leads to risk-avoidance 

behavior solely for women because of their maternal instincts towards offspring (Berman 1980). 

Parental caretaking behaviors are closely related to cuteness, in which younglings have 

developed baby schema that induces the perception of cuteness to gain support and attention 

from adults (Luo et al. 2011; Saad 2013). Correspondingly, adults identify entities with a high 

level of baby schema as cute and respond to them with care (Gross 1997; Volk et al. 2007). The 



13 
 

previous studies were more likely to obtain risk-aversion results in their experimental studies 

when cute stimuli were focal points, when they measured participants’ behavior with operation 

tasks, and when participants were women who are more naturally oriented to caring than men. In 

those experimental set-ups, the caring motivation outweighed risk-seeking behavior (Fischer and 

Hills 2012; Li and Yan 2021; Nittono et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2009) (See table 1). 

Contrarily, another group of scholars has shown that when individuals view cute stimuli, 

they are more likely to squeeze targets, clench hands and teeth, and indulge in ice cream (Aragón 

et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014). More specifically, Aragón et al. (2015) and Stavropoulos 

and Alba (2018) have shown that individuals become more aggressive, which is consistent with 

an approach intention (Lott 1974). In addition, Nenkov and Scott (2014, 2016) have argued that 

exposure to cuteness leads individuals to make more indulging consumption, which is another 

form of risk-seeking behavior since consumers often engage in risky experiences for pleasure 

(Creyer et al. 2003). The previous studies were more likely to obtain risk-seeking results in their 

experimental studies when cute stimuli were not necessarily babies, when they measured 

participant’s behavior with aggression questionnaires or consumption, and when both men and 

women participated in their studies. In those experimental set-ups, the risk-seeking behavior 

outweighed risk-avoidant behavior (Aragón et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014; Stavropoulos 

and Alba 2018) (See table 1). 
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Table 1. Summary of prior research on effects of cuteness on risk preference 

Risk preference Author(s) Experimental 

Studies 

Dependent variable measure(s) 

Risk-seeking 

 

Nenkov and Scott 

(2014) 

Study1 

Study2 

Study3 

Study4 

Ice cream consumption 

Stapler usage 

Movie choice 

Cookie consumption 

Aragón et al. (2015)  Study1 

Study2 

Aggression questionnaire 

Aggression questionnaire 

Scott and Nenkov 

(2016) 

Study1 

Study2 

Cookie consumption 

Task choice 

Stavropoulos and Alba 

(2018) 

Study1 Aggression questionnaire 

 Li and Yan (2021) Study1 

Study2 

Study3 

Study4 

Financial risk choice (Male participants) 

Financial risk choice (Male participants) 

Financial risk choice (Male participants) 

Financial risk choice (Male  participants) 

Risk-averse Sherman et al. (2009) Study1 

Study2 

Operation game (Female participants) 

Operation game 

Fischer and Hills 

(2012) 

Study1 Balloon Analogue Risk Task (Female 

participants) 

Nittono et al. (2012) Study1 

Study2 

Study3 

Children’s game 

Visual search task 

Reaction time (RT) task 

 Sherman et al. (2013) Study1 

Study2 

Operation game (Female participants) 

Operation game (Female participants) 

 Li and Yan (2021) Study1 

Study2 

Study3 

Study4 

Financial risk choice (Female participants) 

Financial risk choice (Female participants) 

Financial risk choice (Female participants) 

Financial risk choice (Female  participants) 
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Despite some speculations, there has not been any study in either the risk literature or the 

cuteness literature that has consistently shown a robust effect of cuteness exposure on risk 

preference across different decision contexts. The current paper fills this research gap by 

proposing the dual-process model documenting such an effect. I conceptualize the dual-process 

model by suggesting that consumers are more or less likely to take risks after exposure to 

cuteness depending on the salience of caring motivation. The dual-process model suggests that 

consumers are more likely to take a risk-averse process after exposure to cuteness when their 

caring motivation is salient. In other words, when baby schema stimuli activate caring 

motivation, individuals are less likely to take a risk that might cause any potential hazards (Li 

and Yan 2021). On the other hand, when caring motivation is absent, exposure to cuteness leads 

to a risk-seeking process because cute entities are attractive and trigger approaching tendency 

(Alley 1981). Risk-seeking behavior is closely linked to approach behavior, as any approach 

could be potentially harmful or dangerous.  

In the current paper, I am particularly interested in examining the risk-seeking process 

because it does not require cuteness to be the focal point of attention (Riessland 1998). That is, 

when individuals are exposed to cute entities placed in the background, caring motivation should 

become irrelevant (de Braal 2010). When caring motivation becomes irrelevant, the risk-seeking 

process should be the dominant process (Aragón et al. 2015; Nenkov and Scott 2014; 

Stavropoulos and Alba 2018). Cute stimuli often serve as spokespersons or illustrations in the 

background rather than a focal point, and the individuals who viewed them would not necessarily 

have the desire to take care of them. For example, consumers are often exposed to cute 

characters such as Kung Fu Panda on cereal boxes at grocery stores, although the cute characters 

are not their focal point. Moreover, based on previous studies, individuals are more likely to be 
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risk-seeking than risk-averse (Powell and Ansic 1997; Weber and Chapman 2005). Thus, I note 

that the risk-seeking process is probably also the process that is easier to manifest in both 

genders and to be generalized to a variety of decision contexts. Therefore, my first hypothesis is 

framed as a simple main effect.  

H1. Exposure to cuteness increases customers’ risk-seeking behavior. 

While the underlying mechanism of the risk-averse process is straightforward and has 

been supported by a lot of studies — baby schema triggers motivation to offer care for 

younglings — the newly proposed risk-seeking process needs more explanation. Although cute 

stimuli are often associated with positive mood (Aragón et al. 2015), which could lead to more 

risk-seeking because of optimism towards risk (Stanton et al. 2014), I speculate that there are 

additional mechanisms driving risk-seeking beyond positive mood. I propose that exposure to 

cuteness increases individuals’ risk-seeking behavior because baby schema might also lower 

people’s guard by making them less conscientious.  

Conscientiousness refers to being attentive, careful, and planful towards risk and safety 

(Barrick and Mount 1991). Conscientiousness involves planning and thinking seriously before 

making any decision or taking any course of action, thus preventing individuals from taking risks 

(Dudley et al. 2006). In other words, individuals with a high level of conscientiousness are more 

likely to exhibit safety behaviors (Barrick and Mount 2000; Wallace and Vodanovich 2003). 

However, exposure to cuteness that evokes heartwarming emotion might reduce individuals’ 

level of conscientiousness by lowering individuals’ attentiveness and guards towards cute 

entities (Steinnes et al. 2019). Individuals with a low conscientiousness level are more likely to 

take risk because they are less alert and careless towards risk. Besides, Junglas et al. (2008) has 

shown that low conscientious individuals are less concerned about adverse outcomes caused by 
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taking risk. Therefore, I propose that people do not need to be highly conscientious around cute 

entities, as cute entities are not dangerous and approachable, which causes less scrutiny of 

potential risks.  

H2. Low conscientiousness mediates the effect of exposure to cuteness on risk-

 seeking behavior. 

As I have discussed earlier, many factors could dampen the risk-seeking process and 

facilitate the risk-averse process, causing the effect of cuteness to disappear or even take the 

opposite direction (Nittono et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2009). In the current research, I examine 

both processes by testing caring motivation as a moderator (Lobmaier et al. 2010; Maestripieri 

and Pelka 2002). Caring motivation refers to the tendency to nurture and help others (Mayseless 

2015). When individuals are highly motivated to be caring, they are less likely to take a risk, as 

they become cautious to minimize any potential risky outcomes that might affect the entities they 

care for (Li and Yan 2021).  

The dual-process approach would suggest that individuals either follow the risk-averse 

process or the risk-seeking process when they are exposed to cute entities, depending on the 

salience of caring motivation. More specifically, individuals take the risk-seeking process when 

exposure to cute entities does not induce caring motivation, but it reduces viewers’ guards and 

makes them become less conscientious (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Tan et al. 2017). However, the 

dual-process approach would suggest that the risk-averse process will dominate when exposure 

to cute stimuli evokes viewers’ caring motivation (Kringelbach et al. 2016), resulting in them 

being more risk-averse (Fischer and Hills 2012; Sternglanz et al. 1977).  

H3. Caring motivation moderates the effect of exposure to cuteness on risk-seeking       

 behavior. 
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3. Methodology and Findings 

In the following sections, I describe four studies conducted to investigate the 

aforementioned hypotheses in laboratory and simulation studies across various risk domains. I 

expect that exposure to cute stimuli makes individuals take more risks by lowering their 

conscientiousness. Across the four experiments, I have participants view cute stimuli on different 

interfaces to show robust results.  

Study 1 seeks initial evidence with a risky food choice that has real consequences in a 

laboratory experiment. Studies 2 and 3 provide convergent support for the effects of cuteness on 

risk-seeking behavior in a series of classical gambling games. Study 2 conceptually replicates the 

effect and provides evidence that cuteness leads individuals to take more risks. Next, study 

3 provides evidence for low conscientiousness being the fundamental mechanism that links 

cuteness and risk-seeking behavior. Furthermore, study 3 examines the frequency of risk-

seeking behavior by comparing the participants’ likelihood of choosing riskier options in four 

different conditions (i.e., whimsical babies vs. neutral babies vs. whimsical adults vs. neutral 

adults) in order to rule out whimsicality as an alternative explanation. Study 4 replicates risk-

averse results from previous studies (Nittono et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2013) and demonstrates 

risk-seeking choice when caring motivation is absent.  

Study 1 

Study 1 seeks initial evidence for the main hypothesis that exposure to cuteness increases 

people’s risk-seeking, using choices that have real consequences. In this study, participants are 

given a box that contained two different types of candy, and asked to choose one to taste and 

evaluate. I predict that participants who are exposed to cute stimuli will be more likely to choose 

the riskier candy option to taste than those exposed to noncute stimuli.  
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Method  

Eighty-eight university students participated in the study for extra course credits. In an 

on-campus behavioral lab, participants sat at individual tables where a cardboard box and a 

survey booklet that detailed instructions were placed. The cardboard box contained both the 

priming stimuli and two candy options. All participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

between-subjects conditions (cuteness priming: cute vs. noncute). Depending on the condition, 

participants either found a cute scorpion drawing or a noncute scorpion drawing inside the box 

(Methodological Details Appendix A) before they made their candy choice. 

Cuteness Manipulation. I conducted a pretest of the cuteness manipulation (the same 

student pool, drawing from people who were not involved in the current study; N = 81; 49% 

female; Mage = 21.4). Pretest participants viewed a cute scorpion image and a noncute scorpion 

image and rated the extent to which the characters were cute, adorable, and endearing adapted 

from Nenkov and Scott (2014). All items were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = 

extremely). Responses to the three items were averaged later. The cute scorpion image was rated 

as significantly cuter than the noncute scorpion image (Mcute = 5.32 vs. Mnoncute = 1.56; t(80) = 

21.39, p < .001).  

Risky Choice Manipulation. I conducted a pretest of the perceived risk of candy options 

(N = 81; 49% female; Mage = 21.4). Pretest participants viewed candy options and indicated 

whether they agreed with four risk-related statements adapted from Bond, He, and Wen (2019) 

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 1) “I am uncertain whether this candy would taste 

good or not;” 2) “If I am given the chance to try this candy for free, whether or not to actually try 

it is a difficult decision;” 3) “I am concerned about the potential risks involved in consuming this 

candy;” 4) “The thought of trying this candy makes me feel uncomfortable.” Responses to the 



20 
 

four items were averaged later. Pretest participants rated the scorpion candy to be riskier than 

the ordinary candy (Mscorpion = 3.53 vs. Mordinary = 2.21; t(80) = 9.35, p < .001).  

Risky Choice. To assess risk preference, I asked participants to choose between two 

candy options for tasting and evaluation. They may also choose not to take any candy. The risky 

option, always placed on the right-hand side of the candy box, was a blue lollipop that contained 

a whole visible scorpion while the riskless option, a normal blue lollipop, was always placed on 

the left-hand side (Methodological Details Appendix B).  

Control Variables. Upon arrival, participants indicated their hunger level (1 = not hungry 

at all, 7 = very hungry). They evaluated the chosen candy on nine dimensions (good, sweet, 

tasty, delicious, safe, threatening, worrisome, fearful, dangerous) on 7-point scales, which were 

later averaged to form a measure for participants’ attitudes toward the chosen candy. Participants 

also reported their gender, age, the likelihood of them trying new food items, and the likelihood 

of trying food items with insect ingredients (1 = not at all likely, 7 = extremely likely). Age and 

gender were included as control variables, as previous literature has shown that these two 

variables affect risk decision-making (LaGrange and Ferrar 1989; Rhodes and Pivik 2011). 

However, I did not find that these two variables affect risk-seeking behavior in a consistent way 

across the studies. 

Results and Discussion  

Two participants were excluded from the analysis because their dietary restrictions 

prevented them from choosing any candy, resulting in a usable sample of 86 participants (63% 

female; Mage = 21.66). Among these participants, everyone picked a candy—either the scorpion 

lollipop or the ordinary lollipop—to taste and evaluate.   
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If exposure to cuteness indeed increases people’s risk preference, I should find more 

participants choosing the risky option in the cute condition than in the noncute condition. As 

predicted, more participants chose the seemingly riskier option scorpion lollipop after being 

exposed to a cute scorpion drawing (34.1%) compared to those are exposed to a noncute 

scorpion drawing (11.9%; χ2 (1, N = 86) = 5.93, p = .02, odds ratio = 3.83) (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Study 1: The effect of cuteness on risky food consumption 

 

Participants’ choice was further examined via a binary logistic regression including the 

cuteness factor, controlling for participants’ gender, hunger level, attitude toward the chosen 

candy, likelihood of trying new food items, and likelihood of trying food items with insect 

ingredients. Analyses revealed a main effect of cuteness (b = 1.40, SE = .62, χ2(1, N = 86) = 

5.07, p = .02, odds ratio = 4.06), such that participants in the cute condition were significantly 

more likely to choose the risky option compared to those in the noncute condition.  
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In a real food consumption setting that features an obviously scary scorpion lollipop and 

its ordinary counterpart, participants in the cute condition are 20% more likely to take risks than 

those in the noncute condition. These results demonstrate that exposure to cute stimuli has real 

downstream implications for consumers’ risky decision-making process, in support of H1. While 

I argue that cuteness has a unique influence beyond simply putting people in a better mood, 

study 1 cannot speak to this concern because it did not take mood measures. Thus the next study 

will try to replicate the results of study 1 with a series of classical gambling games while 

controlling for participant’s moods. In Study 1, I did not include a condition that participants do 

not view any image (i.e., no image condition) as a baseline. To fill this gap, study 2 employed no 

image condition as a baseline and tested the effect in the financial risk domain.  

Study 2 

Study 2 aims to replicate the effect of cuteness on risk preference in which implications of 

cuteness play a major role in marketplaces. I choose three different cute characters as focal 

stimuli in the current study, as consumers are constantly exposed to cute characters as parts of 

marketing campaigns (Tracey 2020). Consistent with the extent risk preference literature 

(Porcelli and Delgado 2009), I test the effect of cuteness on risk preference by using a series of 

gambling games, which should provide strong evidence of the causal relationship between cute 

stimuli and risk preference. I predict that participants who view cute characters during 

the gambling games will be more likely to choose the risky options (vs. safe options) than those 

who do not view them.  

Method  

One hundred sixty-nine undergraduate students at a U.S. University participated in the 

study for course credit and to enter to win gift cards (33.7 % female; Mage = 21.99). I first 
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indicated to participants that their performance in the game links to a final reward, and if their 

total earning is ranked among the top 10% of all participants, they will automatically enter into a 

random draw to win the $20 gift card to encourage their actual behavior toward risks. After the 

instruction, participants played the gambling games that priming stimuli embedded within. All 

participants were randomly assigned to one of two between-subjects conditions (cuteness 

priming: cute vs. neutral). Depending on the condition, participants either view images of cute 

characters or did not view them (Methodological Details Appendix C) while they make their 

gambling choices. 

Cuteness Manipulation. I conducted a pretest of cuteness manipulation (US participants 

from MTurk; N = 61; 39% female; Mage = 34.8). Pretest participants viewed the images of three 

characters and rated the cuteness of the characters rated the extent to which the faces are cute (1 

= not cute at all, 7 = very cute). The result confirmed that the images of the three characters were 

rated as significantly cuter than the middle value (Mcute = 4.4 vs. M middlevalue = 4, t(60) = 

2.18, p = .03). 

Risky Choice. To access risk preference, I asked participants to choose one of two options 

(risky option vs. safe option) twelve times (Porcelli and Delgado 2009). In particular, 

participants faced a choice between two options with an equal expected winning value calculated 

by multiplying the dollar amount by the probability of winning. Each participant played six trials 

within both the loss and gain domains for two sets with a reversed order of three probabilities 

(Methodological Details Appendix D).  

Control Variables. A growing body of risk research has documented the profound 

influence of positive emotions on risk preference (Loewenstein et al. 2001). Thus, I measured 

participants’ moods on four dimensions (good/bad, unpleasant/pleasant, happy/sad, 
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negative/positive) on 7-point scales, and averaged them later. In addition, financial risk 

preference and resource scarcity is closely related, as people with lower resource scarcity are 

more likely to take risks than those with higher resource scarcity (Griskevicius et al. 2011). Thus, 

I asked participants to rate their resource scarcity adapted from Griskevicius et al. (2013) (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and average them later: 1) “I have enough money to buy 

things I want;” 2) “I don't need to worry too much about paying my bills;” 3) “I feel relatively 

wealthy these days”. Lastly, participants reported their gender and age. 

Results and Discussion   

If exposure to cuteness increases people’s preference for risky choices in gambling 

games, I should find participants choosing the risky options (vs. safe options) in the cute 

condition than in the noncute condition. As predicted, an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 

including the risky choice as the dependent variable, cuteness as the independent variable, and 

age, gender, mood, resource scarcity as control variables revealed a marginally significant main 

effect of cuteness (F(1, 163) = 3.1, p = .08, ηp
2 = .02). In particular, participants who viewed 

cute images chose more risky options than those who viewed no image (Mcute = 6.84 vs. Mneutral = 

6.15) (See Figure 2).   
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Figure 2. Study 2: The effect of cuteness on risk-preference 

 

Using a classical gambling game setting (Porcelli and Delgado 2009), study 2 robustly 

demonstrated that simply being exposed to cute characters increases risk-seeking behavior, in 

support of the H1. Previous studies have shown that positive emotion also encourages risk-

seeking behavior (Loewenstein et al. 2001; Loewenstein and Lerner 2003; Stanton et al. 2014). 

Therefore, the results of those studies could raise the question of whether cute stimuli lead to 

risk-seeking behavior simply due to the positive emotions that cute stimuli might elicit. 

However, the effect of cuteness on risk preference is sustained even after controlling for mood 

measures in study 2. The next study will identify its underlying mechanism and continue to test 

the effect of cuteness on risk preference by using different types of cute stimuli. In addition, the 

next study will rule out whimsicality as an alternative explanation, as whimsicality is closely 

associated with one of the specific dimensions of cuteness (Nenkov and Scott 2014).   
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The goal of study 3 is to provide evidence that low conscientiousness is the underlying 

mechanism of the effect of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. Additionally, study 3 seeks to 

explore whether the cuteness effect is caused by whimsicality rather than cuteness by 

using images of baby faces and adult faces with either whimsical or neutral facial expressions. 

More specifically, participants view one of the four different types of facial images that consist 

of whimsical baby faces, whimsical adult faces, neutral baby faces, neutral adult faces, and play 

the gambling game identical to those of study 2. Consistent with the theorization, I 

predict that participants who are exposed to cuteness are more likely to choose the riskier options 

than those who are not exposed to cuteness despite the whimsicality of the stimuli. 

Method 

Two hundred and thirty-two U.S. adults participated in study 3 in exchange for payment 

through Amazon Mechanical Turk (38% female; Mage = 34.1). Similar to study 2, I first indicated 

participants that their performance in the game links to a final reward. Depending on the 

condition, participants viewed one of four types of images embedded in the series of gambling 

games while playing the game. All participants were randomly assigned to one of four between-

subjects conditions (cuteness priming: neutral non-cuteness condition vs. whimsical non-cuteness 

condition vs. neutral cuteness condition vs. whimsical cuteness condition). In particular, I placed 

images of adult faces right above gambling options for the noncute condition. In contrast, I 

placed images of baby faces replacing adult faces for the cute condition (Methodological Details 

Appendix E).  

Cuteness Manipulation. I conducted a pretest of the cuteness manipulation (US 

participants from MTurk; N = 61; 39% female; Mage = 34.8). Pretest participants viewed images 

of faces and rated the extent to which the faces are cute, adorable, and endearing. All items were 



27 
 

measured on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very). The result confirmed that images of baby 

faces were rated as significantly cuter than the images of adult faces (Mbaby = 5.58 vs. Madult = 

4.13, t(60) = 8.47, p < .001). 

Whimsicality Manipulation. To manipulate whimsicality, I used the images of the same 

babies and adults with either neutral facial expressions or whimsical facial expressions 

(Methodological Details Appendix E). I conducted a pretest of whimsicality manipulation (US 

participants from MTurk; N = 61; 39% female; Mage = 34.8). The pretest participants viewed 

images of faces and rated the extent to which the faces are amusing, whimsical, and playful. All 

items were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very). The result confirmed that the 

images of whimsical adults and babies are significantly more whimsical than the images of 

neutral adults and babies (Mwhimsical = 4.9 vs. Mneutral = 3.45, t(63) = 9.19, p < .001).   

Risky Choice. To access risk preference, participants played the gambling game identical 

to those of study 2 (Porcelli and Delgado 2009).  

Conscientiousness. Participants indicated whether they agreed with the following four 

statements adapted from John and Srivastava (1999) (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree): 

1) “I am taking things seriously at this moment;” 2) “I am comfortable with not having good 

reasons for my own actions;” (reverse coded) 3) “I am concerned with doing things correctly;” 4) 

“I can be somewhat careless now.” (reverse coded) (α = .59). Responses to the reverse coded 

statements were recoded and the four items were averaged.  

Control Variables. Previous literature has shown that a sense of certainty increases risk-

seeking behavior (Mather et al. 2012; Tiedens and Linton 2001). Thus, I asked participants to 

indicate the extent to which the outcomes of those gambling games seem to be certain with the 

three bipolar responses (not at all certain/completely; not at all predictable/completely 
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predictable; not at all expected/completely expected) on 7-point scales, and averaged them later 

to rule out certainty an alternative explanation. Lastly, participants reported their mood, gender, 

and age.  

I also measured perceived threat to rule it out as an alternative explanation. As predicted, 

the difference in participants' level of perceived threat between the conditions (cute vs. noncute 

vs. noimage) was nonsignificant (Mcute = 4.21 vs. Mnoncute = 4.39 vs. Mnoimage = 4.21, F (2, 202) = 

7.15, p = . 6). 

Results and Discussion 

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with risky choice as the dependent variable, 

cuteness as the independent variable, and gender, age, certainty, and mood as the control 

variables revealed a marginally significant main effect of cuteness (F(1, 226) 

= 2.98, p = .09, ηp
2  = .01). As predicted, participants exposed to cute images chose risky options 

more often than those exposed to noncute images (Mnoncute = 5.36 vs. M cute = 5.94) (See Figure 

3).   
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Figure 3. Study 3: The effect of cuteness on risk-preference 

 

If whimsicality is not an alternative explanation for the effects of cuteness on risk-

seeking behavior, I should find that whimsicality does not interact with cuteness, and it does not 

affect risk-seeking behavior. To explore the interaction effect of whimsicality and cuteness, I 

conducted an additional ANCOVA with risky choice as the dependent variable, whimsicality 

(neutral vs. whimsical), cuteness (baby vs. adult), and their interaction as the independent 

variables, and age, gender, certainty, and mood as the control variables. The two-way interaction 

between cuteness and whimsicality was nonsignificant (F(1, 226)  = .02, p = .88). In particular, 

participants who viewed whimsical baby images did not choose the risky options more frequently 

than participants who viewed neutral baby images (Mwhimsical baby = 5.55 vs. Mneutral baby = 5.76, 

F(1, 226)  = .43, p = .51). Moreover, participants who viewed whimsical adult images did not 
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choose the risky options more frequently than participants who viewed neutral adult images 

(Mwhimsical adult = 5.28 vs. Mneutral adult = 5.46, F(1, 226)  = .17, p = .68).    

The priming effect of cuteness on low conscientiousness was tested with an analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA). Conscientiousness was the dependent variable, cuteness was the 

independent variable, and age, gender, mood, and certainty were control variables. The 

ANCOVA revealed the significant effect of cuteness on conscientiousness (F(1, 226) = 

7.98, p = .01). As expected, participants who viewed facial images of babies reported 

significantly lower conscientiousness than participants who viewed facial images of adults (Mcute 

= 3.69 vs. Mnoncute = 3.92). Thus, the proposed underlying mechanism for the effect of cuteness 

on risk-seeking behavior was supported. 

I ran a mediation model to analyze the mediation further (Process model 4; Hayes 2013). 

I tested whether low conscientiousness mediates the effect of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. 

In the model, cuteness was the independent variable (facial images of babies vs. facial images of 

adults), conscientiousness was the mediator, risk-seeking behavior (choosing risky options over 

safe options) was the dependent variable, and gender, age, certain, and mood were the control 

variables. Boot-strapping analysis with 5,000 resamples did not include zero for the proposed 

indirect mediation path (effect = .1573, 95% confidence interval: .0113 to .3671). Thus, the 

mediation analysis confirmed the indirect effect of low conscientiousness on risk-seeking 

behavior, supporting H2.  

Importantly, study 3 assists me to test the mediating role of low conscientiousness, and 

once again to show that cute stimuli lead individuals to take risks, in support of H1 and H2. 

Furthermore, I demonstrate that the effect of cuteness on risk preference despite the whimsicality 

of the stimuli. Therefore, the findings of study 3 rule out whimsicality as an 
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alternative explanation and provide evidence for the underlying mechanism of the effect of 

cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. The next study tests the moderating role of caring motivation. 

Additionally, study 4 tests the effect in the high-stake risk situation, while study 2 and 3 test the 

effect in the low-stake risk situation.  

Study 4 

Study 4 seeks evidence for the proposed moderation effect on whether caring motivation 

attenuates the effect of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. Unlike the previous study, 

study 4 utilizes a real-world mass shooting news article to examine whether cuteness increases 

risk-seeking intention in a life-or-death situation. In this study, participants are asked to indicate 

their willingness to take a risk to save others in a mass shooting. I predict that participants 

exposed to cute stimuli are more likely to take a risk than those exposed to noncute stimuli, 

whereas the prediction is reversed when caring motivation is present.    

Method 

Two hundred twelve U.S. participants were recruited from Amazon MTurk to participate 

in study 4 (46% female; Mage = 35.25). All participants were randomly assigned to one of five 

between-subjects conditions (conditions: nocare_cute vs. nocare_noncute vs. care_cute vs. 

care_noncute vs. no image). Depending on the condition, participants were exposed to one of 

four images or were not exposed to any image in the background of the recent mass shooting 

news article (Methodological Details Appendix F). The news article included a visual stimulus 

and detailed information about the shooting incident such as the date, death toll, and location of 

the mass shooting (Methodological Details Appendix G). After participants read the recent real-

world mass shooting news article, they indicate their thought on it.  
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Cuteness Manipulation. To manipulate cuteness, I used images possessing a high level of 

baby schema or images possessing a low level of baby schema. Pretest participants (US 

participants from MTurk; N = 61, 30% female; Mage = 36.28) rated the extent to which images 

were cute, adorable, and endearing. All items were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 

= very). The result confirmed the image of the cute cartoon character was rated as significantly 

cuter than the image of the noncute cartoon character (Mcute = 4.95 vs. Mnoncute = 2.0; F(60) = 

108.63, p < .001) (Methodological Details Appendix F).  

Caring Motivation Manipulation. To manipulate caring motivation, I used the images of 

a baby wipe advertisement for the care conditions, and the images of a cartoon character for the 

nocare conditions (Methodological Details Appendix F). I expect that the images of a baby wipes 

advertisement induces more caring motivation than the images of a cartoon character by 

reminding them of caregivers' role (Roh et al. 2017). Pretest participants (US participants from 

MTurk; N = 61, 30% female; Mage = 36.28) viewed the images of a baby wipe advertisement and 

the images of a cartoon character, and rated the extent to which images induce caring motivation 

adapted from Glocker et al. (2009a) (1 = not at all, 7 = very much): 1) “How much does what 

you see in the picture above make you feel that you would like to take care of it;” 2) How much 

does what you see in the picture above make you feel that you would like to take care of kids in 

general?”. Responses to the two items were averaged later. The result confirmed that the images 

of baby wipes ads induced significantly higher caring motivation than the images of the cartoon 

character (Mcare = 4.38 vs. Mnocare = 2.93; F(60) = 55.63, p < .001). 

Risky Choice. Participants indicated the extent to which they would take a risk in a mass 

shooting (1 = not likely at all, 7 = extremely likely): “In mass shootings, some people step up to 
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stop shooters and save others’ lives, sometimes at the expense of their own. How likely would 

you be to take the risk?.” 

Control Variable. Participants indicated how easily they could relate to those victims in 

the mass shooting news article (1 = not at all, 7 = very much), and their attitudes toward guns 

adapted from Branscombe et al. (1991) (Methodological Details Appendix H). Next, participants 

answered questions about their mood, gender, and age. 

Results and Discussion    

If exposure to cuteness increases people’s willingness to take a risk in a high-risk 

situation, I should find that participants exposed to cute stimuli are more likely to indicate that 

they would take a risk in a mass shooting than participants who were not exposed to such stimuli. 

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with a risky choice as the dependent variable, condition 

as the independent variables, gender, age, mood, attitudes toward guns, and victim-related as the 

control variables revealed a significant effect of conditions on risky choice (F (2, 202) = 

3.23, p = .01). The difference between the cute vs. the noncute conditions within the care 

condition vs. the nocare condition ((nocare_cute vs. nocare_noncute) vs. (care_cute vs. 

care_noncute)) was also significant (F (2, 202) = 7.15, p = .01).  

As predicted, for the nocare conditions, participants exposed to a cute cartoon character 

were marginally more likely to take a risk in a mass shooting than those exposed to a noncute 

cartoon character (Mnocare_noncute = 3.51 vs. Mnocare_cute = 4.13, F (2, 202) = 3.43, p 

= .07). Moreover, pairwise comparisons analysis showed that participants exposed to the cute 

cartoon character were marginally more likely to take a risk in a mass shooting than those who 

did not view any character (p = .05), or those exposed to the noncute cartoon character (p = .07) 

(See Figure 4). 
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On the other hand, for the care conditions, participants exposed to the cute baby wipes 

advertisement were less likely to take a risk in a mass shooting than those exposed to the 

nontcute baby wipes advertisement (Mcare_noncute = 3.58  vs. Mcare_cute = 2.93, F (2, 202) = 

3.95, p = .05). Moreover, pairwise comparisons analysis showed that participants exposed to the 

cute baby wipes advertisement were marginally less likely to take a risk in a mass shooting than 

those who did not view any character (p = .1), or those exposed to the noncute baby wipes 

advertisement (p = .05) (See Figure 4).  

Figure 4. Study 4: The effect of cuteness on risk-preference 

 

Furthermore, to explore the interaction effect of caring motivation and cuteness, I 

conducted an additional ANCOVA with risky choice as the dependent variable, caring 

motivation (care vs. nocare), cuteness (cute vs. noncute vs. no image), and their interaction as the 

independent variables, and gender, age, mood, attitudes toward guns, and victim-related as the 
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control variables. As expected, the two-way interaction between cuteness and caring motivation 

was significant (F(1, 226)  = 6.84, p = .01), supporting H3. 

Using a real-world context, study 4 replicates risk-averse results documented in previous 

research by using the images that facilitate caring motivation (Nittono et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 

2009). Furthermore, Study 4 demonstrates risk-seeking choices when caring motivation is 

absent.  

4. General Discussion 

Whereas the usage of cute characters (e.g., Hello Kitty, Pikachu, Pusheen), puppies, and kittens 

are pervasive in online and offline marketing materials, extent marketing research offers 

surprisingly few insights regarding consumer behavior and cuteness. Whereas previous research 

on cuteness in marketing has solely focused on the direct influences of a cute entity itself (Gorn 

et al. 2008; Schnurr 2019), this essay focuses on the influence of cuteness in the background. 

Companies often use cuteness in the background rather than a focal point, as many consumers 

are obsessed with cuteness (Stavropoulos 2019). For example, Trader Joe’s places cute stuffed 

animals in aisles sporadically to engage shoppers in their retail stores (Wida 2019), and Wells 

Fargo displays images of a puppy on the digital payments network webpage (Appendix A). 

The relationship between exposure to cuteness and risk preference is a worthwhile 

endeavor, especially given that consumer decision-making often involves various risks 

(Blekheret al. 2020; Leonhardt et al. 2011). On the one hand, some may suggest exposure to 

cuteness might lead consumers to become more risk-seeking, as individuals become more 

aggressive after exposure to cuteness (Aragón et al. 2015). On the other hand, others may 

suggest the opposite effect, as individuals become more physically careful after exposure to 

cuteness (Glocker et al. 2009a; Nittono et al. 2012). Whereas previous studies have investigated 
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the effects of cuteness on aggression, indulgent consumption and careful behavior (Aragón et al. 

2015; Nittono et al. 2012; Nenkov and Scott 2014; Stavropoulos and Alba 2018), I aim to answer 

a more fundamental question related to all these behaviors. Thus, I propose a dual-process to 

resolve the seemingly contradictory results in the literature, and systematically explore when and 

why cuteness shapes consumers’ risk preference. 

I develop a conceptual framework and demonstrate the positive impact of cuteness on 

risk-seeking behavior. I argued that when individuals are exposed to cuteness, they are more 

likely to take risks as a result of low conscientiousness. I showed the effect within various risk 

contexts including food consumption (study 1), gambling games (Study 2 and 3), and a mass 

shooting (Study 4). Consistent with the predictions, four experimental studies reveal that 

participants exposed to cuteness are less likely to be conscientious, which in turn leads them to 

take more risks. However, the effect of exposure to cuteness on risk-seeking behavior attenuates 

when caring motivation outweighs approaching tendency.  

Theoretical Contributions   

This research enhances the literature on cuteness by proposing a dual-process model that 

reconciles the mixed findings from the previous studies (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Aragón et al. 

2015). On the one hand, some may suggest that exposure to cuteness might lead consumers to be 

more risk-seeking, as they become more aggressive after exposure to cuteness. On the other 

hand, others might suggest that the opposite effect, as individuals become more careful after 

exposure to cuteness. Hence, the dual-process model suggests that caring motivation moderates 

the effect of exposure to cuteness on risk-seeking behavior. Despite previous studies have looked 

at caring motivation as an important consequence of exposure to cuteness, they have not looked 

at how it interacts with cute stimuli (Li and Yan 2021; Sanefuji et al. 2007; Sherman and Haidt 
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2011). Moreover, this research contributes to the literature on cuteness by investigating how 

exposure to cute stimuli in the background rather than as a focal point affects consumers’ risk 

preference. Additionally, the study extends the literature on cuteness by linking overall cuteness 

to risk-seeking behavior in various risk domains including health, finance and safety (Li and Yan 

2017; Stavropoulous and Alba 2018). Thus, the findings add to the literature on cuteness by 

showing that the effect of cuteness on risk preference is not limited to direct influences of a cute 

entity itself, observers’ gender, a certain dimension of cuteness, or a particular risk context 

(Fischer and Hills 2012; Nenkov and Scott 2014). 

Additionally, the research adds to studies on conscientiousness by examining exposure to 

cuteness as an antecedent of low conscientiousness. This study is the first to investigate the link 

between exposure to cuteness and conscientiousness In particular, the current study extends the 

research stream on conscientiousness by identifying that cuteness leads individuals to become 

less conscientious toward risks around them (Berry and McArthur 1985; Nittono et al. 2016). 

Previous literature has shown the negative relationship between the level of conscientiousness 

and risk-seeking behavior; people with low levels of conscientiousness tend to be more likely to 

underestimate the chance of negative outcomes and to take risks (Chauvin et al. 2006; Hampson 

et al. 2000; Nicholson et al. 2005). Based on these prior works, this research extends this 

literature by demonstrating low conscientiousness as the underlying mechanism that explains the 

effects of cuteness on risk-seeking behavior.   

The present research contributes to the literature on risk preference by advancing the 

understanding of the antecedents of risk-seeking behavior (Zou et al. 2020). Understanding 

consumers’ risk preference has been an important topic of study in marketing, because 

consumers constantly face uncertainty in marketplaces when they make purchasing decisions 
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(Mitchell and Greatorex 1989). Previous studies have shown the positive relationship between 

risk-seeking behavior, purchase intention, and actual purchase decision (Earl and Kemp 2002; 

Raghunathan et al. 2006). Because consumers’ risk preference links to many behaviors, 

investigating exposure to cuteness as an antecedent to risk-seeking behavior should ultimately 

contribute to various consumer behavior research (Raghunathan et al. 2006). Cuteness as an 

antecedent of risk-seeking behavior regardless of observers’ gender and risk domains is a novel 

concept that goes beyond the prior works that have analyzed the effects of cuteness from mainly 

a parental perspective (Borgi et al. 2014; Glocker et al. 2009a). The current study extends this 

literature through four experimental studies that show that consumers are more likely 

to engage in the risks associated with their health, finance, and safety after they are exposed to 

cuteness. Thus, the findings may benefit literature on risk preference in various contexts (Frey et 

al. 2020; Weber et al. 2002).  

Practical Implications  

Interestingly, although the use of cuteness in marketing has been ubiquitous (Jia et al. 

2015; Kovarovic 2011), studies on cuteness in marketing have been scarce (Lee and Hsieh 2019; 

Schnurr 2019). Thus, the current paper carries important practical implications for practitioners, 

as it assists them in deciding when and how to use cuteness to promote their products and brands, 

as well as to avoid potential repercussions. First, the positive relationship between cuteness and 

risk-seeking behavior shown in the results can be applied to broaden markets by attracting new 

consumers. The current study recommends marketers who launch new products consider 

embedding cute elements in their marketing materials without facilitating caring motivation, as 

consumers are more likely to take the risk of trying new products after they are exposed to 

cuteness. Cuteness can be embedded in any setting, and become part of consumers’ decision-
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making (Tan 2016). Therefore, the findings have a wide range of implications for marketers, 

especially for the practitioners who are interested in promoting innovative new products (Littler 

and Melanthiou 2006). 

On the other hand, this research suggests that practitioners working for sharing economy 

businesses (e.g.,  Airbnb, Zipcar, Uber) should be cautious with the use of cuteness in their 

property. Exposure to cuteness lowers consumers’ level of conscientiousness and increases 

consumers’ risk-seeking behavior, which potentially results in careless and neglectful behavior 

towards sharing assets (Bogg and Roberts 2004; Nicholson et al. 2005). In other words, evoking 

low conscientiousness and risk-seeking behavior by using cute stimuli can be beneficial for some 

corporations but harmful for sharing businesses (Campbell and Winterich 2018). For example, 

the present research suggests that ridesharing companies such as Uber or Lyft may ask their 

drivers to exercise caution when employing cuteness in their cars because it could lead their 

passengers to be less conscientious and neglect to wear their seat belts (Roethe 1967). In sum, 

cuteness in marketing can be effectively employed when a company comprehends the desirability 

of consumers engaging in risk-seeking behavior (Marcus et al. 2017).  

From consumers’ perspective, the findings of this research would help them gain a better 

understanding of how exposure to cuteness could impact their decision-making. Particularly, the 

findings suggest that exposure to cuteness leads consumers to take more risks. Businesses often 

use cuteness in marketing to attract consumers (Olenski 2016). Correspondingly, consumers can 

easily identify cuteness in marketing communications (Chang and Li 2010). For example, 

‘Swimming With Pigs Tour’ advertisements use pictures of cute pigs on its website to attract 

tourists to Bahamas (The islands of the Bahamas 2020). As a result, tourists do not critically 

analyze the hazards and ignore the health risks involved in swimming with pigs because the 
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swimming pigs look adorable and cute (Hurtibise 2019). Furthermore, Dutch Boy Paint uses a 

cute boy trademark to mask the risk of lead in its paints, which in turn lowers consumers’ 

uneasiness toward lead paint (Werth and Wright 2019). On the other hand, consumers who are 

aware of the effect of cuteness on risk preference can be better positioned to resist the appeal 

from risky products’ advertisements coated with cute elements. Moreover, a better understanding 

of cuteness should help consumers facilitate self-control over potentially risky behaviors and 

beyond (Freeman and Muraven 2010; Nigg 2017; Wood et al. 1993). 

Caveats and Further Research Directions  

While the current study sheds light on the literature on cuteness by exploring its effect on 

risk-seeking behavior, it comes with limitations that future studies can explore. First, although 

the current study contributes to the emerging literature on cuteness by proposing a dual-process 

model to consolidate the mixed findings in the literature (Fischer and Hills 2012; Nenkov and 

Scott 2014), the literature on cuteness has exhaustive potential. Especially, although cute-

emotion is unique and deserves greater attention, it has not been well-defined and widely studied 

in the literature (Buckley 2016; Steinnes et al. 2019). Thus, future studies can explore how the 

unique emotion triggered by cuteness (i.e., aww, cute-emotion) affects different judgments and 

decision-making. According to the Appraisal Tendency Framework (ATF), emotions often carry 

over and shape individuals’ judgments and decision makings (Han et al. 2007; Lerner and 

Keltner 2000; Lerner and Keltner 2001; Motoki et al. 2018). Thus, I believe that cute emotion 

also affects consumers’ decision-making in various ways on the basis of the Appraisal Tendency 

Framework (ATF). 

Moreover, the current study presents the positive effect of cuteness on the limited domain 

contexts of risk-seeking behavior associated with health (study 1), financial decisions (Studies 
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2and 3), and safety (Study 4). However, risk-seeking behaviors are domain-specific, and I did 

not include some other risk domains such as social risk (Zuckerman and Kuhlman 2000; Blais 

and Weber 2001). For example, studies on Domain-Specific Risk-Taking (DOSPERT) have 

assessed risk-seeking behaviors associated with different domains and found that consumers’ 

risk-seeking behaviors are domain-specific (Blais and Weber 2006; Weber et al. 2002). Thus, 

future research could address some of this work's limitations and explore other interesting 

questions that stem from this work. For instance, to test the effects of cuteness on ethical risk-

seeking behavior, a study could explore whether a cute baby’s photo inside of a missing wallet 

would motivate people to return it or take unethical actions (Blais and Weber 2001).  

Furthermore, to test the effects of cuteness on recreational risk-seeking behavior, a study could 

ask if an amusement park that advertises its roller-coasters with a cute theme would increase the 

number of riders. I expect that the effects of cuteness on risk preference I show in the current 

study might differ in other risk domains, given that individuals’ risk-seeking behavior is 

inconsistent across risk domains (Weber et al. 2002).  

In addition, the current study solely considers visual cuteness stimuli that induce the 

perception of cuteness through seeing (Alley 1981). However, individuals might perceive 

cuteness through multiple senses such as hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching (Kringelbach et 

al. 2016). Given that cuteness is closely associated with youthfulness (Alley 1983), I expect that 

individuals might perceive younglings’ voices, smells, or textures that are distinct from those of 

adults as cute. For instance, children have softer skin textures than adults do, because of vernix 

that coats a newborn baby’s skin (WebMD 2003). Accordingly, future research could explore 

whether consumers perceive products or robots with childlike voices as cuter than their 

counterparts, and if they do, it can further examine whether the cuteness perception evoked by 
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cute voice affects consumers’ risk preference. In summary, whereas previous studies have mostly 

looked at the effects of cuteness perception generated by visual stimuli and neglected nonvisual 

senses, future work might examine how consumers perceive cuteness perception through 

multiple senses and address effects of cuteness evoked by nonvisual senses (Dydynski and  

Mäekivi 2018; Little 2012).  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A 

Images of Marketing Campaigns Incorporating Cuteness 

Wells Fargo Website 

 

 
The Pillsbury Doughboy Baidu Bear Paw logo 
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Methodological Details Appendix A  

Study 1: Examples of Stimuli Images Used 

Noncute scorpion drawing 

 
Cute scorpion drawing 
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Methodological Details Appendix B 

Study 1: Examples of lollipops 

Scorpion lollipop 

 
Ordinary lollipop 
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Methodological Details Appendix C 

Study 2: Examples of Stimuli Images Used  

Neutral Gambling Stimuli 

 

 
 

Cute Gambling Stimuli 
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Methodological Details Appendix D  

Study 2 and 3: Examples of Gambling Game Options 

Sets Option 1 (right side) Option 2 (left side) 

1 100% chance of gaining $0.60 50% chance of gaining $1.20 

2 50% chance of gaining $1.20 100% chance of gaining $0.60 

3 100% chance of losing $0.60 50% chance of losing $1.20 

4 50% chance of losing $1.20 100% chance of losing $0.60 

5 20% chance of gaining $3.00 80% chance of gaining $0.75 

6 80% chance of gaining $0.75 20% chance of gaining $3.00 

7 20% chance of losing $3.00 80% chance of losing $0.75 

8 80% chance of losing $0.75 20% chance of losing $3.00 

9 60% chance of gaining $1.00 40% chance of gaining $1.50 

10 40% chance of gaining $1.50 60% chance of gaining $1.00 

11 60% chance of losing $1.00 40% chance of losing $1.50 

12  40% chance of losing $1.50 60% chance of losing $1.00 

Three different probabilities (i.e., 80%/20%, 60%/40%, 10%/90%) were presented during the 

gambling game. The sets were presented in random order. For example, for the first set, a 

participant must choose between an option with a 20% chance to win $2 or an option with an 

80% chance to win $0.5. The expected value for both options is $0.4, but the first option (20% 

chance) is riskier than the other (80% chance) due to higher uncertainty.  
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Methodological Details Appendix E  

Study 3: Examples of Stimuli Images Used 

 Neutral Whimsical 

Babies 

  
Adults 
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Methodological Details Appendix F 

Study 4: Examples of Stimuli Images Used 

 Nocare Care 

Cute 

 

  

  

Noncute 
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Methodological Details Appendix G 

Study 4: Example of the News Article 

 
  

Place  

Stimuli 

Here 
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Methodological Details Appendix H  

Attitude toward gun measures (Branscombe et al. 1991)  

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

1) People should be allowed to have guns in their homes. 

2) A ban on guns would be a violation of the U.S. Constitution. 

3) The right to bear arms is an important freedom for Americans to retain.  

4) Regardless of their potential for injury, it is each person's right to choose to own a gun or not. 

5) People should be able to own guns because many people use them for sporting purposes. 

6) I should be able to get a gun if I want one. 

7) Gun ownership is a basic American value. 
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Essay 2: The Harmful Effect of Salesperson Babyface on Online Consumer Engagement  

1. Introduction 

Online platforms offer great convenience and consumer engagement opportunities, especially 

amid COVID-19 (Wang et al., 2020; Hartmann and Lussier, 2020). To avoid in-person 

engagement or interaction, consumers are more likely to engage with salespeople online during 

the pandemic. Even before the pandemic, consumers often obtained information about 

salespeople before initiating traditional in-person exchanges (Catlin et al., 2016). For example, 

service provider websites such as Zillow.com (real estate), Rover (dog walking), and Preply.com 

(language learning) provide photo profiles of salespeople and service professionals and allow 

consumers to engage with them on the websites. Notably, the online presence of a salesperson's 

facial information provides consumers cues to assess the salesperson's emotional state, 

attractiveness, and trustworthiness; which in turn influences consumers' likelihood of contacting 

the salesperson, and eventually their satisfaction, loyalty, and service quality evaluations (Zhou, 

Lu, and Ding, 2020; Rezlescu et al., 2012). 

The notion that people make inferences about others based on their appearance is not new 

(Bar, Neta, and Linz, 2006). Research has found that people form their first impression and make 

judgments of strangers’ characteristics in half a minute based on their appearances (Ambady and 

Rosenthal, 1993). The feature that people focus on the most when making such inferences is a 

person's face (Stirrat and Perrett, 2010). In other words, even though there is a proverbial idiom 

that says, "Don't judge a book by its cover," consumers often do precisely that when they see 

salespeople's faces. These inferences are especially prevalent in sales contexts, and they have 

significant consequences. For example, salespeople's appearance eventually influences their 
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service rating, consumers' decision-making confidence, and consumers' reactions to them 

(McElroy and DeCarlo, 1999; Wan and Wyer, 2015). 

One of the most well-established facial inferences is the babyface overgeneralization 

effect theory, which indicates people generally assume that a person with babyish facial features 

possesses childlike characteristics (Zebrowitz and Franklin, 2014). This effect has been 

documented in multiple disciplines, including psychology, politics, and leadership studies. 

Having a babyface is found to influence the likelihood of being found less guilty in a court and 

winning elections (Chang et al., 2017; Zebrowitz and McDonald, 1991). Despite the extensive 

research showing the importance of babyface effects (Ahearne et al., 1999; Farmer and Tsakiris, 

2012), little is known about its influences in business contexts. Thus, I find it urgent to 

understand salespeople's babyface effects in service business settings. The current paper aims to 

shed new light on a physical dimension—babyface—that has not received much attention in the 

sales and service literature (Berry and Landry, 1997; Rule and Ambady, 2008).  

In the current service selling landscape, consumers frequently use the Internet as their 

primary source of information and are influenced by online content, primarily in the early stages 

of the purchase process (Holliman and Rowley, 2014). Especially, amid COVID-19 prompted 

citizen lockdown, consumers often have to find salespeople online because many in-person 

interactions or engagements are unavailable (Hollebeek et al., 2020). For example, consumers 

can easily find local State Farm insurance sales agents' profile photos with their contact 

information on a State Farm's website before having an in-person meeting. Salespeople often 

have their profile pictures online, and consumers' attention towards involving online content in 

the buying process prompts salespeople to maintain an online presence (Agnihotri et al., 2016). 

Consumer engagement is all about "building emotional bonds in relational exchanges" (Sashi, 
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2012, p. 260) and consumer engagement represents salespeople's performance in online service 

settings, as consumer engagement often occurs when they are satisfied with services (Zhang et 

al., 2018). Therefore, the question of whether having a babyface helps or harms online consumer 

engagement is central to the intent of this paper.  

The current study contributes to the service and sales literature in many ways. This study 

is the very first to demonstrate babyface overgeneralization effect theory in an online setting, 

bridge the babyface overgeneralization effects and sales, and suggest two moderators. The 

present study also extends the babyface overgeneralization effect theory by integrating gender 

stereotyping in service professions and the theory of consumer involvement into the studies 

(Chang and Chen, 2015; Chang et al., 2017). In particular, the current research documents that 

salespeople's gender and customers’ level of involvement with the purchase interact with the 

effects of babyface on online engagement, thereby further increasing the implications of the 

present work.  

In addition, current research makes a significant methodological contribution. To analyze 

salespeople's facial features, I adopted an artificial intelligence facial recognition software API, 

Azure, to objectively analyze 1,000 real estate agents' profiles on Zillow.com to examine the 

effects of salespeople's babyface on online engagement. Specifically, the artificial intelligence 

facial recognition API provides 27 facial landmarks for each real estate agent's profile picture. 

After obtaining the facial landmarks, I calculate each real estate agent's babyface score by using 

the methodology adapted from previous literature (Berry and McArthur, 1985; Borgi et al., 2014; 

Henderson et al., 2001). The current research is the first to empirically test the associations 

between salespeople's appearance and online engagement by using the number of real-world 
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consumer reviews and photos of real salespeople with an artificial intelligence facial recognition 

API.  

2. Theoretical Background 

Facial Inferences  

"The human face is perhaps the most salient source of interpersonal information, especially with 

strangers" (Stirrat and Perrett 2010, p. 349). Indeed, people often generate biased and quick 

inferences about others based on their faces (Gibson, 2014; Goldstein et al., 1984; Jack and 

Schyns, 2015). For instance, individuals decide whom to trust based on facial characteristics and 

find it easier to trust others whose faces look similar to their own (Debruine, 2002; Wilson and 

Eckel, 2006). Studies have also consistently shown a "halo effect" of facial attractiveness; for 

example, individuals assume that good-looking people are healthier and more successful 

(Cialdini, 1984; Zebrowitz and Montepare, 2008). On the flip side, people tend to make negative 

judgments about physically unattractive individuals (Griffin and Langlois, 2006). For example, 

unattractive criminals are found guilty more often than attractive ones (Efran, 1974), and people 

generally avoid interacting with individuals possessing disfigured facial features (Houston and 

Bull, 1994). In sum, these inferences are widespread, manifesting across various contexts (Dion 

and Walster, 1972) (See table 2).  

To that end, it is not surprising that such inferences have also been documented in sales 

and service contexts (Chaker et al., 2019; Wan and Wyer, 2015). That is, consumers make 

inferences about salespeople based on their faces (Fergurson, 2017; McColl and Truong, 2013). 

For example, service and sales employees’ facial attractiveness affects consumer citizenship 

behavior, consumers' perceptions of their communication ability, likability, and trustworthiness 

(Ahearne et al., 1999). However, when consumers are concerned about their self-presentation or 
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have a low social interaction, they react less favorably to attractive salespeople (Li et al., 2019; 

Wen and Wyer, 2015).  

Although previous studies have documented various impacts of a salespeople' faces, an 

important yet often overlooked facial feature is a salesperson's babyface. In the current study, I 

define babyface as the extent to which salespeople possess babyish facial features (Chang and 

Chen, 2015; Zebrowitz et al., 1993).  

Online Engagement 

Consumer engagement is referred to as "the intensity of an individual's participation and 

connection with the organization's offerings and activities initiated by either the consumer or the 

organization" (Vivek et al., 2012, p. 133). Especially, in today's modern selling landscape, online 

consumer engagement is important and unique as consumers cannot engage in-person amid 

COVID-19 (Karpen and Conduit, 2020). Highly engaged consumers not only purchase services, 

but also are committed to a brand, impact potential consumers’ purchase behavior by posting 

reviews and referring businesses to others (Khan et al., 2019; Pansari and Kumar, 2017). In the 

context of personal selling and sales management, consumer engagement is an expanded domain 

of relationship marketing (Brodie et al., 2013). Marketing Science Institute identifies "consumer 

engagement" as one of the research priorities contributing to academic insight into interactive 

online environments that are particularly common today (Viglia et al., 2018). Relational value 

outcomes that should be assessed from both the buyer's and seller's point of view are expected to 

emerge through engaging consumers (Kumar et al., 2010). 
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Table 2. Literature review on facial appearance in marketing 

Study Construct  Data context  Findings  

Gorn et al. 

(2008); JCR 

Babyface  A pharmaceutical 

company context. 

Babyfaced (vs. maturefaced) CEOs have more benefits in a public relations crisis.    

Wan & Wyer 

(2015); JCR 

Attractiveness A health care 

product context. 

When a self-presentation concern is made salient, consumers react less positively 

to highly (vs. less) attractive retail store providers. 

Dolmans et al. 

(2016); JBR 

Facial traits An invention 

disclosure 

context. 

Technology licensing officers at Carnegie I research universities perceive 

inventions by more (vs. less) professional looking faculty members are more 

likely to have commercial potentials.  

Wang et al. 

(2017); JCR 

Smile 

Intensity 

A crowdfunding 

context 

(Kickstarter.com) 

1. Broad (vs. slight) smiles increase social support and low-cost helping behaviors, 

such as Facebook shares and small-scale donations.  

2. Broad (vs. slight) smiles decrease pledges, and large-scale donations. 

Canace et al. 

(2020); JBR 

Facial traits S&P 500 firms 

context. 

More (vs. less) competent looking CEOs receive a higher salary but not higher 

non-salary pay. 

Cheng et al. 

(2020); JCR 

Smile 

Intensity 

Real estate sales 

context.  

Salespeople with large Duchenne (vs. small) smiles signal greater intrinsic 

motivation. 

 

Mittal & Silvera 

(2020); JBR 

Facial hair Online ad 

campaign context 

(Facebook) 

Salespeople with beards (vs. clean-shaven or other facial hairstyles) foster higher 

perceptions of expertise, ratings of trustworthiness, and increase purchase 

intention and service satisfaction.  

Current study   Babyface  A real-estate 

sales context 

(Zillow) 

1. Babyface (vs. maturefaced) salespeople induce less online engagement 

when consumers' purchase involvement is high. 

2. Babyface (vs. maturefaced) salespeople induce more online engagement 

when consumers' purchase involvement is low. 

3. The Babyface effect on online engagement attenuates for a female 

salesperson. 

Note: JCR: Journal of Consumer Research; JBR: Journal of Business Research 
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Amid COVID-19 lockdowns, online consumer engagement has become more essential 

(Hollebeek et al., 2020). In an online context, consumer engagement is defined as the extent to 

which the consumers are active in using online platforms to support sales organizations 

(Guesalaga, 2016). Online consumer engagement has often been captured through consumers' 

referrals and consumers' reviews and feedback (Agnihotri, 2020). It has been argued that 

consumer-generated online content, online ratings, reviews create social-influence value for 

sellers (Brodie et al., 2013; Pansari and Kumar, 2017). However, it is unknown whether a 

positive (or negative) connection exists between salespeople's babyface features and online 

engagement. Thus, I aim to investigate the effects of salespeople's babyface on online 

engagement in the present work.   

For salespeople, the internet facilitates new connections and relationships by providing 

alternate ways to connect with prospective consumers. For example, online platforms such as 

Zillow.com are gateways for real estate salespeople to connect with larger audiences and reach 

potential consumers. Through online platforms, prospects can initiate conversations with 

salespeople after appraising their online profiles. Online presence enables self-disclosure, which 

on the one hand, facilitates and supports social network development (Agnihotri et al., 2020), 

which may also trigger the biasing impact of appearances on human judgments and choices 

(Olivola et al., 2014). Accordingly, examining the link between salespeople's babyface and 

consumers' online engagement and associated boundary conditions is needed. 

3. Hypotheses Development 

Babyface has evolutionary significance, as younglings have developed similar facial features to 

gain support and help from adults for survival (Hildebrandt and Fitzgerald, 1979). Thus, 

babyface is a universally shared facet of facial appearance, even regardless of animal species 
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(Buckley, 2016). Nobel laureate ethologist Konrad Lorenz first proposed the idea of a baby 

schema (Lorenz, 1943), which is the group of facial traits that babies possess, such as a round 

face, big eyes, small nose, small chin, and prominent forehead (Borgi et al., 2014; Zebrowitz and 

Franklin 2014). Consistent with prior research (e.g., Gorn et al., 2008; Zheng et al., 2018), the 

current research refers to individuals who possess many of these traits as "babyfaced individuals" 

and those who possess many of the opposite characteristics as "maturefaced individuals." In 

other words, maturefaced individuals tend to have broader chins, lower foreheads, and smaller 

eyes than babyfaced individuals (Berry and Landry, 1997; Glocker et al., 2009).  

Prior work has documented a "babyface overgeneralization effect theory" whereby 

people impose the non-physical (e.g., mental ability, personality, etc.) traits of babies to 

babyfaced adults (Gorn et al., 2008; Zebrowitz, 1996). This type of stereotyping can either be 

positive or negative for the babyfaced individual (Berry and McArthur, 1985; Chang et al., 

2017). On the positive side, babyfaced individuals are perceived as kind and warm (Friedman 

and Zebrowitz, 1992; Zebrowitz et al., 1997/2018). For example, consumers often prefer a 

babyfaced CEO (vs. maturefaced CEO) as a new CEO when a firm has a public crisis because 

they assume that babyfaced CEOs are warmer than maturefaced CEOs (Gorn et al., 2008). 

Similarly, patients assume that babyfaced health providers are kinder than their maturefaced 

counterparts (Chang and Chen, 2015). On the negative side, however, babyfaced individuals are 

perceived as childish, incompetent, and unintelligent (Berry and Landry, 1997; Rule and 

Ambady, 2008). 

In contrast to babyfaced individuals, maturefaced individuals are often assumed to be 

responsible, competent, and intelligent (Berry and Brownlow, 1989; Zebrowitz et al., 1991). For 

example, in the political realm, voters believe that maturefaced candidates are more capable of 
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leadership positions (Poutvaara et al., 2009). Leadership studies have also demonstrated that 

maturefaced individuals are more likely to succeed in high leadership positions (Berry and 

Landry, 1997; Rule and Ambady, 2008). Besides, maturefaced job candidates are evaluated more 

positively than babyfaced job candidates for positions that require significant intelligence and 

perceptiveness (Zebrowitz et al., 1991). Similarly, consumers should perceive maturefaced 

salespeople as more dependable and capable. 

 In sum, whereas consumers perceive babyfaced salespeople as warm and kind, they 

perceive maturefaced salespeople as competent and intelligent (Berry and Landry, 1997; 

Zebrowitz, 1996). Thus, it is unclear whether having a babyface should be expected to induce 

more or less online engagement (Eigenraam et al., 2018). That said, the current research 

proposes that babyface induces less online engagement compared to mature face, as a 

salesperson's intelligence is more important than warmness when consumers are highly involved 

in the purchase process. Consumers should be more likely to approach and be willing to build 

relationships with such salespeople from whom they can infer intelligence and competency 

(Reingen and Kernan, 1993; Xie and Kahle, 2014).  

 Prior research demonstrates that salespeople's competency is critical to their performance 

because it indicates their attentiveness and reflectiveness (Ricks et al., 2008). Indeed, consumers 

expect their salespeople to provide valuable and thoughtful solutions for them (Liu and Leach, 

2001). Salespeople's competency drives consumer engagement by conveying to consumers their 

ability to help them choose the right services (Piercy et al., 2009). When consumers are highly 

involved in the purchase process, they will be more engaged with a salesperson who has high 

competency, as they can trust someone who can help with their purchase decision-making. On 

the other hand, salespeople's warmth and kindness should not be seen as essential because these 
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qualities do not lead consumers to the exact solutions, services, and products that they seek. For 

example, when a consumer is in the market for a house, he/she should want to engage with an 

intelligent (vs. warm) salesperson. Therefore, consumers will look for a salesperson who they 

can infer competency, maturity, and intelligence from his/her face, assuming such a salesperson 

is more likely to help them find the ideal house (Johnson and Sohi, 2017). 

 To recap, the theorizing leads me to propose that babyface induces less online 

engagement than matureface because consumers i) expect babyfaced individuals to be less 

intelligent and ii) place a high weight on this consideration when evaluating salespeople. More 

formally, the current research hypothesizes: 

 H1. Babyface is negatively associated with online engagement.  

I further extend the babyface overgeneralization theory by proposing a boundary 

condition related to a salesperson’s gender as a moderator; that is, the negative effects of 

babyface on online engagement varies based on the gender of a salesperson due to gender 

stereotyping. Gender plays an important role in facial inference (Chiao et al., 2008). Not 

surprisingly, sales literature has also shown saleswomen’s disadvantageous position due to 

gender role stereotyping (Lane and Crane, 2002). Men and women have distinctive facial 

features that allow individuals to accurately determine the gender of a human face (Burton et al., 

1993). Women are more likely to have neotenic features such as narrower jaws, smaller noses, 

and rounder eyes than men (Friedman and Zebrowitz, 1992; Skorska et al., 2015). Estrogen, the 

hormone that develops and maintains female characteristics, tends to give women more babyish 

faces and youthful appearances (Jones et al., 1995). Thus, babyface features and feminine 

features are highly correlated (Paunonen et al., 1999). Indeed, when a person has big, round eyes, 

participants indicate that the person appears to have both feminine and babyish facial features 
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(Marsh et al., 2005). For instance, when babies' genders are unknown, people typically 

assume that those with a higher degree of babyface are girls (Zebrowitz, 1997/2018). Contrary to 

women, men are more likely to develop larger facial bones, such as wider jaws, than women 

because of men's higher testosterone levels, the dominant sex hormone in males (Penton-Voak 

and Chen, 2004; Swaddle and Reierson, 2002). Also, men have more prominent noses and skulls 

due to their larger lungs, which create gender differences in facial features (Holton et al., 2014).  

In sum, women are more likely to have a babyface than men (Friedman 

and Zebrowitz, 1992). Given the high association between babyfaced features and feminine 

features, people often infer similar traits from babyfaced individuals' faces and women's faces in 

general (Jones et al., 1995). As most women already share features of a babyface in common, the 

difference between babyfaced women and maturefaced women is less prominent than that for 

men (Berry and McArthur, 1985). Thus, I expect that the negative impact of babyface on female 

salespeople' online engagement is weaker than for male salespeople, as most women already 

have babyface features and are viewed as warm but less competent (Fiske, 1998). This 

proposition is consistent with prior studies that have expected the effect of babyface is more 

pronounced for males (Gorn et al., 2008; Zebrowitz, 1997/2018). 

 H2. The negative effect of babyface on online engagement attenuates for a female 

 salesperson. 

Next, I propose a boundary condition related to the theory of consumer involvement; that 

is, the negative effect of babyface on online engagement varies based on the level of purchase 

involvement. In this study, a high involvement service refers to a service that most consumers 

invest a lot of time and effort into while making a purchase decision. For example, real estate 

could be an example of a high involvement service as most consumers engage in a complex 
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decision-making process for real estate purchases (Gibler and Nelson, 2003). On the other hand, 

a low involvement service refers to a service that most consumers consider only a few variables 

and comparisons (Kuenzel and Musters, 2007). For instance, most consumers would not be 

involved in a highly complex decision-making process when purchasing an inexpensive prepaid 

phone plan service. 

As I discussed previously, babyfaced people are perceived as warm and kind (Gorn et al., 

2008; Zebrowitz, 1997/2018). In the domain of low involvement services, salespeople's warmth 

and kindness might play an especially important role relative to their product knowledge because 

low involvement services carry lesser risks if the services fail (Petty et al., 1983). That is, 

consumers do not need to rely on competent salespeople to make low-involvement service 

purchase decisions. Thus, consumers will be more likely to engage with warm and kind 

salespeople than skilled salespeople.  

On the other hand, having a babyface could negatively affect sales performance on high-

involvement services since babyfaced people are perceived to be less competent (Rule and 

Ambady, 2008). Individuals presume babyfaced others to have more childlike traits (Zheng et 

al., 2018). Contrarily, maturefaced individuals are highly rated on their shrewdness (Zebrowitz et 

al., 1991). Individuals put a lot of time and effort when purchasing high involvement services as 

high involvement services carry greater risks if the services fail (Petty et al., 1983; Youn and 

Kim, 2018). Therefore, consumers might need and engage with salespeople who are 

knowledgeable and able to help them process a lot of information efficiently for high 

involvement service purchase decisions. Formally stated: 

 H3. Purchase involvement moderates the negative effect of babyface on online 

 engagement. 
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The full conceptual model is presented in Figure 5. 

Figure 5. Conceptual framework 

 

 

4. Methodology and Findings 

Study 1  

The goal of Study 1 is to examine hypotheses 1 and 2. This study used the number of online 

reviews from a leading real estate website, Zillow.com, to test the effects of babyface on online 

engagement. I analyzed 1,000 real estate agents' profile photos on Zillow.com with an artificial 

intelligence facial recognition API, Azure, to determine each agent's level of babyface. After 

obtaining the babyface level (i.e., babyface score) for each agent, the current study used the 

babyface scores along with the number of online reviews written by consumers for each agent to 

examine the proposed negative relationship between babyface and online engagement.  
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 To test hypothesis 2, the gender of the sales agents was identified using the artificial 

intelligence facial recognition API.  

Procedure   

I first randomly chose 100 zip codes through randomlist.com. The randomly selected zip codes 

included the zip codes from 33 states (see Appendix A). I selected the ten real estate agents who 

reported the highest recent sale numbers, according to Zillow.com, in each zip code for the 

analysis. The current study selected the ten real-estate agents who reported the highest recent 

sale numbers in each zip code on Zillow.com for the analysis because they are more likely to be 

active on Zillow.com than other agents, many of whom have reported "no recent sales." 

Once I obtained the images of the 1,000 real estate agents (from their Zillow profiles), I 

used Microsoft's facial recognition service, Azure, to calculate babyface scores for the agents. 

Azure is a Microsoft cloud platform that allows users to employ its face API integrated with R. 

The program detects a human face in an image and places the face in the center of a rectangle. 

Then, a Cartesian coordinate plane is placed in the rectangle and 27 facial landmarks are 

developed from the horizontal (x) and vertical (y) coordinates (see Appendix B). The 27 

landmarks of x and y coordinates include points around the mouth, the nose, the eyes, and 

the eyebrows. Azure's face API successfully provided all the 27 facial landmarks of the facial 

features of 766 agents. Azure's face API could not provide facial landmarks for 234 agents due to 

various issues associated with the photographs, such as company logos other than faces, multiple 

faces, image noise, blurry faces, and complicated backgrounds (see Appendix C). Thus, 234 

agents were excluded from the analyses. After obtaining the 27 facial landmarks, the current 

study calculated the relative sizes of the various facial features, including the eyes, the nose, and 
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the mouth, so that the present study could compute babyface scores and attractiveness scores for 

each agent. 

Measures 

 Babyface. Each real estate agent's 'babyface score' was calculated by the following 

equation: Babyface = 1000*(6*Proportion of the eyes-2*Proportion of the nose-1*Proportion of 

the mouth) (see Appendix D). I multiple 1,000 because the sizes of the eyes, the noses, the 

mouth from each salespeople’s profile pictures from Zillow.com were extremely small. The 

coefficients of the facial aspects were based on previous literature detailing the mean gaze time 

on different aspects of strangers' faces (Henderson et al., 2001). When viewing strangers' faces 

during facial recognition tasks, individuals focus on facial features proportionally within a 

designated time period; for every six times, they focus on the eyes, they focus twice on the nose 

and once on the mouth (Henderson et al., 2001). That is, consumers should look at a 

salesperson's eyes three times longer than they look at their nose and six times longer than they 

look at their mouth. The current study applied negative values to the nose and mouth 

coefficients because previous studies have shown that babyface is negatively related to the sizes 

of these aspects (Glocker et al., 2009). On the other hand, the current study applied a positive 

coefficient to the eyes because previous studies have shown that babyface is positively related to 

the size of this aspect (Berry and McArthur, 1985; Borgi et al., 2014).  

 Online engagement. The current study used the total number of online consumer reviews 

from Zillow.com as the measure of online engagement. Almost all the reviews on Zillow are 
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positive; they are all written by verified, actual consumers; and neither the agents nor Zillow are 

able to remove them (Zillow, 2016; Zillow, 2020).1   

 Attractiveness. Salespeople's facial attractiveness affects consumers' perceptions toward 

them and beyond (Lin et al., 2018). Literature has demonstrated that facial symmetry and ideal 

proportions in the face determine facial attractiveness (Foo et al., 2017; Little, 2014; Schmid et 

al., 2008). Thus, the current study adapted the computation of a facial attractiveness index 

described in Schmid et al. (2008) (see Appendix E). The present study calculated the degrees of 

facial symmetry for the eyes, the nose, and the mouth, and four ideal proportions in the face and 

averaged these seven numbers to obtain an attractiveness score for each agent.  

 Gender. Facial recognition API, Microsoft Azure, provided the gender of each agent.  

 Age. Facial recognition API, Microsoft Azure, provided the age of each agent. 

 Median household income. The current study collected median household incomes from 

www.zipdatamaps.com based on the agents' listed zip codes on Zillow.com. 

 Population density. The current study collected population from www.zipdatamaps.com 

based on the agents' listed zip codes on Zillow.com. 

Results 

I first calculated the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for both attractiveness and babyface, to 

assess the multicollinearity of these two variables. The VIF for attractiveness was 1.02, and for 

babyface was 1.01, which are well below 5 as recommended by Hair et al. (1995). Thus, 

multicollinearity is not a concern in the current study. 

 
1 Zillow has a team of moderators that monitors every submitted review to ensure its validity and 

adherence to the company's review guidelines.  
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 Prior to analyzing the data, standardization of babyface and attractiveness was first 

performed to avoid multicollinearity (Dunlap and Kemery, 1987). The current study conducted a 

multiple regression, with the number of online consumer reviews as the dependent variable, and 

babyface, salespeople's gender, and their interactions as the independent variables, and 

salespeople's attractiveness, age, consumers' income levels, and population density as the control 

variable. Attractiveness was included as a control variable, as previous literature has shown that 

it affects consumers' attitudes toward salespeople (Ahearne et al., 1999; Lin et al., 2018). 

However, the current study did not find that attractiveness affects online engagement.  

Consistent with hypothesis 1, babyface was negatively related to the total number of 

online consumer reviews (see Table 3; β = -.18, t(757) = -3.68, p < . 001) even after controlling 

for salespeople’s attractiveness (β = .02, t(757) = .44, p = .66), age (β = -.28, t(757) = -

1.07, p = .28), median household income (β = .15, t(757) = 4.2, p < .001), and population density 

(β = .05, t(757) = 1.59, p = .11). Regarding the possible main effects of the other independent 

variables: Gender was related to the number of online consumer reviews (β = -.11, t(757) = -

3.01, p = . 003). Specifically, salesmen had a higher number of online reviews than saleswomen 

(Msalesmen = 82.1 vs. Msaleswomen = 48.43).  

 Consistent with hypothesis 2, there was a marginally significant interaction effect 

between babyface and gender (β =.09, t(757) = 1.75, p = .08). For salesmen, babyface was 

negatively related to the number of online reviews (β = -.14, t(757) = -2.69 p = .01), whereas for 

saleswomen, there was no effect of babyface on the number of online reviews (β = -.08, t(757) = 

-1.65, p = .1).  
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 These results provide evidence in support of the negative association between 

salespeople's babyface and online engagement and show that this effect is moderated by 

salespeople's gender.
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Table 3. Regression results for Study 1 

Explanatory 

variables  

Online Engagement 

  
Model 1  

Without interaction term 

or control variables 

Model 2 

With control variables 

Model 3 

With interaction terms 

Model 4 

With interaction terms and 

control variables 

Babyface : Gender   .088 (1.793)* .085 (1.747)* 

Babyface -.138 (-3.846)*** -.122 (-3.390)*** -.181 (-3.677)*** -.180 (-3.675)*** 

Gender 
 

-.111 (-.3.022)*** -.105 (-2.914)*** -.110 (-3.007)*** 

Median Income 
 

.150 (4.191)*** 
 

.150 (4.199)*** 

Population Density  
 

.060 (1.662)* 
 

.057 (1.592) 

Attractiveness 
 

.019 (.529) 
 

.016 (.443) 

Age 
 

-.039 (-1.070) 
 

-.039 (-1.071)  

(Constant) 63.331 (13.198)*** 20.097 (.567) 77.767 (19.698)*** 19.918 (.562) 

 

Observations 766 766 766 766 

R-squared .019 .054 .034 .058 

F-statistic 14.79*** 7.282*** 8.915*** 6.694*** 

Notes: t-statistics are in parentheses. All the coefficients are reported in standardized form except for the constants. 

*p < .1, **p < .05, ***p < .001
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Study 2  

The purpose of study 2 is to test hypothesis 3. Participants in each condition viewed a morphed 

image of a salesperson and answered a questionnaire. I expect that a babyfaced salesperson will 

induce less online engagement than a maturefaced salesperson on sales of high involvement 

service, but he will induce more online engagement on sales of low involvement services than a 

counterpart.  

Participants and Procedure 

I recruited 339 participants in exchange for a small payment from Amazon's Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk) (33.3% female, Mage = 38.62). This experimental study excluded the participants who 

did not pass the attention check question or took less than 2 minutes or over 20 minutes to 

complete the study. This data cleaning process results in a total of 331 participants (33.5% 

female, Mage = 38.63). The study employed a 2 (salesperson's face types: babyface vs. mature 

face) x 2 (purchase involvement: low vs. high) between-subjects design. An image of a male 

salesperson's face was used because the effects of baby schema on faces are more likely to be 

prominent for men than for women (Gorn et al., 2008; Zebrowitz, 1997/2018). 

 Participants in the babyface (vs. mature face) condition viewed a picture of a 

salesperson's face that was manipulated to have a high baby schema (vs. low baby schema) (see 

fig. 6; adapted from Chang et al. 2018). Participants viewed a picture of the service being sold 

and a list of the service's features above the picture of the salesperson. For the high purchase 

involvement condition, I used a car insurance plan, and for the low purchase involvement 

condition, I used a prepaid phone plan. I chose these services because they differ in terms of 

price and importance (suggesting greater involvement on the part of the consumer), but are 
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highly familiar for most consumers. Indeed, the manipulation check below suggests that I 

successfully manipulated product involvement. 

 Face type. This experimental study adopted salesperson's face types stimuli (babyface vs. 

mature face) from Chang et al. (2018), and conducted a pretest to ensure that the morphed 

images differ on the level of babyface. The current study recruited 159 participants on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk Participants (MTurk; 39.4% female; Mage = 35.55) to have them rate the level 

of babyface with seven-point scale scales (1 = not kind at all, 7 = very kind; 1 = not warm at all, 

7 = very warm; 1 = not aggressive at all, 7 = very aggressive (reverse-coded); 1 = not strong at 

all, 7 = very strong (reverse-coded)). As expected, a pretest result showed that participants rated 

the babyfaced salesperson as cuter than the maturefaced salesperson (Mbabyface = 4.86 vs. 

Mmatureface = 5.21, F(1,157) =3.58, p = .01) (see fig. 6). 

 Purchase involvement. I conducted a pretest to ensure that the services differ on the level 

of purchase involvement. 159 participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk Participants (MTurk; 

39.4% female; Mage = 35.55) rated the importance of an inexpensive prepaid phone plan, and car 

insurance with a seven-point scale adapted from Zaichkowsky (1985) (1 = not important at all, 7 

= important). As expected, a pretest result showed that participants rated car insurance as more 

important than a cell phone plan (Mhigh involvement = 5.66 vs. Mlow involvement = 5.24, t(330) = 4.24, p 

< .001) (see fig. 6). 
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Figure 6. Study 2: Experimental study stimuli 

Low involvement High involvement 

 
 

 

 

Prepaid phone plan features 

• Credit check is not required 

• No deposit is needed to activate 

service 

• Recurring monthly fee of $3 per 

month 

• A combined total of 30 minutes of 

calls or text messages per month 

• No activation fee 

 
Car insurance features 

• Personalized help from expert agents 

• Quality coverage paired with great 

savings 

• Choice of repairer 

• Emergency repair 

• 24 hour roadside assist 

Mature face Babyface 
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 Online engagement. The current experimental study examined the online engagement by 

having participants respond to the following questions adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 

(2002) to an online shopping context: (a) How likely are you to write an online review about the 

item? (b) How likely are you to post about the item online? (c) How likely are you to write an 

online review about the salesperson?, (d) How likely are you to post about the salesperson 

online? (1 = Extremely unlikely, 7 = extremely likely). 

 Attitude toward the salesperson. Participants indicated their attitudes toward the 

salesperson based on the salesperson's appearance with using a seven-point scale (1 = bad, 7 = 

good) adapted from Smith et al. (2007).  

Results 

To assess whether online engagement differs across salesperson's face types (babyfaced vs. 

maturefaced) and the purchase involvement (high vs. low), I ran an ANCOVA on online 

engagement as the dependent variable, with the face type, purchase involvement, and their 

interaction as the independent variables, and with attitude toward the salesperson as the 

covariate. The results revealed no main effects of either the face type (F(1, 326) = .002, p = .96) 

or purchase involvement (F(1, 326) = 1.51, p = .22). However, importantly, there was a 

significant two-way interaction between face type and purchase involvement (F(1, 326) = 7.97 p 

= .01) (see fig. 3). In the low involvement condition, maturefaced salesperson is less likely to 

induce online engagement than the babyfaced salesperson (Mbabyface = 5.17 vs. Mmatureface = 4.74; 

F(1, 326) = 3.94, p = .05). On the other hand, in the high involvement condition, maturefaced 

salesperson is more likely to induce online engagement than the babyfaced salesperson (Mbabyface 

= 4.55 vs. Mmatureface = 4.99; F(1, 326) = 4.02, p = .05) (see Fig. 7).  
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 The results of the study demonstrated that online engagement could vary depending on 

the service that a babyfaced salesperson was selling. I found that when a babyfaced salesperson 

sells a low involvement service, consumers are more likely to engage. On the other hand, the 

findings demonstrated when a babyfaced salesperson sells a high involvement service, 

consumers are less likely to engage, supporting hypothesis 3. 

 

Figure 7. Study 2: Moderation effect of involvement on the relationship between salesperson 

face type and online engagement 

 

 

5. General Discussion 

 Study 1 explored real-world salespeople's profile pictures and the number of their online 

consumer reviews from Zillow.com to empirically test whether babyface impacts online 

engagement. The findings demonstrate that babyfaced salespeople induce less online 

engagement (i.e., online consumer review) than maturefaced salespeople on Zillow.com. 
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However, salespeople's babyface's negative effect on online engagement was not as pronounced 

for saleswomen (vs. salesmen). Moreover, I test the effect with an experimental study in Study 2 

and find that salespeople's babyface negatively affects online engagement in sales of a high 

involvement service but positively affects online engagement in sales of a low involvement 

service.   

Theoretical Contributions  

The current research contributes to service marketing literature by documenting a negative 

association between babyface and online engagement in services (Johnson et al., 2021). Whereas 

the various impacts of salespeople's and service professional's appearance have been explored 

(Verbeke et al., 2011; Vinchur et al., 1998), this study represents the first attempt to investigate 

the babyface overgeneralization effect on online engagement. Consistent with the chronic effects 

of babyface in various contexts (Zheng et al., 2016), the current research shows that babyface 

effects are also pervasive in the service contexts. In particular, the current research explores how 

salespeople's babyface induces less online engagement by utilizing real-world data and an 

experimental study.  

 Additionally, this work contributes to babyface literature (Chang and Chen, 2015; 

Zebrowitz et al., 1991; Zheng et al., 2016). Significantly, the current work extends the research 

stream by identifying two rarely explored moderators that attenuate the effects of a babyface. 

First, the results empirically demonstrate that babyface's negative influence is quite pronounced 

for a male salesperson but not as much for a female counterpart (Zebrowitz, 1997/2018). Also, 

the present research identifies that purchase involvement (high vs. low) moderates the effect of 

salespeople's babyface on online engagement. The findings may also benefit other disciplines 

that focus on stereotyping and social-psychological effects, such as psychology and 
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management, as the current research broadens literature on babyface to service and sales 

literature (Livingston and Pearce, 2009; Zheng et al., 2018).   

Methodological Contribution 

The current work adds to the marketing literature by initiating a new methodology. This is the 

first study that investigates real-world salespeople's online profile pictures by utilizing an 

artificial intelligence facial recognition API to the best of my knowledge. Thus, the current paper 

aims to stimulate a methodological discussion by employing artificial intelligence-based 

technologies and real-world archival data. This unique approach allowed me to analyze 

thousands of images from Zillow.com in a short period. Besides, artificial intelligence-based 

technology provides more systematic and objective results than a survey or experiment would 

have (Russell, 1997; Russell and Norvig, 2009; Winston, 1992). In sum, the current work shows 

the use of artificial intelligence-based technology to test hypotheses as a new opportunity for 

marketing scholars.  

Managerial Implications  

Our research has important practical implications for vast online service industries such as 

Zillow.com or Freelancer.com and salespeople who want to encourage online consumer 

engagement. Salespeople's appearance has been shown to be one of the critical factors that affect 

online engagement and beyond, as consumers often judge salespeople's characteristics based on 

their appearance (Ahearne et al., 1999; Lin et al, 2018). Amid COVID-19, an online profile 

picture is the first one that consumers might find when they look for salespeople or service 

providers.  

Our research identifies that salespeople should be encouraged to look more mature to 

enhance online engagement when consumers are highly involved in a service purchase process. 
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On the other hand, they should be encouraged to look more babylike to enhance online 

engagement when consumers are not highly engaged in the service purchase process. The current 

work provides insights for babyfaced salespeople to consider applying different outfits, glasses, 

and makeup to make themselves look more mature to induce online engagement (Lieber-Milo 

and Nittono, 2019; Tung et al., 2019). Unlike physical attractiveness that could be highly 

subjective, babyface (vs. matureface) is a universally agreed upon and standardized facial feature 

(Hildebrandt and Fitzgerald, 1978). Thus, the negative association between salespeople's 

babyface and online engagement in high involvement sales should not be culture or age-specific, 

and thus salespeople can apply the suggestions from the present study regardless of their 

consumer segments (Berry and Landry, 1997; Glocker et al., 2009; McArthur and Berry, 1987). 

Limitations and Future Research Directions  

The present work aimed to shed light on the effects of babyface on online engagement, extending 

to various research directions. Although the current study extends the service marketing and 

sales literature in multiple ways, the study still has limitations. The current research attempts to 

gain both internal and external validity by using real-world data and experimental study. 

However, I was unable to obtain some information from the real-world data such as salespeople's 

years of experience. In addition, the online engagement number based on the Zillow.com real-

world dataset was positively skewed, as top real estate agents induced hundreds of online 

consumer reviews, while most of other less successful agents did not have many online 

consumer reviews. Nonetheless, the results with robustness checks by using Poisson regression 

model still show that the harmful effect of babyface on online engagement (Anderson and 

Simester, 2008). In addition, the present study was only able to use three features that are 
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associated with a high baby schema with the facial recognition artificial intelligent API. Thus, 

future research might be able to measure babyface more accurately.  

 

6. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the present study documents the harmful effect of babyface on online engagement, 

particularly for high involvement service sales. Consequently, the current research contributes to 

the personal selling literature by advancing the literature on antecedents of online engagement. 

This study indicates that babyfaced salespeople perform worse than maturefaced counterparts on 

Zillow.com by using an artificial intelligence facial recognition API to examine salespeople's 

babyface objectively. The current research hopes that it provides direction and variable insights 

for future research to utilize artificial intelligence-based technology and explore various impacts 

of salespeople's appearance in sales contexts. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A 

100 randomly selected zip codes 
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Appendix B 

27-point facial landmarks from Microsoft Azure 
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Appendix C 

Examples of facial recognition analyses 

 
Unsuccessful facial recognition analysis 

 
Successful facial recognition analysis 
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Appendix D 

Babyface illustration and babyface index 

 
 

 

(A) Proportion of the eyes = ((Eye width_right*Eye length_right)+(Eye width_left*Eye 

length_left))/2 

1. Eye width_right: sqrt((eyeRightOuter.x-eyeRightInner.x)^2+(eyeRightOuter.y- 

eyeRightInner.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

2. Eye length_right: sqrt((eyeRightTop.x- eyeRightBottom.x)^2+eyeRightTop.y- 

eyeRightBottom.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

3. Eye width_left: sqrt((eyeLeftOuter.x-eyeLeftInner.x)^2+(eyeLeftOuter.y- 

eyeLeftInner.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

4. Eye length_left: sqrt((eyeLeftTop.x- eyeLeftBottom.x)^2+(eyeLeftTop.y- 

eyeLeftBottom.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

(B) Proportion of the nose = ((Nose width)*(Nose height))/2 

1. Nose width: sqrt((noseLeftAlarOutTip.x-noseRightAlarOutTip.x)^2+ 

(noseLeftAlarOutTip.y- 

noseRightAlarOutTip.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

2. Nose height: sqrt((nosemid.x- noseTip.x)^2+(nosemid.y- 

noseTip.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height* faceRectangle.width) 

(C) Proportion of the mouth = Mouth width*Mouth height 

1. Mouth width: sqrt((mouthLeft.x-mouthRight.x)^2+(mouthLeft.y-

mouthRight.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 

2. Mouth height: sqrt((upperLipTop.x-underLipBottom.x)^2+(upperLipTop.y- 

underLipBottom.y)^2)/(faceRectangle.height*faceRectangle.width) 
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Appendix E 

A facial attractiveness index 

 

 Note: The value closer to 0 indicates higher attractiveness (Schmid et al. 2008) 

Facial symmetry Neoclassical cannons 

1. Eyes symmetry 4. Interocular distance = right eye width 

-|(noserootleft.x-eyeleftouter.x)/(eyerightouter.x -

noserootright.x) – 1| 

 

-|(eyerightinner.x-

eyeleftinner.x)/(eyerightouter.x -

eyerightinner.x) – 1| 

2. Nasal symmetry 5. Interocular distance = left eye width 

-|(nosetip.x-

noseleftalarouttip.x)/(noserightalarouttip.x -

nosetip.x) – 1| 

-|(eyerightinner.x-

eyeleftinner.x)/(eyeleftinner.x -

eyeleftouter.x) – 1| 

3. Lip symmetry 6. Mouth width = 1.5 nosewidth 

-|(upperlipbottom.x-mouthleft.x)/(mouthright.x -

upperlitbottom.x) – 1| 

 

-|(mouthright.x-

mouthleft.x)/1.5(noserightalarouttip.x -

noseleftalarouttip.x) – 1| 

 

7. Interocular distance = nose width 

-|(eyerightinner.x-

eyeleftinner.x)/(noserightalarouttip.x -

noseleftalarouttip.x) – 1| 
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Essay 3: Cute Voice: Definition and Conceptualization 

 

 

1. Introduction  

From young children asking their parents for snacks to adults negotiating for deals, individuals 

regularly use their voices to communicate with others. In the marketplace, marketers, brand 

managers, salespeople, robots and even virtual assistants use their voices to inform and 

communicate with consumers (Peterson 1995; Shiomi et al. 2013). For example, salespeople 

usually respond by using their voice when a consumer asks about a newly launched laptop in the 

store. Likewise, in virtual settings, Google Assistant, Amazon Alexa, and Apple Siri also reply to 

consumers’ requests with their voices (Deighton 2021; Google Assistant Help 2020).  

 Although consumers are exposed to different voices constantly, the literature on the 

effects of voice on consumer behavior has been scarce (Lowe et al. 2018). Importantly, voice 

also affects individuals’ perception of others (Surawski and Ossoff 2006). For example, 

politicians with lower-pitched voice are perceived as more attractive and receive more votes 

(Tigue et al. 2012). Consequently, the current research aims to explore a type of voice with 

evolutionary importance – cute voice, which I define as quality of voice being attractive in a 

childlike, youthful, or adorable way (Borkowska and Pawlowski 2011; Kuraguchi et al. 2015). 

Prior studies on cuteness have shown that cuteness has evolutionary importance because 

younglings have developed certain features inducing the perception of cuteness to gain adults’ 

support and help (Hildebrandt and Fitzgerald 1979; Hinde and Barden 1985). Accordingly, 

adults respond to cuteness features that enhance offspring survival (Glocker et al. 2009). Thus, a 

number of studies have recently shown significant biological, emotional and behavioral effects 

of cuteness induced by visual cuteness stimuli that Nobel Laureate Konrad Lorenz proposed 
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(1943). For example, exposure to visual cuteness stimuli evokes heartwarming emotion and 

modulates multiple brain regions (Glocker et al. 2009; Steinnes et al. 2019). 

 While previous studies on cuteness have mostly focused on the physical appearance of 

cuteness in which visual stimuli induce the perception of cuteness (Borgi and Cirulli 2016; 

Schnurr 2019), individuals might also perceive cuteness through other senses (Kringelbach et al., 

2016; Shin and Mattila 2021). Thus, in the current study, I aim to find the answer to the question 

regarding what makes a voice sound cute? To answer this question, I define cute voice and test 

the antecedents of cute voice. 

 Notably, the current research adds to the emerging literature on cuteness by 

conceptualizing, and proposing antecedents of cute voice (Parsons et al. 2011; Schnurr 2019). 

Cuteness has evolutionary importance for offspring survival, and thus exposure to it changes 

brain activities, emotions, behaviors, and biological responses (Buckley 2016; Holly et al. 2017). 

However, to the best of my knowledge, this is the first study that defines cute voice and 

examines the antecedents of it with a controlled experimental study. Especially, understanding 

antecedents of cute voice is critical to further discovering its consequences in consumer 

behavior, given the importance of behavioral and biological influences of cuteness (Buckley 

2016; Nenkov and Scott 2014). The next section discusses the theoretical background and 

hypotheses.  

2. Theoretical Background 

What is Cute Voice? 

Consistent with previous literature, the present paper defines cute voice as a quality of voice 

being attractive in a childlike, youthful or adorable way (Hellen and Sääksjärvi 2011). For the 

evolutionary purpose, younglings have developed a variety of childlike features that assist them 

to gain support from adults, and adults have responded to the younglings with those features 
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accordingly (Buckley 2016; Miesler et al. 2011). As a result, children’s unique physical 

appearance, smell, and sound facilitate compassion, caregiving behavior, and activate a region of 

the midbrain (Darwin 1877; Parsons et al. 2014; Kringelbach et al. 2016). 

For the physical appearance of cuteness, Lorenz proposed the concept of baby schema, 

which is a set of childlike physical appearances, including large and round eyes, a round face, 

and a small head-to-body ratio (Lorenz 1943). Since then, a large number of studies have shown 

that baby schema induces the perception of cuteness and its effect on changes in behaviors, brain 

activities and emotions (Esposito et al. 2014; Lorenz 1943). Although previous studies have 

consistently shown that visual baby schema induces the perception of cuteness and its effects, 

little is known about auditory stimuli which induce the perception of cuteness (Borgi et al. 2014; 

Lv et al. 2021; Shin and Mattila 2021).  

People perceive similar traits from voices and faces that share similarities (Young et al. 

2020). For example, both masculine faces and voices are perceived as strong and dominant 

(Neave and Shields 2008; Wolff and Puts 2010), whereas both childlike faces and voices are 

perceived as weak, submissive, naive, honest, warm and incompetent (Berry and McArthur 

1985; Berry 1990; Berry 1992; Gorn et al. 2008; Montepare and Zebrowitz-McArthur 1987; 

Zebrowitz-McArthur and Montepare 1989). Both higher facial and vocal maturity are positively 

associated with perceived dominance and less agreeableness, which are opposite traits of 

children (Zuckerman et al. 1995).  

A recent theoretical development called multimodal hypothesis argues that multiple 

stimuli including sight, sound or smell of infants facilitate caregiving behaviors (Kringelbach et 

al. 2016). Drawing on the multimodal hypothesis, individuals might also recognize the 

perception of cuteness through multiple senses (Parsons et al. 2013; Porter et al. 1983). 
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Moreover, a recent empirical study has shown that individuals indicated infants’ laughing sounds 

and baby animals’ images as cute (Shin and Mattila 2021). Besides, individuals exhibited 

prosocial behaviors after exposure to cute sounds or cute images (Shin and Mattila 2021).  

Based on the aforementioned arguments, I expect that individuals will perceive childlike 

voice as cute because people perceive childlike appearances as cute (Baumann and Hadelich 

2003; Borkowska and Pawlowski 2011; Shigeno 2017; Zebrowitz-McArthur and Montepare 

1989). Additionally, building on the multimodal hypothesis, I also expect that both childlike 

visual and auditory stimuli will induce similar perceptions (Kringelbach et al. 2016; Shin and 

Mattila 2021). 

Despite the scholarly interest in cuteness and its effects elicited by visual stimuli 

(Glocker et al. 2009; Scott and Nenkov 2016), I am not aware of any study that systematically 

examined whether certain vocal elements induce the perception of cuteness (Nenkov and Scott 

2016; Wang et al. 2017). Thus, to fill the gap, the present research proposes that vocal elements 

that are associated with the characteristics of children’s voices yield the perception of cute voice 

(Moore 1991). More specifically, I posit that the two vocal elements, higher pitch and faster 

tempo, yield the perception of cute voice. 

Pitch and Tempo 

Pitch. Many studies have shown that there is a definite relationship between pitch and body size 

(Mondloch et al. 2004; Walker et al. 1985). Pitch refers to the highness and lowness of voice 

(Patel and Balaban 2001). Pitch and the body size of the object producing voice are negatively 

correlated (Bien et al. 2012). Thus, not surprisingly, children generally have a higher voice pitch 

than adults, as children have smaller larynxes than adults do (Moore 1991; Zuckerman et al. 

1995). Voice comes from the larynx, the muscular organ located halfway down of the neck 
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(Cunningham 1903). The larynx manipulates pitches and volumes (Zhang 2019), and the bigger 

the larynx is, the deeper and thicker the voice is (Dowshen 2015).  

When children grow older, their voices become deeper and heavier because their larynxes 

grow bigger. Consequently, individuals perceive others with higher-pitched voices as childlike 

young and immature (Collins and Missing 2003; Zebrowitz-McArthur and Montepare 1989). On 

the other hand, individuals perceive others with deeper and heavier pitched voices as mature 

(Zuckerman et al. 1995). As I mentioned earlier, people perceive traits that are associated with 

childlikeness as cute (Glocker et al. 2009). Thus, I expect that the individuals perceive high-

pitched voice cuter than low-pitched voice.  

 H1. Higher pitch is positively associated with cute voice. 

Tempo. Similar to that of the pitch, there might be a relationship between tempo and the 

perceived cuteness of voice. Tempo refers to a person’s speaking rate or rate of speech within a 

given amount of time (Markel et al. 1973). Individuals’ tempo varies depending on speakers’ 

age, gender, dialect, language, articulatory energy, importance of contexts, emotions and 

perceptual clarity for listeners (Banse and Scherer 1996; Spieler and Griffin 2006; Verhoeven et 

al. 2004). In particular, individuals’ age is negatively correlated to their speech tempo due to the 

aging process (Smith et al. 1987).  

A number of studies have shown that younglings speak faster than older adults (Burke et 

al. 1991; Quené 2007). Aging makes people become slower, and the physical conditions of older 

adults make them more likely to make errors when they speak and they are more likely to fail 

word retrieval (Barresi et al. 2000; Feyereisen et al 1998). As a result, older adults tend to speak 

slower than younglings in general (Jacewicz et al. 2009). As I mentioned previously, people 

perceive traits representing youthfulness as cute (Gross 1997). Thus, I posit that individuals 



116 

 

perceive voice with fast tempo as cute, because fast tempo indicates childlikeness (Horton et al. 

2010). 

 H2. Faster tempo is positively associated with cute voice. 

3. Methodology and Findings 

This experimental study seeks evidence for hypotheses 1 and 2 that the two vocal elements, 

higher pitch and faster tempo, individually elicit the perception of cute voice. In this study, 

participants are asked to choose a cuter voice between twelve pairs of voice choices. I predict 

that participants choose higher pitch voice as cuter than lower pitch voice, and faster tempo voice 

as cuter than slower tempo voice.  

Method 

Seventy-eight adults were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk to participate in the study for 

monetary payment. Participants first listened to the voice reading four numbers to test their 

speakers and indicated the numbers to which they listened. Participants who indicated the correct 

numbers they listened to could continue to participate in the study. I used a text-to-speech online 

app, NaturalReader, to obtain six voice clips that were either female or male voice reading one of 

the three phrases. The three phrases included “an apple a day keeps the doctor away”, “actions 

speak louder than words”, and “don't judge a book by its cover” (Bloom et al. 1999). 

NaturalReader makes available about 10 male and 10 female voice options. I chose the Guy’s 

voice option for the male voice, and I chose the Jessa’s voice option for the female voice, 

because their voices sound more natural than the others.  

 After I downloaded MP3 voice files from NaturalReader, I converted them to WAV files 

because WAV files are uncompressed (Arbour 2011). I either increased or decreased the tempo 

or the pitch of each voice clip by using Audacity software. The manipulations of pitch or tempo 
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of each voice clip result in twenty-four voice clips (2 genders of voice (male vs. female) x 3 

phrases (“apple keeps a doctor away” vs. “actions speak louder than words” vs. “don't judge a 

book by its cover”) x 2 vocal elements (pitch vs. tempo) x 2 manipulations (high vs. low)). 

Cuteness Manipulation. I manipulated the obtained voice clips to produce 15% higher (vs. 

lower) pitch or 20% faster (vs. slower) tempo voices using Audacity software.  

Cute Voice Choice. To assess cute voice, I asked participants to choose a cuter voice 

between two voice choices. Participants read the statement, “Please listen to the following two 

audio clips and select the one that sounds cuter. Feel free to listen to these clips as many times as 

you need to make a choice,” and listened to a pair of two voice choices presented in random 

order. After participants listened to two voice choices, they chose a voice clip that sounds cuter 

than the other one. Each participant listened to the twelve paired voices and chose cuter vice 

twelve times in total. 

Results and Discussion 

Seventy-eight adults from Amazon Mechanical Turk participated in the study (57.7% 

female; Mage = 42.29). As predicted, participants indicated that higher pitch voices (89.1%) 

sounded cuter than lower pitch voices (10.9%; difference = 89.1% χ2 (1, N = 468) = 

286.231, p < .001) (see Figure 8). In addition, participants indicated that faster tempo voices 

(56.4 %) sounded cuter than slower tempo voices (43.6%; difference = 12.8%, χ2 (1, N = 468) = 

7.69, p = .01) (see Figure 9). 

 



118 

 

 Figure 8. Study 1: The effect of pitch on the perception of cute voice 

 

Figure 9. Study 1: The effect of tempo on the perception of cute voice 

 

 Participants’ cute voice choice was further examined via generalized estimating equations 

to test the effects of tempo and pitch on cute voice choice. As expected, analyses revealed main 

effects of pitch (χ2 (1, N = 468) = 59.57, p < .001), and tempo (χ2 (1, N = 468) = 5.63, p = .02) on 

cute voice choice even after controlling for the genders of voice, phrases, and their interactions. 
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These results suggest that a higher pitch and a faster tempo voice leads to the perception of cute 

voice, in support of hypotheses 1 and 2. 

4. General Discussion 

This research defines cute voice and investigates the antecedents of cute voice. Building on the 

findings from previous research that childlike traits such as baby schema lead to the perception 

of cuteness, I propose that voice with high pitch and fast tempo creates the perception of cute 

voice. An empirical study provides evidence for this theorizing by using both male and female 

voices speaking various phrases. The present theorizing and findings contribute to the 

understanding of consumer behavior and provide several practical implications.  

Theoretical Contributions  

The present research proposes a novel construct, cute voice that induces the perception of 

cuteness through auditory cues and examines the antecedents of cute voice. Thus, the current 

study contributes to the growing literature on cuteness by adding a new dimension of cuteness 

(Lee et al. 2018; Schnurr 2019). Nobel laureate Konrad Lorenz proposed baby schema - a set of 

babyish visual stimuli that create the perception of cuteness. Since then, studies on cuteness have 

shown various effects of cuteness involving visual cuteness stimuli (Batra et al. 2015; Glocker et 

al. 2009; Lorenz 1943). For instance, individuals who view cute images become more physically 

careful and more indulgent (Nenkov and Scott 2014; Sherman et al. 2013). Although recent 

research speculated auditory cuteness cues (Shin and Mattila 2021), none of the previous studies 

has systematically and empirically explored auditory cuteness stimuli that create the perception 

of cuteness. The current study extends such inquiry to define cute voice: a sound that creates the 

perception of cuteness, and proposed antecedents of cute voice.  
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 The current study also broadens the literature on auditory marketing and sensory 

marketing in consumer behavior by illustrating auditory stimuli that induce the perception of 

cuteness (André et al. 2016; Chattopadhyay et al. 2003; Ludden and Schifferstein 2007; Jung et 

al. 2017). Previous studies on auditory marketing have shown the significant effects of auditory 

stimuli on consumers’ emotions and behavior (Lowe et al. 2018; Kellaris 2008). Although 

consumers are consistently exposed to sounds, consumer behavior studies involve auditory 

stimuli have been scarce, and the majority of consumer behavior research still involves visual 

stimuli (Grewal et al. 2019; Smith et al. 2020; Wu et al. 2017). To fill the void, the current study 

defines and proposes auditory stimuli that create the perception of cuteness that has evolutionary 

importance. As far as I know, this is the first study that examines the link between vocal 

elements, tempo and pitch, and cuteness.  

Practical Implications 

Research findings from this study indicate that voices with a higher pitch and faster tempo 

induce the perception of cuteness. Understanding auditory cuteness stimuli can assist businesses 

to attempt to use the stimuli to induce effects of cuteness in various contexts (Glocker et al. 

2009; Nenkov and Scott 2014).  

First, the current study has important managerial implications for marketers and 

advertisers. Advertisers can easily utilize the findings on the antecedents of cute voice to 

manipulate voice to sound cute in their advertisements (North et al. 2004). Findings in the 

current study suggest that an advertiser can simply manipulate any voice to sound cuter by 

increasing pitch and/or tempo. For example, advertisers interested in launching an advertisement 

campaign similar to Erste’s cute Christmas advertisement can increase the pitch and/or tempo of 

advertisement characters’ voices to make them sound cuter (Erste Group 2018). 
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In addition, the findings on the antecedents of cute voice will assist new product 

developers. Product developers for AI assistants and robots can manipulate their voices to be 

cuter or less cute depending on their functions by simply increasing (vs. decreasing) pitch and/or 

tempo (Niculescu et al. 2013; McGinn and Torre 2019). For example, a robotic product 

developer for cute entertainment robots such as Cozmo can increase the pitch and the tempo of a 

robot’s voice to match its functions and voices (Pierce 2016). On the other hand, a robotic 

product developer for military robots such as Atlas can decrease the pitch and/or the tempo of a 

robot’s voice to reinforce the threatening perception of the military robot (Wall 2013). 

The current research can also assist salespeople in consumer engagement and sales 

performance (Ogilvie et al. 2018; Peterson et al. 1995). Findings from this research would 

suggest that if salespeople want to be perceived as cute, they can easily speak faster and use 

higher-pitched voices when communicating with consumers. For example, drawing on the 

findings from the second essay, salespeople selling low involvement services such as prepaid 

phone plans can manipulate their voices to have a higher pitch and a faster tempo than usual to 

increase consumer engagement. On the other hand, salespeople selling high involvement services 

such as real estate or car insurance can manipulate their voices to have a lower pitch and a slower 

tempo than usual to increase consumer engagement.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions  

While the current study introduces and defines cute voice and its antecedents, there are 

many potential future extensions of the present work. First of all, future studies can explore the 

consequences of exposure to cute voice. Also, future studies can be conducted in a real-world 

setting with non-hypothetical scenarios. The current study only tested the hypotheses in a 
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controlled experimental setting. However, a field study would uncover whether the findings are 

adjustable and generalizable in a real-world setting. 

Previous literature on cuteness involving visual cuteness stimuli has shown two 

dimensions of cuteness, which are baby schema cuteness and whimsical cuteness (Lee et al. 

2018; Scott and Nenkov 2016). While exposure to baby schema cuteness elicits prosocial and 

caretaking responses (Glocker et al. 2009; Shin and Mattila 2021), exposure to whimsical 

cuteness induces indulging behavior (Nenkov and Scott 2014). However, the current study did 

not take the different dimensions of cuteness into account. Thus, future studies can explore 

whether auditory cuteness also has different dimensions similar to the distinct dimensions that 

previous studies using visual cuteness stimuli have shown (Ahmed Rizvi et al. 2018; Schnurr 

2019).   

One might expect that auditory cuteness stimuli also induce similar effects of cuteness 

triggered by visual cuteness stimuli (Parsons et al. 2014; Kringelbach et al., 2016). A recent 

study has found both visual cuteness stimuli and auditory cuteness stimuli increase prosocial 

behavior (Shin and Mattila 2021). Thus, it would be interesting to test whether exposure to 

auditory cuteness stimuli also increases careful behavior (Glocker et al. 2009), indulging 

behavior (Nenkov and Scott 2014), and narrows attentional focus (Nittono et al. 2012). 

Furthermore, future studies can explore multisensory marketing effects by testing the interaction 

effects of visual cuteness stimuli and auditory cuteness stimuli (Joy and Sherry 2003; Spence et 

al. 2014; Yoganathan et al.2019). It would be meaningful to test whether the effects of cuteness 

are strengthened or weakened when multiple cuteness stimuli are used simultaneously. 

In the first essay, I found the positive effect of visual cuteness stimuli on risk-seeking 

behavior. Similarly, future studies can explore the relationship between auditory cuteness stimuli 
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and risk preference, and test whether auditory cuteness stimuli also increase risk-seeking 

behavior. Previous risk preference literature has rich findings on various risk-seeking 

antecedents, including individuals’ personalities and traits (Gambetti and Giusberti 2012; 

Nicholson et al. 2005; Mitchell 1999; Kim 2010). For example, studies have shown that 

promotion-focused or positive individuals are more likely to take risk (Grable and Roszkowski 

2008; Loewenstein and Lerner 2003; Zou et al. 2014). While a majority of studies on risk 

preference have focused on individuals’ inherited characteristics as antecedents of risk-seeking 

behavior (Bruyneel et al. 2009; Donohew et al. 2000), future studies can look at auditory 

cuteness stimuli as an antecedent of risk-seeking behavior.  
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