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Abstract 

With the current digital age and the rise of social media, consumers are privy to a 

wide variety of content from brands and media figures (e.g., celebrities, content creators, 

athletes, influencers). I focus on investigating the effects of observing positive 

interactions between brands or human brands on consumer perceptions. In the first 

essay, across six studies, I showcase that praising one’s competitor—via “brand-to-brand 

praise”—often heightens preference for the praiser more so than other common forms of 

communication, such as self-promotion or benevolent information. This is because 

brand-to-brand praise increases perceptions of brand warmth, which leads to enhanced 

brand evaluations and choice. In my second essay, across seven studies, I demonstrate 

how consumers enjoy viewing positive interactions between media figures and that 

viewing these interactions increase interest in and attitudes towards the focal media 

figure. This effect is driven by the humanization of the media figure, such that these 

positive interactions allow the media figure to seem more human to the consumer. 

Together, these essays showcase how the public display of positive exchanges can help 

brands by enhancing consumer perceptions. 
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1. Introduction  

People are constantly seeing messages from marketers—many of which are 

aimed directly at them as a consumer. However, in the current digital age, consumers 

can now frequently observe interactions between brands (e.g., Xbox’s Twitter 

congratulating Nintendo on their Nintendo Switch launch, various celebrities 

commenting on each other’s Instagram posts), in which the messaging is not directly 

targeted at consumers. In my dissertation, I suggest that observing positive interactions 

between brands can affect consumers perceptions and lead to unexpected benefits for 

brands. 

In essay 1, I examine the effect of observing competitor brands praise one 

another (“Befriending the Enemy: The Effects of Observing Brand-to-Brand Praise on 

Consumer Evaluations and Choices”).  In a world in which consumers have grown 

increasingly skeptical of brands, managers are in a dire search for novel ways to connect. 

Using lab, online, and field studies, I find that praising one’s competitor—via “brand-to-

brand praise”—often heightens preference for the praiser more so than other common 

forms of communication, such as self-promotion or benevolent information. This is 

because brand-to-brand praise increases perceptions of brand warmth, which leads to 

enhanced brand evaluations and choice. In addition, I find that this effect is mitigated if 

the praise is not directed at a competitor, when the praiser brand is already high in 

warmth (e.g., non-profits), or when consumers are already trusting of brands. 
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In essay 2, I explore how consumers respond to positive interactions between 

human brands in the form of media figures (e.g., celebrities, athletes, influencers, etc.; 

“Chit Chat on the Apps: The Effects of Observing Media Figure Interactions on 

Consumer Interest”). For example, Jennifer Aniston made a series of posts on Instagram 

celebrating Friends co-star Courteney Cox’s birthday, which generated a great amount of 

media attention. With the current digital age and the rise of fan culture, consumers are 

privy to a wide variety of content from media figures. I focus on investigating the effects 

of observing positive interactions between media figures on consumer perceptions. 

Using qualitative data, secondary field data, and experimental studies, I demonstrate 

that consumers enjoy viewing positive interactions between media figures and that 

viewing these interactions increase interest in and attitudes towards the focal media 

figure. This effect is driven by the humanization of the media figure, such that these 

positive interactions allow the media figure to seem more human to the consumer, 

which then leads to other positive downstream consequences for the media figure.
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2. Befriending the Enemy: The Effects of Observing 

Brand-to-Brand Praise on Consumer Evaluations and 

Choices 

In 2017, the popular video gaming brand, Xbox, openly congratulated its 

competitor, Nintendo, on the launch of its new “Switch” gaming system (Pereira 2017). 

A few months later, The New York Times encouraged readers to read other news sources 

such as The Wall Street Journal (Dumenco 2018). And, in responding to a playful 

challenge from Kit Kat, Oreo disarmed the brand by communicating how truly 

irresistible Kit Kat is (Weissman 2013). Conventional wisdom fervently suggests, “Even 

mentioning your competition is a bad idea” (Patel 2015), so why have these brands not 

only mentioned their competitors but praised them?  

In a world where brands are trying hard to connect with consumers, many of 

whom have grown increasingly skeptical of marketers’ intentions (Edelman Trust 

Barometer 2021), it may be that praising the competition provides unexpected benefits. 

Our research explores the consequences of brand-to-brand praise—when a brand 

communicates positively and publicly about another brand. We argue that consumers 

who observe a brand praising a competitor will believe that the brand has positive 

intentions towards others, also known as brand warmth, which heightens consumer 

evaluations and interest in the brand giving the praise. 

As an introductory illustration of this idea, we scraped data from the Twitter 

pages of Nintendo and its fiercest competitors, Xbox and PlayStation, near the time of 
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the Nintendo Switch launch in 2017. We found a greater number of likes and retweets 

(in fact, over ten times as many), as well as more positive sentiment among consumers’ 

comments when Xbox and PlayStation praised Nintendo for the launch compared to all 

other types of messages (appendix A). Such preliminary field data motivates our 

exploration into whether, when, and why brand-to-brand praise affects consumer 

reactions to brands.  

Across seven studies, we examine the effects of brand-to-brand praise on 

consumer attitudes and behavior versus more common forms of brand messaging (e.g., 

self-promotion or providing helpful information to consumers) and identify important 

boundaries. In doing so, this research offers several contributions.  

First, we contribute to the brand perception literature by demonstrating how 

consumers’ perceptions of brands are affected by a brand’s interactions with other 

brands. Prior work has focused on how brand-to-consumer interactions affect consumer 

perceptions (e.g., MacInnis and Folkes 2017) but has not yet explored how observing 

brand-to-brand interactions do so. Furthermore, we contribute to research on the 

fundamental dimensions by which people judge other people and brands—warmth and 

competence (e.g., Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 2012). We identify brand-to-brand praise 

as a novel antecedent that often leads consumers to perceive brands that praise their 

competitors as warmer. We show that praising a competitor is viewed as a costly action 

that does not obviously benefit the praiser, thus making it a credible signal. In doing so, 
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we demonstrate the role of costliness in signaling warmth that effectively combats 

consumer skepticism, a major barrier to warmth identified in prior research (Cuddy, 

Glick, and Beninger 2011). We also introduce two moderators—organization type and 

individual differences in skepticism—to identify when costly displays of warmth are 

most important.  

Second, we further contribute to the literature on warmth and competence by 

introducing a context in which brand-to-brand praise increases warmth without 

damaging perceptions of competence. Prior work suggests that warmth and competence 

are often negatively correlated, particularly in contexts in which people are considering 

two or more entities (Judd et al. 2005). Leveraging consumers’ lay theories about the 

characteristics of brands that would be willing to praise their competitors, brand-to-

brand praise provides an opportunity for brands to communicate warmth while 

maintaining perceptions of competence.  

Third, while prior work has examined brand communication in which the 

competitive brand is ultimately shown to be inferior, such as in comparative advertising 

and two-sided messaging campaigns (e.g., Barry 1993; Crowley and Hoyer 1994; Levine 

1976), our research identifies how directing attention away from one’s own brand and 

towards the competition in a purely positive light affects brand evaluations and choice.  

Finally, we add to the current literature on praise by identifying brand-to-brand 

communication as a viable and distinct form of praise, noting that observers respond 
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more favorably to praise in a brand-to-brand context than is typically observed in 

traditional person-to-person contexts. In doing so, we also highlight the understudied 

effects of praise in competitive relationships. In what follows, we review literature on 

brand relationships, praise, and brand warmth and present seven studies that test our 

hypotheses. 

2.1 Building Consumer-Brand Relationships 

A great deal of research has investigated how brands establish and build 

relationships with consumers, identifying influential factors such as the personalities, 

motives, and communication styles of both consumers and brands (see MacInnis, Park, 

and Priester 2009 for a review). Surprisingly, researchers interested in brand 

relationships have not yet explored how brands’ public communication with other 

brands affects their relationships with consumers. Of course, researchers have explored 

how strategic partnerships, such as brand collaborations and alliances, affect brand 

outcomes (e.g., Koschate-Fischer, Hoyer, and Wolframm 2019; Rindfleisch and 

Moorman 2003). However, these brand interactions occur largely behind the scenes and 

reflect formal business arrangements as opposed to informal, public communication that 

makes consumers privy to how a brand treats its competitors. We suggest that 

consumers will infer important information about a brand based on the way it 

communicates with other brands. Specifically, we posit that consumers who observe a 

brand praising its competition will perceive the praiser brand as having positive 
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intentions toward others, known as brand warmth. Subsequently, consumers will 

develop more positive evaluations of and interest in the praiser brand. 

2.2 Brand-to-Brand Praise and Warmth Perceptions 

Prior research has established that people judge others—individuals, groups, 

cultures, countries—using two fundamental dimensions, often referred to as warmth 

and competence (Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 2007; Judd et al. 2005).1 Warmth is the degree 

to which one has positive intentions toward others and includes perceptions of 

thoughtfulness, kindness, honesty, and trustworthiness (Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 

2012; Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 2007). Evolutionarily speaking, it allowed our ancestors to 

quickly distinguish friend from foe and prepare to fight or flee. Warmth judgments are 

therefore formed more quickly and generally have the greatest impact on attitudes 

toward individuals (Wojciszke, Bazinska, and Jaworski 1998). Conversely, competence 

reflects the degree to which one is able to enact one’s intentions.  

Given that people relate to brands similarly to how they relate to people in many 

ways (Fournier 2009), warmth and competence are important traits for firms to consider 

(Kervyn, Bergsieker, and Fiske 2012). Surprisingly, scant literature has explored the 

drivers of warmth and competence for brands (Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 2012). That 

 

1 Other labels for warmth include communality, morality, social good-bad; other labels for competence 

include agency, instrumentality, intellectual good-bad. For a discussion of the different labels used to reflect 

warmth and competence, see Cuddy, Glick, and Beninger 2011. 
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which does exist identifies factors such as a firm’s profit focus (Aaker, Vohs, and 

Mogilner 2010), social responsibility (Bolton and Mattila 2015), racial dynamics (Bennett, 

Hill, and Oleksiuk 2013) and expression/communication style (Wang et al. 2017; Wu, 

Chen, and Dou 2017) as affecting consumers’ perceptions of warmth and competence. 

Significantly more work has explored the consequences of warmth and competence. As 

examples, research finds that warmth and competence perceptions affect consumer 

emotions (Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 2012), product evaluations and interest 

(Bratanova, Kervyn, and Klein 2015; Chen, Mathur, and Maheswaran 2014; Kervyn et al. 

2014; Kirmani et al. 2017; Lemmink and Mattsson 1998; Scott, Mende, and Bolton 2013), 

and word-of-mouth (Bernritter, Verlegh and Smit 2016; Peter and Ponzi 2018). 

Importantly, while the precise contribution of warmth versus competence to different 

downstream consequences varies (e.g., Kolbl, Arslanagic-Kalajdzic, and 

Diamantopoulos 2019), brands generally aspire to be strong on both dimensions and 

occupy the coveted “golden quadrant” (Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 2012).  

In this research, we suggest that brand-to-brand praise affects consumers’ 

reactions primarily through perceptions of warmth. Prior research has theorized that 

warmth is established through signals of cooperation (vs. competition) and actions that 

appear to serve others as opposed to the self—i.e., actions that are “other-profitable” 

(Cislak and Wojciszke 2008; Peeters 2001). We suggest that offering praise to a 

competitor provides a strong illustration of such cooperative, “other-profitable” activity. 
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Consumers will therefore perceive a brand that praises competitive brands as warmer 

(vs. a brand that engages in other types of common brand messaging). This then leads to 

positive downstream consequences, such as increased purchases.  

2.3 Costliness as an Antidote to Skepticism 

In hypothesizing the positive effect of brand-to-brand praise on warmth, it is 

important to note that high warmth is more difficult to establish and maintain than high 

competence, as people are often skeptical of others’ motives. That is, warm behavior is 

often discounted, considered to be driven by ulterior motives and easier to fake than 

competence (Cuddy, Glick, and Beninger 2011; Reeder et al. 2002). Such skepticism has 

also been identified as an issue in research on praise more specifically. For example, in 

many brand-to-consumer exchanges, such as salesclerk-to-consumer interactions, praise 

generates suspicion from the consumer; consumers often suspect ulterior motives 

behind a salesclerk’s compliment and perceive the salesclerk to be insincere when the 

praise occurs before a purchase (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main, Dahl, and Darke 

2007). Further, observers who witness praise happening among others tend to be more 

skeptical of the praiser and do not react as positively as recipients of the praise (Chan 

and Sengupta 2013; Gordon 1996; Vonk 2002). This then leads to the question: When and 

why might brand-to-brand praise surmount the skepticism associated with praise and 

other displays of warmth? 
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 We suggest that brand-to-brand praise operates uniquely from the 

aforementioned person-to-person and brand-to-consumer displays of warmth, 

particularly when the praise is directed toward competitors, due to its costliness. 

Consumers assume that complimenting a competitor is a costly action that does not 

directly benefit the complimenting brand. Research across disciplines suggests that the 

costliness of an act is the key component of whether the act is perceived as a meaningful 

signal of an underlying trait rather than an uninformative act motivated by devious or 

ulterior motives, also known as “cheap talk” (e.g., Spence 1973; Zahavi and Zahavi 

1999). A common example from the natural world is the male peacock’s tail. The 

costliness of this large and colorful tail, such as how it can handicap the bird’s ability to 

escape from predators, is what makes it a credible signal of fitness to potential mates. 

Only those who truly possess the focal underlying trait would or could incur such costs. 

Linking this principle to the present context, only brands who are truly warm would 

incur the real or potential costs of praising the competition. Consumers should therefore 

not be as suspicious of brands that praise competitors as compared to brands that 

engage in less costly messaging. This costliness is why brand-to-brand praise, when 

directed towards competitors, is a strong signal of warmth, differentiating it from other 

common types of praise (e.g., salesclerk-to-consumer), surmounting consumer 

skepticism, and driving its influence on consumer attitudes and reactions. 
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2.4 Effect on Competence Perceptions 

While the focus thus far has been on perceptions of warmth, one might wonder 

whether brands sacrifice competence when enhancing perceptions of warmth via brand-

to-brand praise. This is a reasonable concern, as prior research suggests that in 

comparative contexts, for people and brands alike, when warmth [competence] is 

relatively high for a given entity, perceptions of that entity’s competence [warmth] 

suffer (e.g., Aaker, Vohs and Mogilner 2010; Gershon and Cryder 2018; Kirmani et al. 

2017; Peter and Ponzi 2018). We suggest that praising a competitor offers brands unique 

advantages that allow them to maintain perceptions of competence in the face of 

increasing warmth. In particular, we suggest that consumers hold a lay intuition that a 

brand that is willing to praise its competitors must be fairly confident in its own abilities, 

which then allows consumers to maintain, if not increase, positive perceptions of its 

competence. This is reminiscent of the lay belief—confirmed by academic research—that 

people who are secure in their identity are the most willing to enact kindness and 

compliment others (e.g., Bradberry 2015; Fein and Spencer 1997; Luerssen, Jhita, and 

Ayduk 2017; White 2014). Still, while competence may play a role in driving the effects 

of brand-to-brand praise, we do not expect it to be the primary driver of increased 

interest in the praiser brand, as perceptions of competence should be most strongly 

driven by cues of status versus the cues of cooperation that are focal in brand-to-brand 

praise (Fiske 2018). 
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2.5 Summary of the Current Research 

In sum, we argue that brand-to-brand praise often promotes positive brand 

evaluations and choice of the praiser. Specifically, we predict that consumers will 

evaluate a brand more favorably and show more interest in the brand when observing 

brand-to-brand praise compared to observing traditional self-focused messages or even 

other benevolent messages (H1). We theorize that this is because such praise increases 

perceptions of the praiser brand’s warmth (H2). 

2.5.1 Moderators/Boundary Conditions 

2.5.1.1 Costliness 

We expect that this effect exists when the praise is costly (H3), such as when the 

brand is praising a competitor, so as to provide a meaningful signal of warmth to the 

consumer. We reason that the costly signal of warmth indicates to the consumer that the 

brand truly has positive intentions toward others, even when it is not in the best interest 

of the brand. As prior work suggests, such warmth leads consumers to be more 

interested in identifying with, using, and sharing the brand (Bernritter, Verlegh and 

Smit 2016; Kolbl, Arslanagic-Kalajdzic, and Diamantopoulos 2019).  

2.5.1.2 For-profit vs. Non-profit organizations 

As additional evidence for the role of warmth, we expect the effect of brand-to-

brand praise to be stronger for brands that are typically associated with lower levels of 

warmth than those already endowed with high levels of warmth; brands with high 
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levels of warmth, such as non-profits, have little to gain from increasing warmth even 

further (and thus less to gain from brand-to-brand praise). This suggests that for-profit 

brands (which are lower in warmth than non-profit brands; Aaker, Vohs and Mogilner 

2010) will benefit more from brand-to-brand praise (H4). 

2.5.1.3 Chronic Consumer Skepticism 

Finally, we posit that brand-to-brand praise allows brands to manage consumer 

skepticism often associated with displays of warmth. We introduce an important 

moderator to illustrate this point—individual differences in consumers’ skepticism 

toward brand messaging. We predict that the effect of brand-to-brand communication 

will be strongest among individuals who are highly skeptical of brands. This is because 

the costliness associated with praising a competitor minimizes the extent to which 

persuasion knowledge concerns are activated among this group of consumers as 

compared to more traditional brand communication (H5). We summarize these 

predictions in the conceptual model in figure 1 and discuss the boundary predictions 

further in the study introductions relevant to each. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model 

2.6 Overview of Studies 

In what follows, we first demonstrate the positive effects of brand-to-brand 

praise (versus more traditional messages) across three field and lab studies involving 

real, consequential behaviors (studies 1a, 1b, 2; H1). Next, we show that this effect is 

specific to praise that is aimed towards a brand’s competitor and thus deemed costly 

(study 3; H3). We then explore warmth as the key mechanism, demonstrating that it 

mediates the effect of brand-to-brand praise (study 4; H2) and that the effect is strongest 

for for-profit brands that have more need to enhance perceptions of warmth (study 5; 

H4). Finally, we demonstrate that brand-to-brand praise has the largest effect on 

individuals with high levels of skepticism towards traditional brand communication 

(study 6; H5). Throughout these studies, we also test for alternative explanations, 
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including that praise confers benefits due to novelty or authenticity, or that the effect is 

driven by negative reactions to self-promotion (i.e., bragging) rather than positive 

reactions to praise. Finally, we also examine the role of competence in several studies 

(studies 4, 5, and 6). Evidence suggests that, while perceptions of brand warmth are the 

primary mechanism underlying this effect, brand-to-brand praise does not harm and can 

even boost perceptions of competence, which can influence desired outcomes.  

Together, these studies provide insight into when and why brand-to-brand praise is 

beneficial for brands. Of note, however, we demonstrate (studies 3, 5, 6) and offer a 

discussion of (in the General Discussion) when and among whom brand-to-brand praise 

might not be as beneficial or might even be less beneficial. 

2.7 Study 1a: Facebook Advertisement Click-through Rate 

Studies 1a and 1b provide initial causal evidence for our hypothesis by testing 

the effects of various types of brand messaging on advertisement click-through rate and 

brand choice in a field and lab study, respectively. We compare the effects of brand-to-

brand praise to a traditional self-promotion message from the brand. Additionally, in 

study 1a, we utilize another type of control message in the form of an endorsement from 

another organization in the industry to show that praising a competitor enhances 

evaluations more than receiving an endorsement from others. Further, the endorsement 

condition serves as a separate point of comparison, ensuring that the hypothesized 

difference between the brand-to-brand praise condition and the self-promotion 
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condition can be interpreted as a boost from brand-to-brand praise and not merely a 

negative reaction to self-promotion.  

2.7.1 Method 

This pre-registered study utilized a three-cell between-subjects design: Facebook 

users saw an advertisement on Facebook featuring either self-promotion, an external 

endorsement, or brand-to-brand praise.2 

We created a fictitious car wash brand called Precision Car Wash and launched 

three advertisements for the brand on Facebook. The self-promotion message stated, 

“Precision Car Wash is proud to receive the Industry Best 2020 Award.” The external 

endorsement consisted of a message from a fictitious organization, The Industry Best 

2020 Award Committee, announcing Precision Car Wash as the year’s award recipient. 

Finally, the brand-to-brand praise ad consisted of a message from Precision Car Wash 

congratulating another fictitious car wash business, LikeNew Car Wash, on winning the 

Industry Best 2020 Award (see appendix B for study stimuli). Facebook users who saw 

the ad could click on the message to be taken to the Facebook page of Precision Car 

Wash for more information. We measured the number of impressions and clicks, which 

allowed us to compare click-through rates (clicks as a percent of impressions; CTR), for 

 

2 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=sm5a4y 
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each ad. We ran the ads over the course of five days and used Facebook’s recommended 

advertising algorithm to reach 80% power in testing the ads for a final sample of 13719 

impressions.  

We also conducted two separate, supplemental tests of this stimuli. First, we 

conducted a manipulation check for the ads, assigning participants to one of the three ad 

conditions and asking them to indicate the extent to which the brand was praising its 

competition (1 = definitely NOT praising the competition, 7 = definitely praising the 

competition; N = 105). Second, given variations in the text used to communicate the focal 

messages (e.g., number of words, fonts), we conducted a post-test to assess the “graphic 

design” (three items: quality, clarity, graphic appeal) of the assigned ad (1 = not done 

very well, 7 = done very well; α = .87; N = 105). These items allowed us to be sure that 

our focal praise condition was not (unintentionally) more aesthetically appealing and 

more likely to be clicked for that reason. 

2.7.2 Results 

2.7.2.1 Manipulation Check and Aesthetic Appeal 

The separate manipulation check showed a significant difference across 

conditions (F(2, 101) = 21.47, p < .001, ηp² = .30). Those who viewed the brand-to-brand 

praise message perceived it to praise the competition (M = 4.82) more than the self-

promotion (M = 1.96; p < .001) and external endorsement ads (M = 2.43; p < .001). The 

self-promotion and external endorsement conditions did not differ (p = .30). This 
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manipulation check was conducted for and confirmed the manipulations in each of the 

remaining studies, though not discussed for brevity (appendix C). 

Additionally, the separate test designed to assess the aesthetic appeal of the 

different messages indicated that the focal praise ad was not advantaged aesthetically. 

We find a significant difference across conditions (F(2, 102) = 5.50, p = .005, ηp² = .10) 

such that those who viewed the brand-to-brand praise ad perceived it to be lower in 

aesthetic appeal (M = 3.83) than the self-promotion ad (M = 5.03; p = .001) and not 

statistically different from the external endorsement ad (M = 4.42; p = .11). The self-

promotion and external endorsement conditions did not significantly differ (p = .10). 

However, because the praise ad was rated to be lower in aesthetic appeal, any positive 

benefits of the praise ad should not be a result of viewers liking the appearance of the 

praise ad more. 

2.7.2.2 Click-through Rates 

A chi-squared analysis revealed that the CTR differed across conditions 

(X2 (2, N = 13719) = 91.59, p < .001). The percentage of those who clicked on the ad was 

greater for the brand-to-brand praise condition (5.4% of 4392 impressions) compared to 

the self-promotion (3.3% of 4075 impressions; X2 (1, N = 8467) = 21.42, p < .001) and 

external endorsement (1.8% of 5252 impressions; X2 (1, N = 9644) = 90.45, p < .001) 

conditions.  
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2.8 Study 1b: Lab Brand Choice 

2.8.1 Method 

One hundred fifty-four members of the local community (general public, 

students, staff) were recruited through a business school’s behavioral lab. Participants 

were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: self-promotion or praise.  

First, participants learned that they would give their opinions about snack 

brands that the business school is considering for their café and vending machines. Next, 

they were informed that they would be able to choose a sample snack to take home after 

the study. 

Participants then saw two advertisements from real, local popcorn shops in the 

Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina area. The first ad was from the recipient brand, 

Carolina Popcorn Shoppe, and stated, “Come check out our FIVE newest flavors! In-

store or online.” Everyone saw this ad. The second ad was from the focal brand of the 

study, The Mad Popper, and differed by condition. The praise condition ad read, “We 

love good popcorn. Big shout-out to Carolina Popcorn Shoppe on their FIVE new 

flavors!” The self-promotion ad read, “We love good popcorn. Come explore our FIVE 

brand new flavors! In-store or online” (appendix D). 

Next, participants were reminded that both brands were being considered for 

use at the business school. They were then asked to choose Carolina Popcorn Shoppe or 

The Mad Popper as the brand they would prefer to sample, which they received at the 



 

20 

conclusion of the study.3 Finally, participants responded to a stimuli believability 

measure, assessing their willingness to suspend disbelief and assume the experimental 

stimuli were real (“How believable was this advertisement by The Mad Popper?” 1 = not 

at all, 7 = very). We asked this believability question consistently across experiments 

(except study 1a, where we could not) because of the low prominence of brand-to-brand 

praise currently in the market. Although brand-to-brand praise is not yet commonly 

practiced in the real world, and thus may not yet be highly believable (i.e., seem real) for 

some consumers, we are examining what could happen if consumers witnessed brand-

to-brand praise, meaning controlling for variation in whether the stimuli were believed 

to be real.4 We use believability as a covariate across each subsequent experiment to 

enhance experimental power (Meyvis and van Osselaer 2017). Details on this measure 

can be found in appendix E, which includes a summary of key results with and without 

the covariate.5  

 

3 In this study, we also took measures of relational-independence self-construal and brand trust as proxies 

for brand warmth. The items sequentially mediated the effect of praise on choice. Details can be found in 

appendix D. 
4 As part of a separate study (study 6), we find that this measure of believability indeed measures the degree 

to which the messages seem real. The data does not suggest that this covariate measure represents 

skepticism that the praise is genuine. See appendix E for more details. 
5 As a summary, of the studies in this paper that utilize the believability covariate, five  of the six studies—

studies 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6—do not require believability to produce a significant (p < .05, studies 2, 4, 5 and 6) or 

marginally significant (p < .10, study 3) positive effect of brand-to-brand praise. 
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2.8.2 Results 

We conducted a binary logistic regression with condition (1 = praise, 0 = self-

promotion) as the key predictor and believability as a continuous covariate on brand 

choice (1 = The Mad Popper, 0 = Carolina Popcorn Shoppe). Conceptually replicating the 

results of study 1a, those in the praise condition were significantly more likely to choose 

the focal brand, The Mad Popper, compared to those in the self-promotion condition (β = 

.91, SE = .43, Wald-χ2(1, N = 154) = 4.47, p = .03). In percentages, 27.63% chose the focal 

brand in the self-promotion condition and 34.62% did so in the praise condition.6 We 

also find that believability does not act as a moderator (β = -.02, SE = .25, Wald-χ2(1, N = 

154) = -.08, p = .93), thus we use it as a covariate in our remaining studies (see appendix E 

for moderation by believability results for the remaining studies). 

2.8.3 Discussion 

Studies 1a and 1b provide initial experimental evidence that brand-to-brand 

praise can have positive consequences for the praiser on real behavior, including 

advertisement CTR and brand choice. The comparison of brand-to-brand praise to an 

external endorsement in study 1a suggests that the key effect is not because consumers 

 

6 The focal brand (The Mad Popper) captured lower consumer preference than the competitor (Carolina 

Popcorn Shoppe) across both conditions in this study. This may be due to Carolina Popcorn Shoppe being 

shown first across conditions, or because Carolina Popcorn Shoppe had a name that resonated more with 

the local community. Importantly, however, the focal brand still captured greater preference in the praise 

condition than the self-promotion condition. This might lead one to question whether underdogs are more 

likely to benefit from offering competitive praise. We find that market leadership status does not affect 

reactions to brand praise differentially (see the supplemental study in appendix Q). 
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dislike the other control condition—the self-promotion message—but is instead driven 

by a boost from observing brand-to-brand praise. Furthermore, by presenting 

participants with a forced choice between two brands in study 1b, this data begins to 

suggest that praise benefits the praiser more than the praised. We further explore this in 

study 2. 

2.9 Study 2: How are Real Purchases Affected for the Praising 

and Praised Brands? 

In study 2, we build on the findings of studies 1a and 1b in assessing consumers’ 

real, behavioral reactions to brand-to-brand praise, but we do so with some important 

changes. First, we assess a longer-term reaction to brand-to-brand praise by 

investigating purchase behavior for popular, national brands (Kit Kat and Twix) eleven 

days after people were exposed to the brand messaging. Second, unlike study 1b (but 

similar to study 1a), we only expose participants to the competitor brand in the brand-

to-brand praise condition. This allows us to further assess the potential costs of making 

competitive brands more top-of-mind (via praise) than they might otherwise be. This 

study also allows us to assess behavioral reactions to both the focal and competitive 

brands by gauging consumers’ purchase behavior toward both, as opposed to forcing a 

choice between them (study 1b) or tracking reactions to only the focal brand (study 1a). 

Finally, this design offers an opportunity to see the proposed effect of praise on 

behaviors of greater financial consequence for the consumer and the brand—purchases. 



 

23 

2.9.1 Method 

This pre-registered study had a two-cell between-subjects design (control, praise) 

and was conducted in two stages on Prolific.7  

2.9.1.1 First-stage Procedure 

 In the first stage of this study, participants recruited from Prolific (N = 

1,502; 49.6% female) viewed an image of Kit Kat’s Twitter page. In the control condition, 

participants read a tweet that said, “Start your day off with a tasty treat!” In the praise 

condition, participants read a tweet that said, “@twix, Competitor or not, congrats on 

your 54 years in business! Even we can admit – Twix are delicious.” (appendix F). 

Unlike study 1b (but similar to study 1a), participants did not see a separate 

introduction to the non-focal brand, Twix. Thus, Twix would presumably not be as top-

of-mind unless they read the praise tweet. Afterwards, we measured participants’ 

attitudes towards both Kit Kat and Twix using the attitude measure from Nan and Heo 

(2007) (negative/positive, dislikeable/likeable, unfavorable/favorable on a seven-point 

scale; α = .95; see appendix F for details on this measure).  

2.9.1.2 Second-stage Procedure 

From the initial sample of 1,502 participants, we excluded those who indicated 

that they have not bought chocolate candy for themselves within the past six months, 

 

7 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=29fd2k 
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those with dietary restrictions that prevent them from buying chocolate candy, and 

those who indicated they were not interested in completing a follow-up survey, leaving 

us with a sample of 1,298 potential participants for the second stage. Approximately 

eleven days after participants completed the first stage, we sent a follow-up survey to 

the 1,298 participants. Of these participants, 772 participants completed the second-stage 

survey. Attrition rates were similar across conditions (control = 40.64%, praise = 40.40%, 

X2 (1, N = 1,298) = .008, p = .93). 

In the second-stage survey, participants indicated whether they had purchased 

any Kit Kats (yes/no) or Twix (yes/no) since the time they took the first portion of the 

survey. Finally, we asked participants in an open-ended question what they could recall 

about the tweet they saw in the first stage of the study, bringing the tweet to their 

attention so that we could measure the believability of the tweet using an adapted 

version of the measure in the prior study. 

2.9.2 Results 

We conducted a binary logistic regression with condition (1 = praise, 0 = control) 

as the key predictor and believability as a continuous covariate on purchase behavior (1 

= purchased Kit Kat, 0 = did not purchase Kit Kat). Those in the praise condition were 

significantly more likely to purchase Kit Kat compared to those in the control condition 

(β = .34, SE = .16, Wald-χ2(1, N = 772) = 4.17, p = .04). In raw percentages, 23.77% in the 

control condition purchased Kit Kat versus 31.95% in the praise condition. We 
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conducted the same analysis for purchase behavior for Twix and find that there was no 

difference between the praise and control conditions (β = -.25, SE = .19, Wald-χ2(1, N = 

772) = 1.68, p = .20). 

2.9.3 Discussion 

Study 2 extends our prior findings, demonstrating the effect of brand-to-brand 

praise on actual purchase behavior over a longer time horizon and relative to 

competitors’ purchase outcomes. In doing so, we also show that even if the competitor 

brand becomes more salient than it would have normally been as a result of brand-to-

brand praise, such praise still primarily provides positive benefits to the focal brand.  

Of note, in a supplemental study, we replicate the current findings using a 

paradigm with Subway and Jimmy John’s (appendix G). We find that when Subway 

brings Jimmy John’s into the consideration set through brand-to-brand praise, Subway 

gains a boost in brand attitude compared to the self-promotion condition; Jimmy John’s, 

however, does not gain a boost from receiving the praise.  

In the remaining studies, we identify when the beneficial effects of praise are 

mitigated and the underlying mechanism of the effect. In doing so, we offer additional 

understanding of the psychological processes driving consumer responses to praise as 

well as practical insights for choosing the appropriate recipients of and circumstances 

for praise. 
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2.10 Study 3: The Effects of Brand-to-brand Praise toward 
Competitors versus Non-Competitors 

In study 3, we expand on the findings of the prior studies by examining the 

effects of brand-to-brand praise toward both a direct competitor and a non-competitor. 

We expect that when a brand compliments a relevant direct competitor, which we define 

as a brand that competes in the same category as the focal brand, consumers view that 

compliment as relatively costly or risky because a brand has more to lose when bringing 

positive attention to such competition. It is such costliness that credibly signals that the 

brand must truly have warm intentions. We do not expect our effects to hold when a 

brand compliments an irrelevant non-competitor, which we define as a brand that does 

not compete in the same category as the focal brand. In this scenario, the brand incurs 

lower cost by bringing attention to the irrelevant non-competitor because there are less 

obvious repercussions, and thus the compliment is a less credible signal of a brand’s 

warmth. This study also aims to demonstrate that the effects of brand-to-brand praise 

are not driven solely by the perceived novelty of the message or by negative reactions to 

self-promotional messages. 

2.10.1 Method 

Three hundred ninety-nine participants (50.4% female) recruited from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk) took part in this four-cell between-subjects design (helpful 

control, self-promotion, costly praise, non-costly praise).  
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We created two eyeglasses brands for this study, Franklin’s Frames and Lazlo’s 

Lenses. Participants viewed an ostensibly recent series of three tweets from the focal 

brand, Franklin’s Frames—one manipulated tweet that varied by condition and two 

filler tweets. The manipulated tweet in the praise condition read, “@lazloslenses, Wow! 

Your new frames are looking good!” with an image of a pair of glasses. In the self-

promotion condition, the manipulated tweet read, “Wow! Our new frames are looking 

good!” with an image of a pair of glasses identical to the praise condition. In the helpful 

control condition, the manipulated tweet read, “How to clean your frames:” with a 

screen shot from a video showing how to clean your glasses. Participants in the non-

costly praise condition saw a burger brand that is clearly not a direct competitor to 

Franklin’s Frames, called Ben’s Burgers. The focal tweet for those in the non-costly 

praise condition said, “@bensburgers, Wow! Your new burgers are looking good!” with 

an image of a burger attached (appendix H).  

After reading the scenario, participants completed the measures of brand 

attitude (α = .95) noted in study 2. Additionally, we measured the perceived costliness of 

the tweets with four items on seven-point scales (α = .75; appendix C). Finally, 

participants answered the same believability question as in prior studies and a measure 

of perceived novelty (“How novel was this tweet by Franklin’s Frames?”; 1 = not novel, 

7 = very novel) of the focal tweets. 
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2.10.2 Results 

2.10.2.1 Costliness 

A one-way ANCOVA showed significant differences across conditions on 

perceived costliness of the focal tweet (F(3, 394) = 37.66, p < .001, ηp² = .22).8 As expected, 

contrasts revealed that perceived costliness was significantly greater for the costly praise 

condition (M = 3.82) than the self-promotion (M = 2.21, p < .001), control (M = 2.37, p < 

.001), and non-costly praise (M = 2.52, p < .001) conditions. Perceived costliness for the 

non-costly praise condition was greater than the self-promotion condition (p = .05) but 

not significantly different from the control condition (p = .34). Lastly, the self-promotion 

and control conditions did not differ (p = .32). Of note, we measure perceived costliness 

of the stimuli in all of our studies and find the same pattern of results; praise towards a 

direct competitor is perceived as more costly than other types of messages (appendix C). 

2.10.2.2 Brand Attitude 

A one-way ANCOVA revealed an effect of condition on brand attitude towards 

the focal brand, Franklin’s Frames (F(3, 394) = 4.83, p = .003, ηp² = .04). Contrasts revealed 

that brand attitude was significantly greater for the costly praise condition (M = 6.05) 

than the control (M = 5.43, p < .001) and self-promotion (M = 5.46, p < .001) conditions. 

Brand attitudes were also significantly greater for costly praise than non-costly praise (M 

 

8 In the current study and in all subsequent ANCOVA analyses, we control for the believability of the 

message. Again, details related to this measure can be found in appendix E. 
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= 5.65, p = .02). Brand attitude for those in the control, self-promotion, and non-costly 

praise conditions were not significantly different (all ps > .18), suggesting that the results 

are driven by a boost from the praise message and not a dislike of the self-promotion 

message. 

2.10.2.3 Novelty 

Unsurprisingly, a one-way ANCOVA revealed significant differences across 

conditions on how novel the tweet seemed (F(3, 394) = 8.80, p < .001, ηp² = .06). Contrasts 

revealed that both the non-costly praise (M = 4.30) and the costly praise (M = 4.56) 

conditions were perceived to be more novel than the control (M = 3.48) and self-

promotion conditions (M = 3.43, all ps ≤ .001). Crucially, however, there was no 

difference in perceived novelty between the non-costly praise and the costly-praise 

conditions (p = .31), suggesting that the differences between these conditions on brand 

attitude were not driven purely by differences in novelty.9  

2.10.3 Discussion 

In study 3, we replicate the findings of prior studies, demonstrating that brand-

to-brand praise between competitors boosts brand evaluations compared to other 

messages, including self-promotion and a helpful control message. Furthermore, we find 

 

9 Adding novelty as a control variable does not alter the results of this study, such that costly praise 

continues to increase brand attitude compared to the other conditions (ps < .05). Additionally, while novelty 

does mediate the effect of message (comparing the self-promotion and costly praise conditions; ab = .08, 95% 

CI [.024, .159]) on brand attitude in this study, we further test the mediating role of novelty compared to 

warmth in subsequent studies. 
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that non-costly praise—i.e., praise towards irrelevant non-competitors—did not give the 

same boost. This result suggests that simply speaking positively about another brand is 

not enough; the compliment must be viewed by the consumer as costly to the brand to 

have positive effects. Of note, while we find costliness to be necessary to show the 

benefits of praise, it is not the underlying driver of the effects (mediation comparing the 

self-promotion and costly praise conditions: ab = .06, 95% CI [-.045, .191]; PROCESS 

Model 4, 5000 bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013). This study also begins to cast doubt on 

novelty as a primary driver of the effect, given that the non-costly praise was perceived 

to be as novel (but not evaluated as positively) as the costly praise. We will further test 

the role of novelty in later studies. Additionally, we again find that the effects on brand 

attitude are not because consumers dislike self-promotion messages but are instead 

driven by the boost from seeing the costly praise message, replicating the findings of 

studies 1a and 2. 

2.11 Study 4: Testing Warmth as the Mechanism 

To begin to understand why brand-to-brand praise increases brand evaluations 

and choice, we conducted a qualitative pretest gauging people’s natural reactions (i.e., 

inferences, attributions) to observing a brand complimenting a competitor. Partic ipants 

(N = 150) on Prolific saw a tweet from PlayStation congratulating Nintendo on their 

Nintendo Switch launch and then listed five adjectives to describe PlayStation. We find 

that observers more frequently attribute warmth-related words (e.g., friendly, 
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supportive, kind; 55.73% of the adjectives), rather than competence-related words (e.g., 

confident, successful, intelligent; 17.07% of the adjectives), or any other kind of 

perception, to the brand, implicating warmth as the most top-of-mind inference 

following brand-to-brand praise. For additional insight, we asked participants to take 

the perspective of a manager and indicate why they would or would not post a message 

praising the competition. We find that most participants would be willing to praise a 

competitor (69.33%). Again, the majority of the responses (61.5%) indicated warmth to 

be the primary reason for the action (e.g., “I want to show others that I act in selfless 

ways”). Moreover, some responses also positively noted competence-related reasons 

(e.g., “have confidence in my own brand and its qualities”; “we appear to be positive 

and not insecure about our place in the market”) either exclusively or in combination 

with warmth (25%), suggesting that while warmth-related reasons are more top-of-

mind, perceptions of competence are unlikely to be harmed (pretest details in appendix 

I).  

In light of these initial qualitative insights, we empirically test warmth as the 

driver of the benefits of brand-to-brand praise and compare it to competence in study 4. 

We predict that brand-to-brand praise enhances perceptions of brand warmth, which 

predominantly drives the boost in brand evaluations, rather than competence. 

Ultimately, we expect the heightened brand evaluations to drive consumer action, which 
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is measured in this study as their willingness to sacrifice their own time (for free) on 

behalf of the brand. 

2.11.1 Method 

Two hundred participants (57% female) from Prolific took part in this two-cell 

between-subjects study (control, praise). 

Participants were introduced to a real tea brand, Treecup Tea, from 

Kickstarter.com. They were told that Treecup Tea focuses on making high quality tea 

blends and competes with other tea companies on Kickstarter for funds. Participants 

read that Treecup Tea’s competitors include Teafir, Shisso Tea, and Phat Tea. Next, 

participants were introduced to Treecup Tea’s Twitter page. For the control condition, 

participants only saw the brand’s Twitter header. We use this control condition, 

different from the self-promotion control in prior studies, to once again show that the 

boost for the brand is due to feeling positive about the praise message instead of 

negativity towards self-promotion. For the praise condition, participants saw a Twitter 

page that consisted of three praise messages towards the three competitors interspersed 

throughout other tweets on the page (e.g., “@ShissoTea Your tea is fresh and sustainable! 

That’s amazing!”; appendix J). 

Participants then completed the same measure of brand attitude as in prior 

studies. Participants were also asked how much time (scale from 0 minutes to 4 minutes 

in 30 second increments) they were willing to volunteer to answer some market research 
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questions for Treecup Tea after the main study, without additional pay. We chose this 

dependent variable as an action of consequence to the consumer, given that 

volunteering time is a costly consumer behavior. Finally, participants completed 

measures for warmth (warm, friendly on a seven-point scale; r = .81) and competence 

(competent, capable on a seven-point scale; r = .90; Aaker, Garbinsky, and Vohs 2012). 

The order of the warmth and competence measures was randomized to ensure that one 

did not explain the effect more than the other simply due to order. We again measured 

believability of the stimuli as a covariate in our analyses. 

2.11.2 Results 

2.11.2.1 Brand Attitude 

Replicating prior results, a one-way ANCOVA revealed a significant effect of 

message (F(1, 197) = 17.61, p < .001, ηp² = .08), whereby praise (M = 5.86) led to greater 

brand attitude compared to the control (M = 5.33). 

2.11.2.2 Volunteer Time 

Due to the fact that the data was skewed because 34.1% of the sample indicated 

that they would not volunteer any time,10 we conducted a binary split on volunteer time 

(1 = those who would volunteer any amount of time, 0 = those who would not 

volunteer). A binary logistic regression with condition (1 = praise, 0 = self-promotion) 

 

10 Of the 34.1% (71 participants) who indicated that they would not volunteer any time, 40.8% (29 

participants) were from the praise condition and 59.2% (42 participants) were from the control condition. 
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and believability as the predictors on willingness to volunteer revealed that those in the 

praise condition were significantly more likely to volunteer time compared to those in 

the self-promotion condition (β = .59, SE = .30, Wald-χ2(1, N = 200) = 3.76, p = .05).11 

2.11.2.3 Warmth and Competence 

A one-way ANCOVA revealed a significant effect of message on warmth (F(1, 

197) = 22.54, p < .001, ηp² = .10): praise (M = 5.92) led to greater perceptions of warmth 

compared to the control (M = 5.20). A one-way ANCOVA also revealed a smaller, but 

significant effect of message on competence (F(1, 197) = 5.59, p = .02, ηp² = .03): praise (M 

= 5.49) led to greater perceptions of competence compared to the control (M = 5.17). 

2.11.2.4 Mediation 

Next, we tested the effect of praise on willingness to volunteer through warmth 

and brand attitude as serial mediators. We find that the praise message leads to 

increased warmth perceptions, which leads to improved brand attitude and, 

subsequently, greater willingness to volunteer (indirect = .08, 95% CI [.008, .228]). On the 

other hand, a serial mediation model replacing warmth with competence is not 

significant (indirect = .05, 95% CI [-.005, .169]). 

2.11.3 Discussion 

 

 

11 When keeping volunteer time as a continuous dependent variable, we find directional results consistent 

with the predicted pattern (Mpraise = 2.84 vs. Mcontrol = 2.23; F(1, 197) = 2.36, p = .13).  
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In study 4, we replicate prior findings and also demonstrate a novel downstream 

consequence of praise whereby observers are more likely to give up some of their time, 

without additional compensation, to help the praiser brand after viewing a praise 

message. We find warmth to be the most direct driver of the effects of brand-to-brand 

praise. However, in seeing that competence perceptions also benefit from seeing a praise 

message, it is worth considering how brand-to-brand praise may usher brands into the 

“golden quadrant” (Judd et al. 2005) of warmth and competence dimensions. Lastly, the 

stimuli used for the praise message in this study consisted of three compliments to three 

different competitors on a single Twitter page. The fact that we still see a boost in brand 

attitude suggests that giving praise repeatedly, at least to some extent, may not harm the 

brand in this context (an idea we revisit in the General Discussion). 

2.12 Study 5: Moderated Mediation by Organization Type  

In the current study, we again test for warmth as the mechanism underlying the 

effect of brand-to-brand praise on evaluations, and we do so with process-by-

moderation, directly manipulating (and again also measuring) brand warmth. 

Compared to brands that are lower in warmth, we predict that brand-to-brand praise 

will not increase brand evaluations as much for brands that are higher in warmth. We 

theorize that this is because brands that are already high in perceived warmth will not 

have as much need or space to grow in that aspect, thus rendering praise to be less 

influential. On the other hand, brands with lower perceived warmth at baseline will 
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benefit more from the boost given by brand-to-brand praise. Based on prior research 

demonstrating that non-profit organizations are high in perceived warmth (Aaker, Vohs, 

and Mogilner 2010), we compare the effects of praise on non-profit and for-profit 

organizations. Beyond its relation to our theory, comparing the effect of praise in for-

profit versus non-profit organizations is of practical importance, as it will help managers 

from these clearly identifiable sectors better assess how effective brand-to-brand praise 

may be for their brands. Lastly, we measure perceptions of the brand’s arrogance as an 

alternative explanation, given that self-promotional messages may be perceived as a 

form of bragging. We also measure perceptions of authenticity and novelty of the 

message as other potential explanations for the effect. 

2.12.1 Method 

Six hundred and one participants (62.2% female) from Prolific took part in this 2 

(message: control, praise) × 2 (organization type: non-profit, for-profit) between-subjects 

experimental study that was pre-registered.12 

Participants were introduced to a fictitious internet service organization, Tech 

Dev. In the non-profit condition, participants were told that Tech Dev was a non-profit 

organization that had a goal of helping the community. In the for-profit condition, 

participants read that Tech Dev was a for-profit organization with a goal of increasing 

 

12 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=8kw94w 
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profits. Participants were also told that Tech Dev competed with another organization, 

Networks.org or .com, for either donations or sales (depending on its non-profit or for-

profit status, respectively). Next, participants were shown the Twitter page of Tech Dev 

in which they read either a control message (“Want to know more about the quality of 

our services? Click here: techdev[.com/.org]/internet”) or a message praising Networks 

(“Networks[.com/.org], we are impressed by the quality of your services—competitor or 

not!”; appendix K).  

Participants then indicated their interest in Tech Dev using two measures (“How 

likely are you to seek out more information about Tech Dev?”; “How willing are you to 

talk to a customer representative to learn more about Tech Dev?”; r = .79).13 We also 

measured warmth, competence, and believability of the stimuli. As in the prior study, 

the order of warmth and competence was randomized. As alternative explanations, we 

measured the extent to which participants’ assigned condition was perceived as 

arrogant (braggy, conceited, arrogant; α = .94), authentic (authentic, self-aware; r = .65), 

and novel (single-item measure). 

 

13 We indicated that these two measures would be two separate dependent variables in the pre-registration, 

but for brevity (given their high correlation) we report results combining the two measures. Results hold for 

the individual measures as dependent variables. See appendix K for more details. 
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2.12.2 Results 

2.12.2.1 Brand Interest 

Using a two-way ANCOVA, we find a main effect of message (F(1, 596) = 24.51, p 

< .001, ηp² = .04), a main effect of organization type (F(1, 596) = 35.82, p < .001, ηp² = .06), 

and a significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 4.79, p = .03, ηp² = .008). As predicted, in the for-

profit conditions, we replicate prior results as praise (M = 3.74) led to greater brand 

attitude than the control did (M = 2.78; p < .001). In the non-profit conditions, praise (M = 

4.25) also led to greater brand evaluations than the control did (M = 3.86; p = .04), but to a 

diminished extent. 

2.12.2.2 Warmth 

We find a similar pattern for warmth. A two-way ANCOVA revealed a main 

effect of message (F(1, 596) = 98.85, p < .001, ηp² = .14), a main effect of organization type 

(F(1, 596) = 124.43, p < .001, ηp² = .17), and a significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 8.44, p = 

.004, ηp² = .01). In the for-profit conditions, we again replicate prior results where praise 

(M = 4.78) led to significantly greater warmth compared to the control (M = 3.37; p < 

.001). In the non-profit conditions, we find that praise (M = 5.67) led to weaker effects, 

although still significant, compared to the control (M = 4.88; p < .001). 

2.12.2.3 Competence 

We also find a similar pattern for competence. A two-way ANCOVA revealed a 

main effect of message (F(1, 596) = 26.90, p < .001, ηp² = .04), a main effect of organization 
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type (F(1, 596) = 23.33, p < .001, ηp² = .04), and a significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 4.49, p 

= .03, ηp² = .007). In the for-profit conditions, we find that praise (M = 5.22) led to greater 

competence compared to the control (M = 4.53; p < .001). In the non-profit conditions, we 

find that praise (M = 5.48) led to weaker effects, although still significant, compared to 

the control (M = 5.18; p = .02). 

2.12.2.4 Alternatives 

We do not find the same pattern of results for bragging. A two-way ANCOVA 

revealed only a main effect of organization (F(1, 596) = 55.77, p < .001, ηp² = .09) such that 

the non-profit (M = 2.08) was perceived as less arrogant than the for-profit (M = 2.93). 

For authenticity, we find a similar pattern to that of warmth in which there was a 

significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 16.33, p < .001, ηp² = .03) where the boost from praise 

was stronger in the for-profit conditions. We find similar patterns for novelty 

(interaction F(1, 596) = 6.58, p = .01, ηp² = .01). 

2.12.2.5 Moderated Mediation 

We first tested the predicted model. Specifically, we tested for moderated 

mediation (PROCESS Model 7, 5000 bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013) for the effect of 

praise on brand attitude through warmth, moderated by organization type, controlling 

for believability. As expected, we find that organization type significantly moderated the 

mediation through warmth (index of moderated mediation = .36, 95% CI [.119, .609]), 
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and the mediation effect is stronger in the for-profit conditions (ab = .82, 95% CI [.624, 

1.039]) compared to the non-profit conditions (ab = .46, 95% CI [.299, .632]). 

Then, to explore the role of alternative explanations, we entered all the potential 

mediators (warmth, competence, bragging, authenticity, and novelty) in parallel into the 

moderated mediation model. We find that warmth remains a significant mediator in the 

model (index of moderated mediation = .23, 95% CI [.079, .408]), suggesting that none of 

these alternatives “swamp” warmth in explaining this effect. Next, we find that the 

indices of moderated mediation for competence (index of moderated mediation = .08, 

95% CI [.005, .180]), authenticity (index of moderated mediation = .13, 95% CI [.022, 

.271]), and novelty (index of moderated mediation = .12, 95% CI [.025, .231]) were also 

significant. However, the index for bragging was not significant (index of moderated 

mediation = -.02, 95% CI [-.083, .038]). Although competence, authenticity, and novelty 

were also significant mediators in the model in addition to warmth, warmth remains 

significant with the largest index of moderated mediation.  

Because warmth is most frequently compared to competence, we conducted a 

final analysis statistically comparing the sizes of their indirect effects in a parallel 

mediation model. We do this within the for-profit conditions in which the effects were 

more prominent (and because we are unable to statistically compare the full moderated 

mediation models). We find that the indirect effect for warmth as a mediator was 

significantly greater than that of competence (p < .001, 95% CI [.205, .718]). Thus, though 
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other factors may play a role, our results point to warmth as the primary driver of the 

effects. 

2.12.3 Discussion 

The current study sheds further light on warmth as the primary mechanism 

underlying brand-to-brand praise. We demonstrate that brand-to-brand praise increases 

perceived warmth, which enhances brand interest, but this effect is attenuated when the 

brand is already high in perceived warmth (like non-profits), as there is less room and 

need for growth in warmth. Thus, the benefits of praise can be most clearly seen 

amongst brands that are perceived as less warm (like for-profits) at baseline. 

Additionally, while perceptions of competence, authenticity, and novelty may play a 

role in driving brand interest, we show warmth to be the more consistent, primary 

driver of the effect. Finally, we rule out bragging as an alternative explanation. 

2.13 Study 6: Moderation by Skepticism 

In study 6, we look towards another context in which the effects of brand-to-

brand praise may be attenuated. Here, we examine skepticism towards advertising as an 

individual difference that may moderate the effects of praise. Advertising skepticism is 

an individual difference that has been defined as consumers’ chronic doubt or mistrust 

in a marketer’s message (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998). Individuals who are more 

skeptical are generally less persuaded by marketing messages and are less trusting of 

brands. As brands are confronting an “age of cynicism” where skepticism is at an all-
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time high (Edelman Trust Barometer 2021; O’Brien 2021) and 71% of consumers report 

having little faith in brands (Meaningful Brands 2021), it is very important to understand 

its effects.  

As seen in the previous study, the effects of brand-to-brand praise become more 

prominent when there is room for increasing perceptions of brand warmth. Consumers 

who are more skeptical of advertising distrust that brands have positive intentions, or 

warmth, and thus inherently provide brands with greater room to improve in warmth 

than their non-skeptical counterparts who are already trusting. Thus, brand-to-brand 

communication may be most effective among skeptics, as it can bypass their cynicism 

and boost perceptions of warmth. Moreover, such skeptics are generally more 

persuaded by non-advertising sources of information and emotional appeals 

(Obermiller, Spangenberg, and MacLachlan 2005), which allow marketers to circumvent 

consumer resistance by decreasing the activation of persuasion knowledge (Friestad and 

Wright 1994). As brand-to-brand praise does not explicitly try to promote one’s brand 

and instead relies on the more emotional signal that the brand is high in warmth, it is 

less likely to activate persuasion knowledge and more likely to be accepted. Thus, we 

predict that consumers high in skepticism will be the most affected by brand-to-brand 

praise. Study 6 tests this idea utilizing two well-known competitors, Lyft and Uber. 
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2.13.1 Method 

Six hundred participants were recruited from Prolific for this 2 (message: self-

promotion, praise)  measured (advertising skepticism) pre-registered study.14 

Participants first completed the skepticism towards advertising scale (Obermiller 

and Spangenberg 1998; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) and then completed 

filler items. Next, participants saw Lyft’s Twitter page where they read either a self-

promotion tweet (“Congratulations to us on all our achievements this past year!”) or a 

praise tweet towards Uber (“@Uber Congratulations on all your achievements this past 

year!”; appendix L). Then, participants completed the same measure of brand attitude, 

warmth, and competence as in previous studies. We also measured perceptions of 

bragging, authenticity, and novelty using the same measures as in study 5 as potential 

alternative explanations, as well as believability of the stimuli as a covariate. 

2.13.2 Results 

2.13.2.1 Brand Attitude 

Replicating prior results, an ANCOVA controlling for believability revealed a 

main effect of message on brand attitude (F(1, 597) = 22.12, p < .001, ηp² = .04), where 

praise (M = 5.22) outperformed self-promotion (M = 4.74). Next, we find a significant 

interaction between message and skepticism (β = .21, SE = .10, p = .03; figure 2) on brand 

 

14 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=xa59iy 
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attitude, such that when skepticism towards advertising was higher, the praise message 

led to a greater increase in brand attitude (Johnson-Neyman point =1.48, 75.67% of 

participants; β = .23, SE = .12, p = .05). The effect of message was attenuated at lower 

levels of skepticism below the Johnson-Neyman point. 

 

Figure 2: Study 6 Moderation by Skepticism 

2.13.2.1 Mediation 

We find that praise significantly boosted perceptions of warmth (Mpraise = 5.36 vs. 

Mself = 4.99; F(1, 597) = 13.76, p < .001, ηp² = .02), competence (Mpraise = 5.52 vs. Mself = 5.32; 

F(1, 597) = 4.88, p = .03, ηp² = .008), authenticity (Mpraise = 4.90 vs. Mself = 4.56; F(1, 597) = 

9.46, p = .002, ηp² = .02), and novelty (Mpraise = 4.58 vs. Mself = 4.28; F(1, 597) = 6.59, p = .01, 

ηp² = .01) compared to self-promotion, controlling for believability. Self-promotion was 
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seen as more arrogant than praise (Mpraise = 3.18 vs. Mself = 4.16; F(1, 597) = 54.23, p < .001, 

ηp² = .08). 

We then tested for the predicted moderated mediation (PROCESS Model 7, 5000 

bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013) for the effect of praise on brand attitude through 

warmth, moderated by skepticism, controlling for believability. While the index of 

moderated mediation was not significant (index = .10, 95% CI [-.046, .247]), we find that 

the indirect effect patterns were in line with our predictions, such that the indirect effect 

is stronger and significant for those higher in skepticism (+1 SD = 3.17, ab = .31, 95% CI 

[.084, .550]) and nonsignificant for those lower in skepticism (-1 SD = 1.30, ab = .12, 95% 

CI [-.026, .274]). 

Next, we test for mediation with all of the potential alternative explanations in 

parallel (PROCESS Model 4, 5000 bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013). Warmth (ab = .14, 95% 

CI [.064, .230]), competence (ab = .04, 95% CI [.004, .091]), bragging (ab = .09, 95% CI [.049, 

.146]), authenticity (ab = .06, 95% CI [.021, .116]), and novelty (ab = .03, 95% CI [.004, .054]) 

mediate the effect of message on brand attitude. However, we again find that the 

indirect effect for warmth was the largest, pointing to its primary role in causing this 

effect. 

Finally, we statistically compared the indirect effects of warmth and competence 

in the model and find the indirect effect of warmth to be significantly greater than that 
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of competence (p = .001, 95% CI [.085, .349]), once again suggesting that warmth plays 

the primary role in driving the effect of brand-to-brand praise on brand attitudes. 

2.13.3 Discussion 

In study 6 (and in a behavioral replication in appendix M),15 we show that brand-

to-brand praise can actually operate more effectively for people who are generally more 

skeptical of advertising, as brand-to-brand praise bypasses their suspicions and creates 

more favorable consequences for the brand. Further, while we find that competence, 

bragging, authenticity, and novelty play a role in driving the effects of brand-to-brand 

praise on brand evaluations, we still identify warmth as the primary, more consistent 

underlying driver. 

2.14 General Discussion 

We investigate how observing brand-to-brand praise affects consumers’ brand 

evaluations and choices. Across a variety of different modes of communication (social 

media, print advertising, digital advertising), study methods (web scraping; field, lab, 

and online studies), contexts (consumer products and services), outcomes (brand 

attitudes, social media and advertising engagement, brand choice, purchase behavior), 

and praise content, we show that consumers who witness brand-to-brand praise 

 

15 We replicate this moderation by chronic skepticism using real behavior, assessing whether consumers 

went to pick up a The New York Times newspaper from a university library after seeing The New York Times 

praise its competitor or not. 
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between competitors form more favorable evaluations of the praiser brand than 

consumers who witness other forms of communication, including typical self-promotion 

messages, helpful messages, basic brand information, and even outside-industry praise 

(see appendix N for a summary of contexts, conditions, and findings across studies). In 

addition to showing robustness to a variety of praise messages in the presented studies, 

a pre-registered supplemental study demonstrates that the effect is further robust to 

both general and specific praise (appendix O). Furthermore, the varied study stimuli 

suggest that this effect is robust to brands in a wide range of industries—including car 

care, snacks, candy, eyewear, beverages, technology, and transportation—with 

competitive relationships varying in intensity. In other words, brand-to-brand praise 

seems to benefit the praiser in less competitively intense relationships (e.g., mom-and-

pop popcorn brands) as well as more competitively intense relationships (e.g., 

PlayStation and Nintendo, Uber and Lyft) in a variety of industries. We trace this effect 

primarily to the fact that brand-to-brand praise signals a brand’s warmth, which leads to 

improved brand evaluations and affects consumer choices.  

Additionally, we show that this effect only exists when the praise is deemed to 

be associated with significant cost or risk (study 3). Importantly, we find that the effects 

of brand-to-brand praise are diminished in some situations or among some consumers, 

such as when the brand is already high in warmth (study 5) or among consumers who 

are already trusting of brand intent (study 6). These boundaries provide further 
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evidence for the crucial role that perceptions of warmth play in driving the benefits of 

praise. While other mechanisms may also play a role, as consumer behaviors are 

generally multiply determined (Kirmani 2015; Pham 2013), we find warmth to be the 

most consistent, primary driver of the effects of brand-to-brand praise. 

2.14.1 Theoretical Contributions 

Our research makes several theoretical contributions to literatures on brand 

perceptions and relationships, brand communication, and praise. First, we contribute to 

the brand perception literature by showing that consumers’ perceptions of brands can be 

affected by viewing a brand’s interactions with other brands. We demonstrate that 

observing brand-to-brand praise can positively affect perceptions of a brand’s warmth 

and influence subsequent brand evaluations. Second, we add to the warmth and 

competence literature by introducing a novel context in which brand-to-brand praise 

increases warmth without harming perceptions of competence. Third, our research 

demonstrates that directing positive attention towards the competition instead of 

towards one’s own brand brings about benefits for the praiser brand, unlike what 

brands would typically do in comparative advertising and two-sided messaging 

campaigns (e.g., Barry 1993; Crowley and Hoyer 1994; Levine 1976). Finally, we 

contribute to the literature on praise by identifying brand-to-brand communication 

between competitors as a feasible form of praise that is less likely to induce suspicion 

compared to praise in traditional person-to-person contexts. 
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2.14.2 Marketing Implications and Future Research 

As noted, our findings may be surprising to practitioners who have been 

regularly and reasonably advised to avoid bringing positive attention to their 

competitors. However, our studies show that in some circumstances, praise is a method 

of brand-to-brand interaction that can result in beneficial consequences for the praising 

brand. Managers may wish to consider offering compliments to competitors to boost 

their own brand evaluations. In other words, brands can expand from solely focusing on 

brand-to-consumer relationships to also focusing on their brand-to-brand relationships. 

This is akin to the positive reactions that politicians sometimes receive when positively 

acknowledging their opponent (Cavazza 2016). We suggest a new context in which 

positive acknowledgement can benefit brands. With the rise of the digital age, brands 

can easily “speak” with each other and be observed by consumers. While it is not 

uncommon for brands to speak via “feuds” on social media, such as when Wendy’s 

teases McDonald’s for using frozen beef (Dua 2018), we show in a supplemental study 

(appendix P) that positive communication provides unique advantages. Negative or 

snarky communication, directed at a competitor or even directed at the self (as in the 

case of two-sided messaging), does not provide the same increase in brand evaluations. 

Although there will likely be variation depending on the exact content and cleverness of 

snarky communication (a ripe area for future research), marketers would be wise to 
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consider opportunities for brand-to-brand praise instead, perhaps utilizing social media 

as a platform, to foster a warmer image.  

Brand-to-brand praise may also be a valuable way to respond to competitors’ 

actions. While the norm for companies responding to a competitor’s new product release 

is to avoid saying anything that would bring attention to that competitor, our studies 

suggest that responding positively can increase purchases for the praiser brand without 

boosting the competitor to the same degree. Importantly, while prior work has shown 

that a brand’s positioning as an underdog or market leader has important implications 

(Paharia, Avery, and Keinan 2014), brand-to-brand praise may be appropriate regardless 

of the competitor’s market status. In a pre-registered supplemental study (appendix Q), 

we find that the favorable effects of brand-to-brand praise on brand evaluations are 

robust to the market leadership status of the brand. Future research could further 

explore how characteristics about the firm such as market leadership or firm size may 

factor into the effect of brand-to-brand praise.  

Similarly, while the variety of brands leveraged in our studies suggest that 

brand-to-brand praise is likely beneficial when directed towards both less intense (e.g., 

local popcorn brands) and more intense (e.g., PlayStation and Nintendo, Uber and Lyft) 

competitors, future research should more systematically explore the role of competitive 

intensity. Such research might explore brand-to-brand praise with indirect versus direct 

competitors, which would likely vary in levels of perceived costliness. Indirect 
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competitors may include other brands that are in a similar industry but do not compete 

directly in the same product category, such as in the case of soda and water in the drinks 

industry. In study 3, we find that praise towards a direct competitor is deemed to be 

costly and results in better brand evaluations compared to praise towards non-

competitors. However, would praise towards an indirect competitor be perceived to be 

costly enough to increase evaluations? Outside of direct competition, what else 

determines whether praise is deemed to be costly or not? How would consumers react if 

complementary brands, such as soda and popcorn brands, praised each other? While we 

suggest that praise should benefit the praiser as long as it is perceived as costly, 

understanding what kind of brand-to-brand praise is considered costly may be 

beneficial to marketers. 

Additionally, future research may also explore how brand-to-brand praise 

compares to other types of messages that convey warmth. For example, brands often 

communicate prosocial messages, such as a food brand showing active support for a 

local food bank. Brands may also post self-deprecating messages that recognize their 

own room for improvement. While these types of messages may signal warmth, they 

may not benefit the messenger brand in the same way as brand-to-brand praise does 

because of the unique aspect of costliness associated with praising a direct competitor. 

Future research could compare these various types of brand messaging to find ones that 

benefit brands the most. 
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Future work may also examine if certain brand personalities benefit more from 

praise than others. Our for-profit vs. non-profit results in study 5 hint that brands with 

personalities that are inherently associated with warmth (e.g., sincere brands) may 

benefit less. Relatedly, are there circumstances under which snarky interactions or 

backhanded compliments are better suited for some brands, like Wendy’s (Cheng 2018)? 

We noted that negativity did not fare as well as positivity (appendix P), but under what 

conditions might this be different? Cultural differences, such as collectivism and 

individualism, may also play an important role. Collectivists, known for valuing 

community and kinship, may be particularly likely to value the warmth associated with 

brand-to-brand praise (Abele and Wojciszke 2007). Furthermore, future work may also 

explore when the effects of brand-to-brand praise are affected by gender. While women 

may value warmth more in some circumstances (Xue et al. 2020), we do not find 

consistent moderation by gender in our studies (appendix R), which is consistent with 

prior work showing that gender does not always moderate brand warmth perceptions 

(Bennett and Hill 2012). Further research is needed to better understand the possible role 

that factors such as brand personality, consumer culture, and gender play in affecting 

brand-to-brand praise responses.  

Another direction for future research involves investigating the optimal 

frequency of brand-to-brand praise. Although we demonstrate that some repetition may 

be acceptable (study 4), one limitation of this research is the focus on a single instance of 
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praise in a short span of time. Praise when repeated over time may become less effective 

or even backfire. Excessive praise may trigger suspicion in observers (e.g., Ferraro, 

Kirmani, and Matherly 2013), and past research has shown that suspicious praise can 

lead to the praiser being perceived as less sincere (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main, 

Dahl, and Darke 2007). Thus, future research might explore the optimal levels or 

repetition of praise and the consequences of excessive praise to prevent such a 

backfiring effect. 

To further prevent backfiring effects, future research might also explore what 

happens if the praised competitor leverages the praise “against” the praiser? For 

instance, what if a praised brand publicly suggests that they are so great that even their 

competition praises them? It is possible that, if used by the competitor in this manner, 

the praise could damage the praiser brand. However, it is also possible that this kind of 

act could be perceived as arrogant or manipulative, damaging the praised brand and 

eliciting sympathy for the praiser. 

Overall, this work raises the question: Are brands missing an opportunity to 

build positive relationships with consumers by not (publicly) building positive 

relationships with competitors? We suggest that marketers would be wise to explore the 

intriguing benefits of brand-to-brand praise.
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3. Chit Chat on the Apps: The Effects of Observing 

Positive Media Figure Interactions on Consumer Interest 

“.@serenawilliams you’re literally the greatest on and off the court. Thank you for 

inspiring all of us to pursue our dreams. I love you little sis!!!!!!”  –Tiger Woods 

(@TigerWoods on Twitter) 

During the summer of 2022, Serena Williams, one of the most decorated 

women’s tennis players of all time, played in her last U.S. Open match before leaving the 

professional tennis scene. What was surprising however, was the amount of support she 

received from other famous media figures, including Tiger Woods, one of the most well-

known professional golf players (ESPN 2022). In addition to attending Williams’s last 

series, Woods also posted a tweet in support of her, which generated over 60,000 likes 

on Twitter (Marksbury 2022). Fans in response were pleasantly surprised to learn of 

their friendship (Roberts 2022), leaving hundreds of comments rooting for both the 

tennis player and the golf player after observing their interactions. This event begs the 

question: Why were fans so excited to learn about the friendship between Williams and 

Woods?  

The intuition that consumers enjoy seeing their favorite media figures interacting 

with each other can also be seen in the content creation space, particularly with the rise 

of content houses. A content house “is a space for creators and influencers to come 

together and collaborate” (Santora 2021). Since 2014, there has been an increase in the 
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formation of content houses, especially with the rise of content creation platforms such 

as YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok. Within a content house, creators are able to easily 

interact and collaborate with one another, formally or informally, by filming content 

together or casually interacting with each other. This content can then easily be observed 

by consumers on social media platforms and can have benefits for both the influencer 

and the content house in terms of views and engagement (Santora 2021; West 2022).  

Given the current state of technology and the straightforward access of social 

media platforms, consumers can easily be privy to an abundance of information about 

media figures—those whose name contains value from public acknowledgement and 

interest, such as celebrities, content creators, athletes, etc. (Gupta 2009). At the same 

time, media figures can choose to showcase various aspects of themselves to consumers. 

One aspect that media figures may or may not choose to share is their relationships with 

others. For example, they may display their friendships through social media 

interactions or create content that features others. In the present research, we examine 

the question: Do consumers enjoy seeing media figures interact with each other, and do 

these interactions increase consumer interest and engagement? 

3.1 Media Figures 

Consumers are interested in media figures for a variety of reasons, including for 

entertainment purposes, to identify with them, and using knowledge about them in 
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social contexts (McCutcheon, Lange, and Houran 2002). Prior research has primarily 

focused on the consumer-media figure relationship, and in particular, the development 

of parasocial relationships—a consumers’ one-sided perception of friendship, intimacy, 

and identification with a media persona (e.g., Ballantine and Martin 2005; Cohen 2004; 

Horton and Wohl 1956; Hwang and Zhang 2018; Jin and Park 2009; Kim and Kim 2020; 

Rubin and Perse 1987; Rubin, Perse, and Powell 1985; Tsao 1996). Prior research has also 

explored how consumers respond to viewing media figures and their brand 

endorsements (e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2014, 2015; Erdogan 1999; Halonen-Knight and 

Hurmerinta 2010; Hung, Chan, and Caleb 2011; Silvera and Austad 2004). However, past 

work has not yet explored how observing media figure relationships with each other can 

impact consumers’ perceptions. We suggest that consumers enjoy viewing interactions 

between media figures and that these interactions will increase interest in and attitudes 

towards the media figure. Additionally, we predict that the positive effects of observing 

media figure relationships will be mediated through humanization of the media figure.  

3.2 Dehumanization 

Dehumanization occurs when people deny others of human traits and qualities, 

such as self-control, creativity, and complex emotions (Haslam 2006; Herak, Kervyn, and 

Thomson 2019; Kteily et al. 2015; Leyens et al. 2000). This perception often occurs 

towards outgroups and those who are considered dissimilar or psychologically distant 
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(Bastian and Haslam 2011; Boccato et al. 2007; Haslam 2006; Leyens et al. 200 1). Prior 

research has found two primary types of dehumanization: animalistic dehumanization 

and mechanistic dehumanization (Castelo, Schmitt, and Sarvary 2019; Haslam 2006; 

Kteily and Bruneau 2017). Animalistic dehumanization refers to the denial of traits that 

are considered uniquely human, likening the others to animals or savages, and is 

frequently applied to disadvantaged groups of lower status (Agadullina et al. 2022; 

Thomson 2006). While a great deal of past research has examined the dehumanization of 

disadvantaged groups, there is also evidence suggesting the dehumanization of 

advantaged groups (Kteily and Bruneau 2017). Mechanistic dehumanization refers to the 

denial of human nature traits, likening the others to objects or machines that cannot 

have complex emotions, and is often activated towards those of higher status or those 

who are viewed as an instrumental means to an end (Agadullina et al. 2022; Haslam 

2006; Thomson 2006; Wu, Bai, and Fiske 2018). For example, physicians are viewed by 

patients as lacking emotion (Schroeder and Fishbach 2015) and athletes are viewed as 

statistics (Hoberman 1992). 

In the present work, we identify mechanistic dehumanization as particularly 

applicable to media figures. Popular media figures are frequently viewed as people who 

are unrelatable, far away, and out of reach, creating a sense of psychological distance 

(Kooijman 2019). They are also often considered to be of higher status or a means for 
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entertainment. Thus, at baseline, media figures should be more mechanistically 

dehumanized. We confirmed this in a pretest in which we randomly assigned 150 

participants from Prolific to rate celebrities, friends, or strangers in general on how 

humanized they perceive them to be (mechanism dehumanization subscale; Kteily et al. 

2015; “Celebrities/My friends/Strangers are… Mechanical and cold, like a robot (R); 

Open-minded, able to think clearly about things; Superficial, lacking depth (R); 

Emotional; responsive and warm”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). We found a  

significant difference (F(1, 147) = 51.89, p < .001, ηp² = .41), such that celebrities (M = 3.91) 

were the most dehumanized compared to both friends (M = 6.07, p < .001) and strangers 

(M = 4.75, p < .001).  

Therefore, we propose that allowing consumers to view friendly interactions 

between media figures is a method of humanizing the media figure more. This is 

because displays of friendship between media figures will make them appear more 

“down-to-earth,” allowing the observing consumer to relate to and feel more similar to 

the media figure, which are associated with decreases in perceptions of distance 

(Edward, Lee, and Ferle 2009; Heider 1958; Stephan, Liberman, and Trope 2011; Tang 

2016), allowing the media figure to be perceived as more human. 

 Humanization is also associated with numerous positive downstream 

consequences, such as better treatment towards others (Cuddy, Rock, and Norton 2007; 



 

 

59 

Henkel et al. 2018) and an increase in prosocial behavior (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). 

In the present work, we predict that humanization through the observation of media 

figure relationships will better perceptions of and increase interest toward the focal 

media figure. 

3.3 Overview of Studies 

We present seven studies assessing the benefits of observing media figure 

interactions. First, we demonstrate that consumers naturally value seeing positive 

interactions between media figures in the field using both qualitative data (pilot) and 

quantitative secondary data through Twitch (study 1). Next, we utilize experimental 

studies to show that learning about these relationships increases attitudes and interest 

towards the focal media figure (study 2a and 2b) and that observers primarily enjoy 

viewing positive relationships and not negative ones (study 3). Then, we show that this 

effect is mediated through humanization of the media figure (study 4). Finally, we 

identify two boundary conditions in which the positive effects of observing media figure 

interactions are attenuated: when consumers infer self-serving motives from the 

interaction (study 5) and when the focal media figure is perceived to be fake (study 6).  

3.4 Pilot Study 

To provide initial evidence that consumers value observing relationships 

between media figures, we collected qualitative field data related to the popular Korean-



 

 

60 

pop boy band, Bangtan Boys (BTS). Formed in 2013, BTS is a South Korean boy band 

composed of seven members. They have been recognized as one of the world’s most 

successful acts, topping Billboard charts and snagging Guinness World Records with the 

help of their enormous fan base (Romano 2021). Due to their popularity and the fact that 

they are a group, we collected open-ended responses on Quora from a popular forum 

thread that asked, “Why do you like BTS?” This forum contained 716 responses from 

Quora users, and we had two research assistants code the responses for whether or not 

the response mentioned that one of the reasons they liked BTS was because of the 

relationship between the members. The goal of this study was to explore the frequency 

of these mentions to understand if consumers value seeing aspects of the relationship 

between media figures that they like.  

We found that out of 716 responses, 132 of the responses (18.4%) spontaneously 

mentioned that the relationships amongst the BTS members was a reason they liked the 

band. Many responses focused on the tightknit bond between the members as a reason 

(e.g., “The members have struggled their way to success, and their friendship and bond 

says it all. They are all close to each other and support each other during tough times. It 

is very sweet and I love that about them.”; “BTS Is a Family…BTS has a special bond on 

and off-camera. You can see that in how supportive and how comfortable they are 

around each other. While other artists like to keep their relationship on a 
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business/professional level, the Bangtan boys see themselves as a family.”; “Unity, love 

and affection between each other. This is the major reason for me to love bts. I don't 

know off screen but I've never seen them fighting, arguing or quarrelling with each 

other. They do fight and tease, but for fun.”). Some other responses mentioned the 

dynamics between members (e.g., “when our dear Kookie teases Jin and calls him an old 

balloon”; “they have a beautiful group dynamic”; “I also wanted to mention the parents 

of BTS, Jin and Namjoon” (referring to the parental roles of the members)).  

Overall, this pilot study provides initial qualitative evidence in the real world that 

consumers value and enjoy observing relationships between media figures. This reason 

goes above and beyond what the core focus of the band is (i.e., music, which was 

included in 54.6% of responses), suggesting that in addition to a media figure’s focal 

purpose, consumers are also interested in their relationships with others. In the 

subsequent studies, we will focus on the quantitative effects of viewing these 

relationships. 

3.5 Study 1: Secondary Twitch Data 

To add to the qualitative forum data collected in the pilot study, we provide 

quantitative evidence of the benefits of media figure interactions in the field in study 1. 

We collected data from Twitch, currently the most popular video live streaming 

platform that focuses on content such as video game live streaming, esports, real life 
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streaming, and other original content. In 2021, Twitch averaged about 105,000 

concurrent streamers, 2.78 million concurrent viewers, and had a total of 1460 billion 

watched minutes overall (TwitchTracker 2022). On this platform, streamers often either 

stream solo content (e.g., playing a single player video game) or do collaboration 

streams in which other people are featured on their streams (e.g., playing a team-

oriented game with others), allowing these media figures to interact with each other and 

be observed by viewers. In this study, we compared solo streams to collaboration 

streams on the average amount of viewers, the maximum number of viewers, and the 

number of followers gained per stream. We predict that collaboration streams will have 

higher numbers because viewers are interested in seeing the interactions between the 

media figures. 

3.5.1 Method 

First, we found a list of the top 75 most popular streamers in a first-person 

shooting game category in which streamers can either play solo or with other friends 

(TwitchTracker 2022). Then we selected streamers who primarily played this game (i.e., 

every stream included this game), whose stream language was in English, and who 

streamed a mixture of both solo and collaboration streams. Our final dataset consisted of 

six streamers who met all of these criteria. We collected the data for these streamers 

from May 1st, 2022 to July 31st, 2022 and had research assistants code each stream for 
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whether or not a collaboration occurred. A solo stream was defined as when the 

streamer did not play the game with another streamer, and a collaboration stream was 

defined as when the streamer played the game with one or more other streamers. For 

the dependent variables, we obtained information on the average number of viewers, 

the maximum number of viewers, and the number of followers gained per stream from 

Twitch Tracker.  

3.5.2 Results 

We tested the effect of collaboration on the following three variables: (1) average 

viewers, (2) maximum number of viewers, and (3) followers gained during the 

stream. There was significant nesting in the data. Specifically, there was significant 

streamer-to-streamer variation in the average number of viewers (ICC = .9463), 

maximum number of viewers (ICC = .9430), and the number of followers gained during 

a stream (ICC = .61917). Given that streams are nested within streamer, we accounted for 

streamer fixed effects. We then coded for collaboration (0 = no, 1 = yes) and tested for the 

effect of collaboration on the three dependent variables. We display the results in Table 

1.  

Table 1: Regression results for study 1. 

 Followers Gained Average Viewers Max Viewers 

Collaboration 

(1 = yes) 

46.92 

(291.14) 

477.62** 

(210.38) 

-987.62 

(1,107.28) 

475.37 

(316.06) 

-773.56 

(1,401.20) 

1,270.18*** 

(405.09) 

Streamer FE No Yes No Yes No Yes 
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Observations 200 200 200 200 200 200 

R-squared 0.00 0.58 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.93 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10 

 

After accounting for streamer fixed effects, we find that having a collaboration 

significantly increases the maximum number of views (b = 1270.18, SE = 405.09, p < .01) 

and the number of followers gained during a stream (b = 477.62, SE = 210.38, p < 

.05). Although the effect of collaboration on average viewers per stream was not 

significant at the conventional level, we still find a positive directional effect (b = 475.37, 

SE = 316.06, p = .12) in which the amount of average viewers was higher for the 

collaboration streams. As a robustness check, we log transformed the dependent 

variables and find the same patterns of results. 

3.5.3 Discussion 

This study provides initial field evidence for the positive effects of observing 

interactions between media figures. Consumers enjoy seeing their favorite streamers 

interacting with their friends, which then leads to greater viewership and an increased 

following for the focal streamer. In the following studies, we will test this effect in more 

controlled experimental settings, as well as investigate the underlying driver of the 

effect. 
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3.6 Study 2A: Basic Effect 

We provide experimental evidence of the benefits of observing media figure 

relationships in study 2a (pre-registered at https://aspredicted.org/QCM_5ZB) and 2b 

(pre-registered at https://aspredicted.org/8PT_FTQ). Specifically, in study 2a, we 

compare the effects of reading about a media figure’s friendship with another figure to 

the effects of reading about a media figure’s successful career on attitudes. In study 2b, 

we utilize Twitter interactions with real celebrities and measure interest towards the 

focal celebrity. We expect that perceptions towards the focal media figure will be more 

favorable for those who learn about friendly interactions compared to the control.  

3.6.1 Method 

Participants (N = 251) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this two-cell 

between-subjects study (control, friendship). 

We told participants that they will view some information about the popular 

actress, Jennifer Aniston, and had them read a short article about her depending on 

condition. In the control condition, participants read about the success of Jennifer 

Aniston’s career (“Jennifer Aniston is an American actress and producer… Films with 

her in the leading role have grossed over $1.6 billion worldwide, with 12 of them 

earning at least $100 million…”). In the friendship condition, participants read about her 

longstanding friendship with fellow actress Courteney Cox (“Jennifer Aniston and 
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Courteney Cox played the roles of Rachel and Monica, childhood best friends that 

reconnected in their 20s in the sitcom, Friends… Nearly 30 years later, Jennifer and 

Courteney are still besties, frequently posting Instagram pictures together…”). For the 

full stimuli, please see appendix S. 

After reading the brief article, participants completed a measure asking about 

their attitudes towards the focal media figure, Jennifer Aniston, from Nan and Heo 

(2007) (“negative/positive,” “dislikable/likable,” and “unfavorable/ favorable” on seven-

point scales; α = .95). For exploratory purposes, we also measured attitudes towards the 

friend mentioned in the article, Courteney Cox.  

3.6.2 Results 

An independent-samples t-test revealed that attitudes towards the focal media 

figure, Jennifer Aniston, were marginally greater for those in the friendship condition 

(M = 5.70) compared to those in the control condition (M = 5.43; t(249) = 1.67, p = .09, d = 

.21). Additionally, attitudes towards the friend, Courteney Cox, were also greater for 

those in the friendship condition (M = 5.49) compared to those in the control condition 

(M = 5.16; t(249) = 2.10, p = .04, d = .26). 

 Although not pre-registered, based on these results, we conducted a 2 (between: 

article) x 2 (within: media figure) mixed ANOVA to investigate if there were any 

differences in the effect of article across the two celebrities. We find a main effect of 



 

 

67 

article (F(1, 249) = 4.06, p = .04, ηp² = .02), a main effect of media figure (F(1, 249) = 18.93, 

p < .001, ηp² = .07), and no interaction (F(1, 249) = .33, p = .56, ηp² = .001). These results 

suggest that viewing information about the friendship between the two media figures 

increased attitudes towards both. 

3.7 Study 2B: Basic Effect 

3.7.1 Method 

Participants (N = 250) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this two-cell 

between-subjects study (control, interaction). 

Participants were told to imagine that they were on Twitter and saw a tweet 

from Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. Those in the control condition only saw his tweet 

that said, “Got a great workout in today.” Those in the interaction condition saw this 

same tweet as well as a reply chain. The reply chain consisted of Jennifer Lopez replying 

to the main tweet to say, “Cheers to keeping fit and healthy in 2022!” and Dwayne 

Johnson replying to Jennifer Lopez to say, “Yes! Cheers to that” (see appendix T for 

stimuli). 

Lastly, participants completed a four-item measure of interest towards Dwayne 

Johnson on seven-point scales (“How much do you like Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson's 

content?”; “How much time would you be willing to spend to watch Dwayne “The 

Rock” Johnson's content in the future?”; “How much money would you be willing to 
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spend on Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson (i.e., going to the movies for him, purchasing his 

merchandise, etc.)?”; “Please indicate your agreement or disagreement with the 

following statement: I look forward to watching Dwayne “The Rock" Johnson.”; α = .89). 

3.7.2 Results 

Replicating prior patterns, an independent-samples t-test revealed that interest 

towards the focal media figure, Dwayne Johnson, was significantly greater for those in 

the interaction condition (M = 3.96, SD = 1.27) compared to those in the control condition 

(M = 3.55, SD = 1.37; t(248) = 2.47, p = .01, d = .31). 

3.7.3 Discussion 

Study 2a and 2b extend our prior findings in an experimental setting. We find 

that those who viewed information about a media figure’s friendship formed more 

favorable attitudes and interest towards the media figure compared to those who 

viewed information about the media figure’s successful career or just a solo tweet.  

3.8 Study 3: Positive and Negative Relationships 

Thus far, we have examined the benefits of observing positive interactions 

between media figures. In study 3 (pre-registered at https://aspredicted.org/CV5_MVT), 

we build upon prior findings by investigating a negative dynamic between media 

figures. Consumers are often interested in updates in the lives of media figures, whether 

good or bad. For example, articles about the wedding of Britney Spears and Sam 
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Asghari garnered much attention, but articles about the breakup of Shawn Mendes and 

Camila Cabello were also widely read. In the current study, we investigate perceptions 

of the media figures with various dynamics. We expect that consumers will still form 

more favorable attitudes after observing positive dynamics rather than negative ones.  

3.8.1 Method 

Participants (N = 300) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this three-cell 

between-subjects study (control, positive, negative). 

The procedure of the current study was the same as in study 2a where 

participants read an article about the success of Jennifer Aniston’s career or her 

friendship with Courteney Cox, with the exception of the addition of the negative 

condition. Those in the negative condition read an article about the animosity between 

Jennifer Aniston and Courteney Cox (“However, they quickly went from coworkers to 

adversaries, developing hostility towards each other, even years after Friends ended… 

Nearly 30 years later, Jennifer and Courteney remain distant, never appearing together 

at events…”). For the full stimuli, please see appendix U. After reading the article, 

participants completed the same measure of attitudes towards Jennifer Aniston and 

Courteney Cox as in study 2a. 
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3.8.2 Results 

3.8.2.1 Attitudes towards Jennifer Aniston 

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition on attitude towards 

Jennifer Aniston (F(2, 297) = 44.66, p < .001, ηp² = .23). Contrasts revealed that attitude 

was significantly more favorable for the positive condition (M = 5.99) compared to the 

control (M = 5.53, p = .009) and negative (M = 4.41, p < .001) conditions. Attitudes were 

also significantly more favorable for the control condition compared to the negative 

condition (p < .001). 

3.8.2.2 Attitudes towards Courtney Cox 

The results for Courteney Cox mirrored the same pattern as that of Jennifer 

Aniston. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition on attitude 

towards Courteney Cox (F(2, 297) = 25.36 p < .001, ηp² = .15). Contrasts revealed that 

attitude was significantly more favorable for the positive condition (M = 5.71) compared 

to the control (M = 5.09, p < .001) and negative (M = 4.43, p < .001) conditions. Attitudes 

were also significantly more favorable for the control condition compared to the 

negative condition (p < .001). 

3.8.3 Discussion 

In study 3, we replicate the results of prior studies, demonstrating that attitudes 

towards media figures are the most favorable when reading about their positive 
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interactions. Furthermore, we find that consumers did not enjoy learning about a 

negative relationship and formed the lowest attitudes towards the media figured who 

were framed as enemies. These results suggest while consumers may be intrigued by 

negative information about media figures (i.e., celebrity gossip), it is learning about the 

positive relationships that lead consumers to form the most favorable attitudes towards 

media figures. 

3.9 Study 4: Mediation through Humanization 

In study 4, we empirically test the role of humanization as the driver of the 

benefits of observing media figures interacting in a positive manner. We predict that 

observing positive media figure interactions will humanize the media figure more, 

which would then lead to increased interest. Additionally, in the current study, we 

utilize a new set of abstract stimuli that does not rely on real celebrities, allowing us to 

examine the effect of media figure interactions without the idiosyncratic sentiments 

regarding real figures. 

3.9.1 Method 

Participants (N = 200) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this two-cell 

between-subjects study (control, interaction). 

Participants read through a scenario in which they were told that both Person A 

and Person B were famous celebrities that have social media presence. Next, participants 
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in the control condition were shown a tweet from Person A that said, “Had a nice, 

peaceful walk around the park today.” Participants were then told that they returned to 

Twitter two days later and saw a separate tweet from Person B that said, “Hope we get 

more nice days like this!” Those in the interaction condition saw the same information, 

except that Person B’s tweet was a direct reply to Person A’s tweet. For the full stimuli, 

please see appendix V. 

Finally, participants completed a measure of interest towards Person B using the 

same items as in study 2b and a four-item measure of humanization (mechanistic 

dehumanization subscale; Kteily et al. 2015; “Person B is… Mechanical and cold, like a 

robot (R); Open-minded, able to think clearly about things; Superficial, lacking depth 

(R); Emotional; responsive and warm” on a seven-point scale; α = .86) as the mediator. 

3.9.2 Results 

3.9.2.1 Interest 

An independent-samples t-test revealed that interest towards the focal media 

figure, Person B, was greater for those in the interaction condition (M = 4.86) compared 

to those in the control condition (M = 4.00; t(198) = 2.60, p = .01, d = .37). 



 

 

73 

3.9.2.2 Humanization 

An independent-samples t-test revealed that Person B was rated as more 

humanized for those in the interaction condition (M = 3.88) compared to those in the 

control condition (M = 3.26; t(198) = 2.60, p = .01, d = .37). 

3.9.2.3 Mediation 

We then conducted a mediation analysis for the effect of observing media figure 

interactions on interest through humanization of the media figure (PROCESS Model 4; 

5,000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 2013) and find significant mediation (ab = .67, 95% CI = 

[.33, 1.02]). 

 

Figure 3: Mediation through humanization 
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3.9.3 Discussion 

In study 4, we replicate prior findings using abstract stimuli that did not utilize 

real media figures, suggesting that the benefits of observing positive media figure 

interactions are not due to the idiosyncratic nature of specific celebrities. Furthermore, 

we find humanization of the focal media figure to be the main driver of the effect, such 

that viewing these interactions allows the media figure to be perceived as more human, 

which leads to increased interest. 

3.10 Study 5: Boundary Condition – Self-serving Motives 

In study 5, we examine a boundary condition for when observing positive media 

figure interactions may not lead to increased interest. We test for the moderating effect 

of observer perceptions of ulterior motives behind the interaction. Prior work in the 

flattery literature has shown that observers who view someone flattering another person 

often attribute the flattery to self-serving motives and do not react as positively as 

recipients of the praise (Chan and Sengupta 2013; Gordon 1996; Jones 1964; Vonk 1998, 

2002). Thus, observers develop less favorable impressions of the flatterer, especially in 

cases in which there is a power difference between the flatterer and the recipient of the 

flattery, such as in employee-employer relationships (Vonk 1998). Building upon this 

prior work, we suggest that while general positive interactions between media figures 

will not be viewed as self-serving at baseline, there can be instances in which a positive 
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interaction will be observed with a skeptical eye by consumers, such as when there is a 

status difference between the media figures. We expect the benefits of observing positive 

media figure interactions to be attenuated when a media figure of lower status is seen to 

be initiating interactions with a media figure of higher status, as consumers are more 

likely to infer ulterior motives in this scenario. 

3.10.1 Method 

Participants (N = 602) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this two (tweet: 

control, interaction) by two (Person B status: low, high) between-subjects study. 

The procedure for study 5 was the same as in study 4, with the only difference 

being that Person A and Person B’s status were manipulated in the introduction. For the 

Person B low status condition, participants read that Person A was a famous celebrity 

with over 5,000,000 followers on Twitter while Person B was a new celebrity with about 

50,000 followers on Twitter. For the Person B high status condition, participants read 

that Person A was a new celebrity with about 50,000 followers on Twitter while Person B 

was a famous celebrity with over 5,000,000 followers on Twitter (see appendix W for full 

study stimuli). Participants then saw the same tweets from study 4 of Person A and 

Person B, depending on whether they were in the control or interaction condition. 

Finally, participants completed a measure of attitudes towards Person B and mechanistic 
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humanization of Person B, as well as a measure of authenticity of the tweet as a 

manipulation check. 

3.10.2 Results 

3.10.2.1 Manipulation Check 

Our focal contrast of interest for the authenticity manipulation check was 

between the interaction conditions in the low status compared to the high status 

conditions. We find that in the high status condition, the tweet from Person B was 

viewed as significantly more authentic (M = 5.12) compared to the low status condition 

(M = 4.53; p = .001). 

3.10.2.2 Attitudes 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of tweet (F(1, 598) = 20.41, p < .001, 

ηp2 = .03), no main effect of Person B’s status (F(1, 598) = 2.49, p = .12, ηp2 = .004), and a 

significant interaction between tweet and Person B’s status (F(1,598) = 12.06, p < .001, ηp2 

= .02) on attitudes towards Person B. For those in the Person B high status conditions, we 

replicate prior results such that those in the interaction condition (M = 5.20) had more 

favorable attitudes towards Person B compared to those in the control condition (M = 

4.42; p < .001). However, for those in the Person B low status conditions, we find an 

attenuation such that those in the interaction condition (M = 4.70) did not differ from 

those in the control condition (M = 4.60; p = .46) on attitudes. 
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3.10.2.3 Humanization 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of tweet (F(1, 598) = 34.74, p < .001, 

ηp2 = .05), no main effect of Person B’s status (F(1, 598) = .001, p = .98, ηp2 < .001), and a 

significant interaction between tweet and Person B’s status (F(1,598) = 14.92, p < .001, ηp2 

= .02) on humanization of Person B. For those in the Person B high status conditions, we 

replicate prior results such that those in the interaction condition (M = 5.13) viewed 

Person B to be more humanized compared to those in the control condition (M = 4.16; p < 

.001). However, for those in the Person B low status conditions, we do not find an effect 

of tweet, such that those in the interaction condition (M = 4.75) did not differ from those 

in the control condition (M = 4.54; p = .15) on humanization perceptions. Additionally, 

we find that for the control conditions, Person B was perceived to be more humanized 

for those in the low status condition (M = 4.54) compared to those in the high status 

condition (M = 4.16), showcasing another instance of how popular media figures with a 

larger following are indeed perceived as more dehumanized at baseline.  
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Figure 4: The effect of tweet and status on humanization. 

3.10.2.4 Moderated Mediation 

As a final analysis, we tested for moderated mediation (PROCESS Model 7, 5000 

bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013) for the effect of positive media figure interaction on 

attitudes, driven by humanization and moderated by status of the focal media figure. As 

expected, we find that status of Person B significantly moderated the mediation through 

humanization (index of moderated mediation = .53, 95% CI [.25, .80]), such that the 

mediation was significant when Person B was of high status (ab = .67, SE = .10, 95% CI 

[.47, .87]) but not when Person B was of low status (ab = .14, SE = .09, 95% CI [-.04, .32]). 

3.10.3 Discussion 

In study 5, we find a situation in which observing a positive media figure 

interaction does not lead to more favorable perceptions of the media figure. When the 
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interaction is initiated by a media figure of lower status, observers are less likely to view 

the interaction as authentic and infer self-serving motives, thus attenuating the effects of 

observing the positive interaction. 

3.11 Study 6: Boundary Condition – Image Violation 

In the last study, we investigate another boundary condition in which the 

positive effects of media figure interactions are attenuated: when the focal media figure 

violates their image and thus appears fake in their interactions (pre-registered at 

https://aspredicted.org/ZLL_KFY). Consumers appear to highly value niceness from 

media figures, as seen by the numerous popular press articles on which celebrities are 

the friendliest, such as “17 of the Nicest Celebrities,” “19 Actors Who are Praised as 

Being the Nicest Celebs,” “18 Non-Famous People Reveal the Nicest Celebrities They've 

Ever Met” (Bird 2021; Kester 2022; Yagoda 2016). However, media figures may violate 

their nice image in a variety of ways, such as making a rude comment in public or being 

“exposed” by others for being fake. We predict that when media figures violate their 

nice image, the effects of media figure interactions will be attenuated, and consumers 

will form less favorable impressions towards the media figure. 
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3.11.1 Method 

Participants (N = 601) were recruited from Prolific to take part in this two (tweet: 

control, interaction) by two (image violation: non-violation, violation) between-subjects 

study. 

Participants read through a scenario in which they were introduced Person A 

who is said to be a famous celebrity with a large social media presence. They also read 

that Person A was regarded as a very nice influencer in the industry. Next, participants 

were introduced to Person B who is said to also be a famous celebrity with a large social 

media presence in the same industry. In the violation condition, participants were told 

that our focal figure, Person A, engaged in an unprovoked Twitter dispute with Person 

B. Participants were shown a tweet from Person A that said, “You guys will make 

anyone relevant nowadays. Why is Person B relevant anyways lol?”  and then were told 

that Person A deleted the tweet five minutes later. In the non-violation condition, 

participants moved on to the next section, without seeing this negative tweet.  

In the next section, participants were shown either an interaction or control 

tweet. The interaction tweet consisted of Person B tweeting “Just collaborated with 

YogaStudioLA!” and Person A replying directly, “Wow I love Yoga! Need to try this 

out.” In the control condition, participants were told that Person B tweeted “Just 

collaborated with YogaStudioLA!” and as the participant continued to scroll through 
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Twitter, they saw a separate tweet from Person A that said, “Wow I love Yoga! Need to 

try out YogaStudioLA!” (see appendix X for full stimuli). Finally, participants completed 

a measure of attitudes towards Person A and perceptions of mechanistic 

dehumanization of Person A. 

3.11.2 Results 

3.11.2.1 Attitudes 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of tweet (F(1, 597) = 4.59, p = .03, ηp2 

= .008), a main effect of image violation (F(1, 597) = 395.08, p < .001, ηp2 = .40), and a 

significant interaction between tweet and image violation (F(1,597) = 17.77, p < .001, ηp2 

= .03) on attitudes towards Person A. For those in the non-violation conditions, we 

replicate prior results such that those in the interaction condition (M = 5.85) had more 

favorable attitudes towards Person A compared to those in the control condition (M = 

5.12; p < .001). However, for those in violation conditions, we find an attenuation such 

that those in the interaction condition (M = 3.09) did not differ from those in the control 

condition (M = 3.32; p = .14) on attitudes.  

3.11.2.2 Humanization 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of tweet (F(1, 597) = 5.15, p = .02, ηp2 

= .009), a main effect of image violation (F(1, 597) = 223.861, p < .001, ηp2 = .27), and a 

significant interaction between tweet and image violation (F(1,597) = 7.69, p = .006, ηp2 = 
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.01) on humanization of Person A. For those in the non-violation conditions, we replicate 

prior results such that those in the interaction condition (M = 5.30) viewed Person A to 

be more humanized compared to those in the control condition (M = 4.82; p < .001). 

However, for those in violation conditions, we do not find an effect of tweet, such that 

those in the interaction condition (M = 3.60) did not differ from those in the control 

condition (M = 3.65; p = .72) on humanization perceptions. 

3.11.2.3 Moderated Mediation 

As a final analysis, we tested for moderated mediation (PROCESS Model 7, 5000 

bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013) for the effect of positive media figure interaction on 

attitudes, driven by mechanistic humanization and moderated by image violation of the 

focal media figure. As expected, we find that image violation significantly moderated 

the mediation through humanization (index of moderated mediation = -.55, 95% CI [-.94, 

-.17]), such that the mediation was significant when there was no violation (ab = .50, SE = 

.14, 95% CI [.22, .78]) but not when there was a violation (ab = -.05, SE = .14, 95% CI [-.32, 

.21]).  

3.11.3 Discussion 

In study 6, we find another context in which observing positive media figure 

interactions does not result in better perceptions towards the media figure. When the 

focal media figure completes an action that violates their initial nice image, consumers 
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no longer view subsequent interactions favorably, thus attenuating the effects of 

observing the positive interaction. 

3.12 General Discussion 

In the current work, we demonstrate the positive effects that observing media 

figure interactions on interest in and perceptions of the media figure though a variety of 

methods (qualitative data, field data, and experiments). We find that consumers are 

naturally interested in the relationships between media figures they like (pilot and study 

1) and that learning about these relationships increase attitudes and interest towards the 

focal media figure (study 2a and 2b). We also find that consumers enjoy observing 

positive relationships more than negative ones (study 3) and that the positive effects are 

driven by the mechanistic humanization of the media figure (study 4). Lastly, we find 

two boundary conditions to the effect, in which the benefits are attenuated if consumers 

infer self-serving motives from the media figure (study 5) or if the media figure is 

perceived to be fake (study 6). 

3.12.1 Contributions 

The present work makes several theoretical contributions. First, we contribute to 

the literature on media figure perceptions. Prior research has mainly examined the 

relationship between fans and media figures in the form of parasocial relationships (e.g., 

Ballantine and Martin 2005; Cohen 2004; Hwang and Zhang 2018; Horton and Wohl 



 

 

84 

1956; Jin and Park 2009; Kim and Kim 2020; Rubin and Perse 1987; Rubin, Perse, and 

Powell 1985; Tsao 1996). However, past work has yet to investigate how observing the 

relationships between media figures can impact consumers’ perceptions. We find that 

consumers enjoy viewing positive interactions and displays of friendship, and that these 

interactions have a positive influence on interest towards the media figure. However, 

our findings also suggest that while negative interactions may be attention grabbing in 

the real world (e.g., celebrity gossip), observing these negative interactions will harm 

consumer perceptions of the media figures involved. Finally, we find a moderating such 

that the benefits of positive media figure interactions are attenuated if consumers do not 

perceive the interaction to be genuine. 

We also contribute to the literature on dehumanization. Much prior work has 

focused on understanding the dehumanization of disadvantaged groups or groups we 

hold prejudice towards (e.g., Jardina, McElwee, and Piston 2016; Jardina and Piston 

2016; Kteily and Bruneau 2017a; Kteily and Bruneau 2017b; Kteily et al. 2015; Kteily, 

Hodson, and Bruneau 2016). We contribute to this literature by showcasing how media 

figures, who are typically viewed to be of high status, are more mechanistically 

dehumanized at baseline, and we introduce media figures interactions as a novel way to 

increase perceptions of humanness of media figures, which leads to other positive 

downstream consequences in the form of perceptions and behaviors. 
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3.12.2 Marketing Implications 

These findings may have important practical implications for marketers. Media 

figures are often thought of as human brands (Thomson 2006), and maintaining their 

public image is crucial to their branding. We suggest that taking actions that display 

their positive relationships with others can be a valuable and simple way to better public 

perceptions of the media figure. Moreover, the current findings are also very applicable 

for social media platforms such as Twitter and live streaming platforms such as Twitch. 

On social media, media figure interactions can be easily displayed with a simple 

comment under a post. On live streaming platforms, streamers may consider inviting 

more friends to collaborate with on their streams to generate more interest amongst 

viewers and obtain more followers. Media figures may also consider more formal 

collaborations, such as featuring other artists in songs, as a way to showcase their 

relationships. 

In addition, having these positive interactions may also be a way for media 

figures to expand their audience base. Media market has become increasingly 

fragmented in the digital age, with consumers being able to easily tailor what media 

they desire to see (Lantz 2022). Engaging in interactions with other media figures could 

be a feasible method of introducing themselves to a wider audience base and gain 
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attention from consumers who otherwise may not have encountered the focal media 

figure. 

3.12.3 Future Directions 

Future research could examine the comparison between observing media figure 

interactions versus personal friend interactions. Prior research has found that people 

experience fear of missing out (FOMO) when they feel as if they are unable to be 

involved in something their peers are doing and feel negatively about it (JWT Marketing 

Communications 2012), which appears to be especially prominent when viewing social 

media (Abel, Buff, and Burr 2016). Thus, consumers may experience the negative feeling 

of FOMO when they see their friends together without them. However, in the case of 

media figures engaging in activities the consumer wishes to be doing, consumers may 

not experience FOMO, as they typically would not consider the media figures as 

personal friends.  

We tested this comparison of observing media figure relationships to personal 

friend relationships in an additional study. Participants were told to write down the 

name of either a celebrity they liked or a personal friend of theirs and then write down 

the name of someone who was the celebrity’s or personal friend’s friend. Then, 

participants imagined going through a scenario in which they see either the celebrity or 

personal friend attending an event with their named friend on social media. We then 
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measured FOMO (How much FOMO (fear of missing out) do you feel after reading the 

scenario?; Do you wish you were able to be at the gathering with X?; How jealous do 

you feel after reading the scenario?; How envious do you feel after reading the 

scenario?; 1 = not at all, 7 = very much) and attitudes towards the focal celebrity or 

personal friend. We found that viewing the personal friend interaction induced greater 

FOMO (M = 3.55, SD = 1.66) compared to viewing the celebrity interaction (M = 2.80, SD 

= 1.41; t(248) = 3.88, p < .001, d = .49). We also found that attitudes towards the focal 

friend (M = 5.10, SD = 1.45) were significantly lower than attitudes towards the celebrity 

(M = 6.38, SD = .87; t(248) = 8.39, p < .001, d = 1.06). These results suggest that consumers 

react differently towards observing media figure interactions compared to observing 

personal peer relationships. Future research may further explore the different dynamics 

between the two types of relationships. 

In the current work, we examined the observation of positive and negative 

relationships between media figures, finding that consumers generally prefer positive 

interactions. However, future research could also explore different relationship 

dynamics between the focal media target and the other they’re interacting with. In the 

present research, we have primarily used friendships in our stimuli, but there are other 

possible types of relationships, such as competitors, family members, and strangers. 
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Future research could examine whether the benefits of observing media figure 

interactions also applies to these other types of relationships. 

Finally, future research could explore whether the positive effects of observing 

interactions applies in other contexts. In the present work, we examine the effect in an 

entertainment context with media figures. However, would consumers value viewing 

positive interactions in other fields, such as the workplace, at a hospital, or in court? 

Media figure behaviors may be considered frivolous by consumers but that appears to 

be the norm in the entertainment industry. In other fields that are more serious or skill-

oriented, would consumers dislike seeing positive interactions? For example, a patient 

may not want to observe their physician positively interacting with another physician 

because they would rather observe signals of skill instead, and so attitudes towards the 

physician may be harmed in this scenario. Thus, future research could explore the 

consequences of interactions between people in other contexts outside of the 

entertainment industry. 

In conclusion, the current work demonstrates how consumers value friendly 

exchanges between media figures. We find that observing these interactions can boost 

interest in and perceptions of the media figure and that this effect is driven by 

humanization of the media figure. 
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4. Conclusion  

In my dissertation, I find that observing positive interactions between brands or 

human brands can positively affect consumers perceptions. In essay 1, I explored the 

effect of observing a brand praise a competitor brand, which leads to better brand 

evaluations for the praiser. This effect is driven by increases in perceptions of brand 

warmth. In essay 2, I examined how consumers respond to observing positive 

interactions between human brands, finding that these positive interactions lead to 

better consumer perceptions of the focal media figure. This effect is driven by the 

humanization of the media figure, in which the media figure appears more human to the 

consumer after the consumer observes the positive interaction. Together, these essays 

shed light on how positive interactions may bring unexpected benefits for brands. 
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5. Appendices 

5.1 Appendix A: Twitter Data Details 

To provide an initial field exploration of how brand-to-brand praise affects 

consumers, we turned to social media. Having identified the video game industry as one 

that has periodically engaged in positive brand-to-brand communication (Alexander 

2017), we focused on communication surrounding the launch of a major console 

release—the Nintendo Switch, in 2017—to explore the potential effects of brand-to-

brand praise. 

We analyzed data from Nintendo and its biggest competitors, Xbox and 

PlayStation, near the time of the Nintendo Switch launch on March 3rd, 2017. Our dataset 

includes all of the tweets (N = 8393) made by the three brands (NintendoAmerica n = 

1405; PlayStation n = 2938; Xbox n = 4050), six months before and after the launch, from 

September 1st, 2016 to September 30th, 2017. We collected the number of likes, the 

number of retweets, and users’ replies to the tweets as dependent variables. Replies to 

each tweet were analyzed via text analysis software (Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 

program, LIWC; Pennebaker, Francis, and Booth 2001) as an additional way to assess the 

positivity of consumers’ reactions. Higher scores reflect more positive emotions in the 

text of the reply. Hashtags were not analyzed in this study given that not every tweet 

included a hashtag, and those that did were mainly emphasizing the accounts’ own 
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games and events (e.g., PlayStation: Watch the all-new trailer for Red Dead Redemption 

2 [RP].  Coming Spring 2018 to #XboxOne. #RDR2). 

For the independent variable, coders analyzed each of the tweets.1 If the tweet 

tagged—using the “@” symbol—a direct competitor (i.e., another video game console 

manufacturer), it was categorized as “competitor.” Such tweets were rare (n = 3; see 

below for all of the competitor tweets). If the tweet tagged a non-competitor but was 

related to the focal brand’s business, such as their own games, apps, shops, or events, it 

was categorized as “non-competitor.” If the tweet tagged something miscellaneous that 

did not directly involve the brand’s business, such as the accounts of miscellaneous 

people, it was categorized as “miscellaneous.” If the tweet did not tag anyone or was a 

self-promotion message, it was categorized as “self-promotion.” Each category of tweets 

was mutually exclusive, with the order of priority being “competitor”, “non-

competitor”, “miscellaneous”, and then “self-promotion”. For example, this meant that 

if a tweet contained information that could be considered as both “competitor” and 

“miscellaneous”, the tweet would be categorized as “competitor” based on order of 

priority. Examples of tweets within each category are provided on subsequent pages. 

Lastly, coders rated the valence of each of the tweets as positive or negative. Negatively 

 

1 Due to the extensiveness of the data, four independent coders each coded approximately one-fourth of the 

tweets, and the researchers spot-checked a random sample to ensure that the coders understood the given 

instructions. 
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valenced tweets included any tweet that mentioned something in a negative light. 

However, none of the tweets collected were coded as negatively valenced. Thus, we 

focused on positive communication and analyzed the positive emotions associated with 

the replies to the tweets in LIWC. 

We find a greater number of likes, retweets, and more positive sentiment for the 

tweets categorized as “competitor” (i.e., the brand that positively mentioned a 

competitor brand). All competitor tweets (n = 3) are provided below. The average 

number of likes (M = 21898.33) was more than ten-times higher for competitor tweets 

compared to the average number of likes of non-competitor tweets (M = 1512.86, n = 

768), miscellaneous tweets (M = 1272.70, n = 338), and self-promotion tweets (M = 

1443.43, n = 7285). Likewise, the number of retweets behaved in a similar pattern, with 

competitor tweets having over ten-times more retweets (M = 8008.00) compared to non-

competitor retweets (M = 721.22), miscellaneous retweets (M = 440.64), and self-

promotion retweets (M = 644.28). Although it was not appropriate to perform any 

statistical analyses on these values due to the highly unequal cell sizes, this descriptive 

field data suggests that brand-to-brand praise elicits highly positive evaluations from 

observers.  

Also consistent with this conclusion are the text analyses in which we examined 

LIWC positive emotion scores for the replies from each category of tweets. Due to the 
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positive skewedness of the scores in the replies from users, we conducted a Kruskal-

Wallis H test.2 We find that there are significant differences in the LIWC positive 

emotion scores in the replies amongst the different categories of tweets (χ2(3) = 122.18, p 

< .001). Dunn’s pairwise comparisons revealed that tweets categorized as competitor 

tweets (M = 12.28) evoked significantly more positive sentiment compared to non-

competitor tweets (M = 7.65, p < .001), miscellaneous tweets (M = 7.74, p < .001), and self-

promotion tweets (M = 7.11, p < .001).3 While we did not have hypotheses regarding the 

comparisons between the other categorizations of tweets, we did find that positive 

sentiment for non-competitor tweets was significantly higher than that of self-promotion 

tweets (p < .001) and miscellaneous tweets (p = .035). 

 

  

 

2 The Kruskal-Wallis H test is a non-parametric test based on ranks that can compare multiple groups 

without the assumption of normality. 
3 We report raw means here for clarity, although readers should be aware that the Kruskal -Wallis test 

compares ranks: Mrank-comp = 163,243.01, Mrank-noncomp = 139,564.54, Mrank-misc = 136,775.34, Mrank-self = 136,582.66.  
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Competitor Tweets 

Account Competitor Tweet 

Xbox 

 

NintendoAmerica 

 

@NintendoAmerica It’s not every 

day you get to throw the #Switch 

on a new console. Congrats! 
#NintendoSwitch @Nintendo 

NintendoAmerica Xbox 
Happy anniversary, @Xbox! 

Congratulations on 15 fantastic 
years. 

PlayStation NintendoAmerica 
Today's a big day for @Nintendo! 

Congratulations on launch, we 
can't wait to play. 

 

Categorization of Tweets 

Categorization Account Example Tweet 

Competitor 

(i.e., tweeting support 

for a brand I directly 

compete with) 
 

 

Xbox 

 

@NintendoAmerica It’s not 

every day you get to throw 

the #Switch on a new console. 

Congrats! #NintendoSwitch 
@Nintendo 

Non-competitor 

(i.e., tweeting support 

for a brand that I do not 
directly compete with, 

but is related to my 

brand in some way) 

 

Xbox 

It’s finally here! Download 

the new @Spotify app for 
#XboxOne and listen while 

you play 

Miscellaneous 

 
NintendoAmerica 

Looking for a unique 
Halloween costume? 

@iHasCupquake is here to 
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(i.e., tweeting support 

for a non-competitive 

person/brand/thing that 
is unrelated to my 

brand) 

help with a 

#PaperMarioColorSplash DIY 

Shy Guy mask 

Self-promotion 

 
(i.e., tweeting support 

for the self only) 

NintendoAmerica 

Visit our Gaming Lounge at 

#SDCC2017, located in the 

Marriott, for your chance to 
go hands-on with upcoming 

#NintendoSwitch and #3DS 

games! 
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5.2 Appendix B: Study 1a Details 

Self-promotion 

 

 

Praise 
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Outside Endorsement  
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5.3 Appendix C: Manipulation Check and Costliness Details 

Manipulation Check 

To what extent was [brand] praising their competition? (1 = definitely NOT praising the 

competition, 7 = definitely praising the competition) 

 

Study Results (all results are controlling for believability of the stimuli) 

Study 1a 

(N = 105) 

There was a difference across conditions (F(2, 101) = 21.47, p < .001). 
The praise ad was rated higher (M = 4.82) than the self-promotion 

ad (M = 1.96; p < .001) and the external endorsement ad (M = 2.43; p 

< .001). The self-promotion and external endorsement conditions 

did not differ from each other (p = .30). 

  

Study 1b 

(N = 74) 

The praise ad was rated higher (M = 5.95) than the self-promotion 

ad (M = 2.83; F(1, 71) = 57.68, p < .001). 

  

Study 2 

(N = 772) 

The praise message was rated higher (M = 6.00) than the control 

message (M = 1.89; F(1, 769) = 1814.97, p < .001). 

  

Study 3 

(N = 140) 

There was a difference across conditions (F(3, 135) = 28.73, p < .001). 

The costly praise message was rated higher (M = 5.58) than the self-

promotion message (M = 1.42; p < .001), the helpful control message 
(M = 2.07; p < .001), and the non-costly praise (M = 2.77; p < .001).  

  

Study 4 
(N = 69) 

The praise message was rated higher (M = 5.41) than the control 
message (M = 2.28; F(1, 66) = 45.27, p < .001). 
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Study 5 

(N = 601) 

There was a main effect of message. The praise message was rated 

higher (M = 5.71) than the control message (M = 1.55; F(1, 596) = 

1104.98, p < .001). 
Study 6 

(N = 600) 

The praise message was rated higher (M = 5.26) than the self-

promotion message (M = 2.03; F(1, 597) = 480.99, p < .001). 

 

Note. The manipulation checks for studies 1a, 1b, 3, and 4 were conducted in a separate 

test rather than in the main study. 

 

Costliness 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

1. How potentially costly was it for [brand] to post this? By costly we mean it could 

have a negative impact on the company. 
2. How potentially risky was it for [brand] to post this? 
3. How potentially beneficial was it for [brand] to post this? (reverse coded) 

4. To what extent is [brand]’s message about a competitive brand? 

 

Study 
Results (all results are controlling for believability of the 

stimuli) 

Study 1a 

(N = 105) 

There was a difference across conditions (F(2, 101) = 42.32, p < .001). 

The praise ad was perceived as more costly (M = 4.17) than the self-

promotion ad (M = 2.12; p < .001) and the external endorsement ad 

(M = 1.92; p < .001). The self-promotion and external endorsement 

conditions did not differ from each other (p = .44). 
  

Study 1b 

(N = 74) 

The praise ad was perceived as more costly (M = 4.38) than the self-

promotion ad (M = 2.61; F(1, 71) = 48.35, p < .001). 

  



 

 

100 

Study 2 

(N = 772) 

The praise message was perceived as more costly (M = 3.30) than 

the control message (M = 2.19; F(1, 769) = 296.73, p < .001)). 

  

Study 3 

(N = 399) 

There was a significant differences across conditions (F(3, 394) = 

37.66, p < .001). The costly praise condition was perceived as more 

costly (M = 3.82) than the self-promotion (M = 2.21, p < .001), control 

(M = 2.37, p < .001), and non-costly praise (M = 2.52, p < .001) 

conditions. The non-costly praise condition was perceived as more 
costly than the self-promotion condition (p = .05) but not 

significantly different from the control condition (p = .34). The self-

promotion and control conditions did not differ (p = .32). 

  
Study 4 

(N = 69) 

The praise message was perceived as more costly (M = 3.62) than 

the control message (M = 2.54; F(1, 66) = 15.55, p < .001). 

  

Study 5 

(N = 601) 

There was a main effect of message. The praise message was 

perceived as more costly (M = 3.84) than the control message (M = 

2.33; F(1, 596) = 350.11, p < .001). There was also a main effect of 

company type. The for-profit was rated higher (M = 3.17) than the 

non-profit (M = 3.00; F(1, 596) = 4.66, p = .03). 
  

 

Study 6 

(N = 600) 

The praise message was perceived as more costly (M = 3.60) than 

the self-promotion message (M = 3.10; F(1, 597) = 32.03, p < .001). 

 

Note. The costliness measure for studies 1a, 1b, and 4 were conducted in a separate test 

rather than in the main study. 
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5.4 Appendix D: Study 1b Details 

Recipient of Praise 

 

 

Self-Promotion 
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Praise 

 

 

Relational-interdependent Self-construal Scale (RISC) 

Now, we’d like you to imagine that you are answering questions as if you were The 

Mad Popper. If The Mad Popper were a person, how do you think they’d answer the 

questions below? (That is, what do you think they believe?) (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree) 

1. My close relationships are an important reflection of who I am. 

2. When I feel very close to someone, it often feels to me like that person is an 

important part of who I am. 

3. Overall, my close relationships have very little to do with how I feel about 

myself. 

4. I think one of the most important parts of who I am can be captured by looking 

at my close friends and understanding who they are. 
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5. When I think of myself, I often think of my close friends or family also. 

6. When I establish a close friendship with someone, I usually develop a strong 

sense of identification with that person. 

7. If a person hurts someone close to me, I feel hurt as well. 

8. My close relationships are unimportant to my sense of what kind of person I am. 

9. My sense of pride comes from knowing who I have as close friends. 

10. In general, my close relationships are an important part of my self-image. 

11. I usually feel a strong sense of pride when someone close to me has an important 

accomplishment. 

 

Brand Trust Scale 

Based on what you’ve seen thus far about the brand, how much do you agree with each 

of the following about The Mad Popper (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)? 

1. The Mad Popper would be honest and sincere in its explanations.  

2. I could rely on The Mad Popper.  

3. The Mad Popper would make any effort to satisfy me.  

4. The Mad Popper would repay me in some way for any problem with the 

product.  

5. The Mad Popper would be a brand name that meets my expectations. 

6. I feel confidence in The Mad Popper’s brand name. 

7. The Mad Popper would be a brand name that never disappoints me. 

8. The Mad Popper’s brand name guarantees satisfaction. 

 

Scale References 

Cross, Susan E., Pamela L. Bacon, and Michael L. Morris (2000), “The Relational-

Interdependent Self-Construal and Relationships,” Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 78 (4), 791-808. 
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Delgado-Ballester, Elena, Jose Luis Munuera-Aleman, and Maria Jesus Yague-Guillen 

(2003), “Development and Validation of a Brand Trust Scale,”  International 

Journal of Market Research, 45 (1), 1-18. 

Relational-interdependence Self-construal and Brand Trust Results 

A one-way ANCOVA on the adapted RISC scale revealed that the perception of 

the focal brand’s relational identity was greater in the praise condition (M = 5.18) than in 

the self-promotion condition (M = 4.62; F(1, 151) = 9.12, p = .003, ηp² = .06).  

A one-way ANCOVA also revealed that brand trust toward the focal brand (The 

Mad Popper) was significantly greater in the praise condition (M = 2.68) compared to the 

self-promotion condition (M = 2.44; F(1, 151) = 6.03, p = .015, ηp² = .04).  

Finally, we find that relational identity and brand trust serially mediated the 

effect of brand-to-brand praise on brand choice, comparing the praise and self-

promotion conditions (indirect = .17, 95% CI [.053, .406]; PROCESS Model 6, 5000 

bootstrap samples, Hayes 2013). 
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5.5 Appendix E: Believability Covariate Details 

Effect of Brand-to-Brand Praise With and Without the Believability Covariate 

Study With Covariate Without Covariate 

 
Self / 

Control 
Praise Contrast 

Self / 
Control 

Praise Contrast 

Study 1a  
(click rates) 

- - - 3.3% 5.4% p < .001 

Study 1b 
(binary DV) 

- - p = .03 27.63% 34.62% p = .35 

Study 2  
(binary DV) 

- - p = .04 31.95% 23.77% p = .01 

Study 3 5.46 6.05 p = .001 5.52 5.81 p = .09 

Study 4 5.33 5.86 p < .001 5.38 5.81 p = .01 

Study 5 3.32 3.99 p < .001 3.47 3.84 p = .007 

Study 6 4.74 5.22 p < .001 4.82 5.14 p = .007 

Web 

Appendix 
Study G 

4.91 5.42 p = .001 4.98 5.25 p = .15 

Web 

Appendix 

Study M 
(binary DV) 

- - p = .06 0% 13% p = .07 

Web 

Appendix 
Study O 

4.70 5.44 p < .001 4.83 5.31 p = .001 
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Web 

Appendix 
Study P 

4.91 5.42 p = .006 5.09 5.38 p = .15 

Web 

Appendix 
Study Q 

4.76 5.52 p < .001 4.85 5.43 p < .001 

 

Note. We could not measure believability in study 1a as it was a field study. Study 3 

compares costly praise with self-promotion. Web appendix study M examined the 

simple effect at +1 SD of skepticism since there was no main effect of message. Web 

appendix P compares the positive self-promotion and direct praise conditions. 

 

Effects of Focal Factor and Believability Covariate 

Study DV Effect Statistic p-value 

Study 1b Brand choice Message β = .91 .03 

  Believability β = .31 .01 

     

Study 2 
Purchase 
behavior 

Message β = .34 .04 

  Believability β = .19 .004 

     

Study 3 Brand attitude Message F(3, 394) = 4.83 .003 

  Believability F(1, 394) = 27.43 < .001 

     

Study 4 Brand attitude Message F(1, 197) = 17.61 < .001 
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  Believability F(1, 197) = 138.04 < .001 

     

Study 5 Brand interest 
Message × 

Organization 
F(1, 596) = 4.79 .03 

  Believability F(1, 596) = 64.03 < .001 

     

Study 6 Brand attitude 
Message × 

Skepticism 
β = .21 .03 

  Believability β = .35 < .001 

     

Web Appendix 
Study G 

Brand attitude Message F(1, 251) = 10.54 .001 

  Believability F(1, 251) = 33.38 < .001 

     

Web Appendix 

Study M 

Newspaper 

pickup 

Message × 

Skepticism 
β = 1.52 .03 

  Believability β = .11 .40 

     

Web Appendix 

Study O 
Brand attitude 

Message × 

Content 
F(1, 395) = 1.60 .21 

  Believability F(1, 395) = 164.29 < .001 

     

     

Web Appendix 

Study P 
Brand attitude 

Message × 

Valence 
F(1, 592) = 22.57 < .001 

  Believability F(1, 592) = 78.24 < .001 

     

Web Appendix 

Study Q 
Brand attitude 

Message × 

Leadership 
F(1, 397) = .03 .87 

  Believability F(1, 397) = 186.74 < .001 
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Effect of Condition on Believability 

Study Results 

Study 1b 
The self-promotion ad was rated as more believable (M = 4.74) than 

the praise ad (M = 2.91; t(152) = 7.31, p < .001). 

  

Study 2 
The praise ad was rated as more believable (M = 5.32) than the 

control ad (M = 4.91; t(770) = 4.49, p < .001). 

  

Study 3 

There was a difference across conditions (F(3, 395) = 37.87, p < .001). 

The control (M = 6.12), self-promotion (M = 5.38), and non-costly 

praise (M = 4.99) conditions were all rated as more believable than 

the costly praise condition (M = 3.96, p < .001).  

  

Study 4 
The control ad (M = 5.33) was not significantly different from the 

praise ad (M = 5.14; t(198) = .98, p = .33). 

  

Study 5 

There was a main effect of message where the control message was 

rated as more believable (M = 5.30) than the praise message (M = 
4.40; F(1, 597) = 48.48, p < .001). There was a main effect of company 

where the non-profit was rated as more believable (M = 5.12) than 

the for-profit (M = 4.59; F(1, 597) = 15.48, p < .001). 

  

 

Study 6  

The self-promotion ad was rated as more believable (M = 4.91) than 

the praise ad (M = 4.54; t(598) = 2.77, p = .006). 

  

Appendix G 
The self-promotion ad was rated as more believable (M = 5.06) than 

the praise ad (M = 3.80; t(252) = 26.45, p < .001). 

  

Appendix M 
The control ad (M = 5.35) was rated to be similarly believabileas the 

praise ad (M = 5.03; t(235) = 1.63, p = .11) 
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Appendix O 

There was a main effect of message where the self-promotion 

message was rated as more believable (M = 4.46) than the praise 

message (M = 3.92; F(1, 296) = 10.26, p = .001). 

  

Appendix P 

There was a main effect of message (F(1, 593) = 7.34, p = .001), where 

the self-promotion message was rated as more believable (M = 4.81) 

than the indirect praise message (M = 4.14, p < .001) and the direct 

praise message (M = 4.39; p = .02). There was also a significant 
message × valance interaction (F(1, 593) = 3.50, p = .03) whereby the 

differences of message were significant only for the positive 

messages. 

  

Appendix Q 

There was a main effect of message where the self-promotion 

message was rated as more believable (M = 4.73) than the praise 

message (M = 4.33; F(1, 398) = 5.49, p = .02). 

 

Moderation by Believability 

Study Results 

Study 1b The Message × Believability interaction was not significant (p = .93). 

  

Study 2 The Message × Believability interaction was not significant (p = .65). 

  

Study 3 

Comparing the costly praise message and the control message, there 

was significant moderation by believability (p = .008). Comparing the 
costly praise message and the self-promotion message, there was 

significant moderation by believability (p = .02). Comparing the 

costly praise message and the non-costly praise message, there was 

significant moderation by believability (p = .004). 
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Study 4 The Message × Believability interaction was not significant (p = .47). 

  

Study 5 
The Message × Company × Believability interaction was not 
significant (p = .15) 

  

 

Study 6  

The Message × Skepticism × Believability interaction was not 

significant (p = .16) 

  

Appendix G The Message × Believability interaction was not significant (p = .34). 

  

Appendix M 
The Message × Skepticism × Believability interaction was not 

significant (p = .53) 

  

Appendix O 
The Message × Content × Believability interaction was not significant 

(p = .40) 

  

Appendix P 

The Message (comparing the self-promotion and direct praise 

conditions) × Valance × Believability interaction was not significant 

(p = .36) 

  

Appendix Q 
The Message × Leadership × Believability interaction was not 

significant (p = .53) 
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What is the Believability Item Measuring? 

As part of study 6, participants completed a measure of the “realness” of the 

tweet (“To what extent does this message seem real?”; seven-point scale) and a measure 

of skepticism that the focal brand would praise a competitor (“To what extent are you 

skeptical that Lyft would genuinely praise another brand?”; seven-point scale). We 

compare these two measures to our believability measure reported in the main text 

(“How believable was this tweet?”; seven-point scale) to confirm that the believability 

question is truly capturing the realness of the message. We find that the believability 

measure is more strongly correlated with the realness of the tweet (r = .83, p < .001) 

compared to skepticism that the brand would praise a competitor (r = -.33, p < .001). 

Additionally, we conducted t-tests for the effect of message on believability, realness, 

and skepticism that the brand would praise a competitor. We find a significant effect of 

message on believability (Mself = 4.91, Mpraise = 4.54, p = .006) and realness (Mself = 4.78, 

Mpraise = 4.38, p = .005), but not for skepticism that the brand would praise a competitor 

(Mself = 4.61, Mpraise = 4.46, p = .30). These findings suggest that our believability measure 

is indeed capturing the realness of the message. 
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5.6 Appendix F: Study 2 Details 

Control 

 

Praise 
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Brand Attitude Results 

We pre-registered our hypothesis for the effect of brand message on attitudes 

toward the praiser, Kit Kat. We expected attitudes toward Kit Kat to increase in the 

brand praise condition.  Results were consistent with this hypothesis. A one-way 

ANCOVA revealed that brand attitude for the focal brand, Kit Kat, was significantly 

greater in the praise condition (M = 6.18) than the control condition (M = 5.80; F(1, 769) = 

25.96, p < .001, ηp² = .03).  

We did not pre-register a hypothesis for the effect of brand message on attitudes 

toward the praised brand, Twix, but indicated that we would complete this analysis in 

an exploratory test. On one hand, consumers might heed the praise that Kit Kat offered 

and rate Twix more positively because of it. At the same time, however, consumers 

might prefer to see Kit Kat win in the market due to its warmth, and thus be more 

reserved in their reactions to Twix. Ultimately, we find that the effect of condition on 

brand attitude for the praised brand, Twix, was also significant (Mpraise = 5.78 vs. Mself = 

5.31; F(1, 769) = 29.03, p < .001, ηp² = .04). However, it did not lead to increased purchase 

behavior as it did for Kit Kat, as reported in the main text. We find this set of results to 

be interesting and worthy of further investigation, particularly since we did not replicate 

this attitudinal boost for the praised brand in the supplemental study in web appendix 
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G. Instead, what we reliably replicate across a variety of behavioral dependent variables 

and attitudes is the positive effect of praise for the praising brand. 
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5.7 Appendix G: Supplemental Study – Subway vs. Jimmy 
John’s 

In this supplemental study, we use real brands that naturally differ in how 

salient they are to consumers—Subway and Jimmy John’s: the first and thirteenth fast-

food brands in the U.S. by number of locations, respectively (Tyler 2018). We do so in 

order to create a paradigm in which the competitor brand may not be as top-of-mind for 

consumers until being mentioned through brand-to-brand praise, which allows us to 

assess the effects of making a competitive brand salient through praise that may not 

have otherwise been so. In order to confirm the difference in salience of Subway and 

Jimmy John’s in the minds of consumers, we conducted a pretest in which fifty 

participants listed ten national chain restaurants they may go to for lunch. This pretest 

showed that 50% of participants listed Subway while only 8% listed Jimmy John’s, 

suggesting that Jimmy John’s is indeed not as top-of-mind for consumers as Subway. 

In this study, we also explore another brand outcome of potential importance to 

marketers who hope to form deeper connections with their consumers: self-brand 

connection. Self-brand connection refers to the extent to which consumers integrate a 

brand into their self-concept (e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2003). Thus, the current also 

explores whether brand-to-brand praise leads consumers to respond in a more relational 

way directly with the praiser brand, beyond having a more positive brand attitude.  

Methods 
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Participants and design. Two hundred fifty-four participants (52.3% female) from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) took part in this two-cell between-subjects design 

(self-promotion, praise).  

Procedure. Participants were immersed in a digital story in which they pictured 

themselves driving through a town they used to live in and encountering new buildings. 

Next, participants saw a Subway restaurant with a sign. Those in the [praise/self-

promotion] condition read a sign that said, “Congrats to [Jimmy John’s/us] on 

[your/our] growth this year!” (stimuli provided below). Participants did not see a 

separate introduction to the non-focal brand (Jimmy John’s). Thus, Jimmy John’s would 

presumably not be at the top of the consumer’s mind unless they read the sign in the 

praise condition. Participants then saw more filler locations in the town and imagined 

that they decided to stop for lunch. 

Next, all participants indicated their brand attitude for both the focal brand 

(Subway) and the praise recipient (Jimmy John’s) (α = .97). Participants then filled out a 

seven-item measure of self-brand connection with respect to the focal brand, Subway 

(Escalas and Bettman 2003; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .97) and, as with 

the studies reported in the main text, answered a believability measure as a covariate.  

 

Results 
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Brand attitude. A one-way ANCOVA revealed that brand attitude for the focal 

brand, Subway, was significantly greater in the praise condition (M = 5.42) than the self-

promotion condition (M = 4.81; F(1, 251) = 10.54, p = .001, ηp² = .04). The effect of 

condition on brand attitude for the recipient brand, Jimmy John’s, however, was not 

significant (Mpraise = 4.89 vs. Mself = 4.76; F(1, 251) = .50, p = .48, ηp² = .002), indicating that 

the recipient brand did not get a boost in brand evaluations through the praise like the 

praiser brand did. This null effect on the recipient’s end could be due to consumers 

primarily focusing on the praiser brand and rewarding them for their display of warmth 

rather than focusing on the recipient who, as a mere recipient, has not directly signaled 

anything. 

Additionally, we conducted a 2 (between: ad) x 2 (within: brand) mixed 

ANCOVA to investigate potential differences between brand attitudes for the focal 

brand, Subway, and the recipient, Jimmy John’s, across the conditions, which yielded a 

marginal interaction (F(1, 251) = 3.59, p = .06, ηp² = .01). In the praise condition, brand 

attitude was significantly more favorable for the praiser, Subway (M = 5.42), than the 

recipient, Jimmy John’s (M = 4.89, p = .003). For the self-promotion condition, brand 

attitude was not significantly different for Subway (M = 4.80) compared to Jimmy John’s 

(M = 4.76, p = .78).  
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Self-brand connection. A one-way ANCOVA revealed that self-brand connection 

with the focal brand, Subway, was significantly greater in the praise condition (M = 3.83) 

than the self-promotion condition (M = 3.01; F(1, 251) = 15.15, p < .001, ηp² = .06). 
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5.8 Appendix H: Study 3 Details 

Brand Account Headings  
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Filler 1 

 

 

Praise 

 

 

Self-Promotion 
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Control 

 

 

Non-Competitor Praise 

 

Filler 2 
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5.9 Appendix I: Supplemental Study – Qualitative Pretest 

Study Procedure 

Participants (N = 150) on Prolific first saw a real tweet from PlayStation 

congratulating Nintendo on their Nintendo Switch launch (taken from the Twitter data 

described in the introduction/web appendix A). The tweet stated, “Today’s a big day for 

@Nintendo! Congratulations on launch, we can’t wait to play” (stimuli provided below). 

We then asked participants to “please write down 5 adjectives or phrases to describe 

PlayStation.” They were provided with five text boxes, one for each adjective.  

Next, we asked participants to take the perspective of a manager and indicate 

whether or not they would be willing to post a positive message about a competitor. 

Participants read, “If you were a manager, would you consider posting a positive 

message about your competitor? If yes, please list all the reasons why. If no, please list 

all the reasons why not. If maybe, please list all the reasons why and why not.” 

Participants were given a text box to type in their response to the question.  

 

Coding Procedure  

Two independent coders who were blind to hypotheses coded responses on the 

two questions—adjectives and manager motives—as follows. The coders resolved any 

discrepancies (i.e., disagreements) through discussion. 
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Adjectives coding. In addition to warmth and competence categories that were 

identified a priori, the authors created additional categories to classify participants’ 

adjectives that were not warmth- or competence-related. The authors created the 

positive, negative, product-related, and miscellaneous categories after a preliminary 

review of participants’ responses. The independent coders then coded according to the 

determined categories: 

• Warmth: Words that positively describe the brand’s cooperative intentions and 

prosocial behavior (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008). E.g. Friendly, supportive, 
compassionate. 

• Competence: Words that positively describe the brand’s ability to execute their 

intentions (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008). E.g. Confident, successful, 

professional. 

• Positive: Words that describe the brand in a positive way but do not signal 
anything about how the brand treats others or how competent they are. E.g. Fun, 

happy, excited. 

• Negative: Words that negatively describe the brand. E.g. Sarcastic, deplorable, 

fake. 
• Product-related: Words that are descriptive of the brand’s products or the 

company itself. E.g. For gamers, video games, gaming console. 

• Miscellaneous: Words that did not belong in the other categories; usually 

nonsense answers. E.g. Blue, verified, unsure. 
 

Manager motives coding. First, the independent coders coded whether the 

participant would consider posting a positive message: 

• Yes: E.g., Yes…, I would probably…, I would consider… 
• Maybe: E.g., Maybe…, Gave both yes and no reasons. 

• No: E.g., No…, I would not… 
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There were also a few unclear responses (e.g., “Because they are loyal and they 

speak the Truth about others too not only about themselves”).  

 If yes, the independent coders then categorized participants’ reasoning into 

categories created a priori by the authors (note: a response could be classified as having 

both warmth- and competence-related reasons): 

• Warmth: Words that positively describe the brand’s cooperative intentions and 

prosocial behavior. E.g. “I want to show others that I act in selfless ways.”  

• Competence: Words that positively describe the brand’s ability to execute their 

intentions. E.g. “have confidence in my own brand and its qualities.”  
• Other: Answers that do not clearly fit into either warmth or competence. E.g. “it 

is loved by 23k people.” 

 

Results 

Adjectives. The majority of adjectives used to describe PlayStation in the wake of 

their brand-to-brand praise were categorized under warmth (55.73%), followed by 

competence (17.07%), general positive (17.47%), negative (3.47%), product-related 

(3.47%), and miscellaneous (2.80%), suggesting that the majority of people attribute 

warmth to the brand after observing a praise message.  

Manager motives. Furthermore, the vast majority of participants would indeed 

consider posting a praise message about a competitor if they were a manager. Out of the 

150 responses, 69.33% of participants would be willing to post a positive message about 

a competitor, 21.33% indicated maybe, 6.67% indicated no, and 2.67% were categorized 
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as unclear answers. The primary reasoning for those who indicated yes was warmth-

related (61.54%), whereas competence-related reasons (9.62%) and other reasons 

(13.46%) were less prominent. Finally, 15.38% of participants indicated both warmth- 

and competence-related reasons in their responses. 

 

Praise 
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5.10 Appendix J: Study 4 Details 

Control 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

128 

Praise 
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5.11 Appendix K: Study 5 Details 

Non-profit Description 

Tech Dev is a non-profit organization that provides free internet services to those 

in need. A non-profit is an organization that donates its surplus money to promote the 

well-being of society. They do not keep any profit and are primarily concerned with 

helping others. Tech Dev's mission is to help the community as much as possible by 

offering internet services at no charge. 

 

Tech Dev competes with other internet service companies like Networks for 

donations. 

 

For-profit Description 

Tech Dev is a for-profit organization that provides internet services to those who 

want them. A for-profit is an organization that keeps its surplus money for its own 

benefit. They keep their profits and are primarily concerned with advancing their own 
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interests. Tech Dev's mission is to gain as much profit as possible by offering internet 

services to those who are willing to pay for it. 

 

Tech Dev competes with other internet service companies like Networks for 

sales. 
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Control, Non-profit 

 



 

 

132 

Control, For-profit 

 



 

 

133 

Praise, Non-profit 
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Praise, For-profit 
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Results for Individual Dependent Variables 

How likely are you to seek out more information about Tech Dev?  A two-way 

ANCOVA controlling for believability revealed a main effect of message (F(1, 596) = 

21.89, p < .001, ηp² = .04), a main effect of organization type (F(1, 596) = 40.06, p < .001, ηp² 

= .06), and a significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 4.62, p = .03, ηp² = .008). In the for-profit 

conditions, we find that praise (M = 3.96) led to greater likelihood to seek information 

compared to the control (M = 3.00; p < .001). In the non-profit conditions, we find that 

praise (M = 4.54) led to marginally greater likelihood to seek information than the 

control (M = 4.17; p = .06). 

How willing are you to talk to a customer representative to learn more about Tech Dev? 

A two-way ANCOVA controlling for believability revealed a main effect of message 

(F(1, 596) = 20.96, p < .001, ηp² = .03), a main effect of organization type (F(1, 596) = 23.94, 

p < .001, ηp² = .04), and a significant interaction (F(1, 596) = 3.79, p = .05, ηp² = .006). In the 

for-profit conditions, we find that praise (M = 3.52) led to greater willingness to talk to a 

representative compared to the control (M = 2.56; p < .001). In the non-profit conditions, 

we find that praise (M = 3.95) also led to greater willingness to talk to a representative 

than the control (M = 3.55; p = .05), but to a diminished extent. 
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5.12 Appendix L: Study 6 Details 

Self-promotion 
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Praise 
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5.13 Appendix M: Supplemental Study – The New York Times 

In this supplemental study, we exposed participants to one of two real ads from 

The New York Times: one that speaks positively about the competition and one control 

condition. The control condition in this study was designed to contain similar values to 

those being represented in the praise condition. Thus, both ads focused on the 

importance of seeking truth, and neither was strongly self-promotional in nature. We 

reasoned that among two ads espousing similar values, the ad that praised competition 

would be particularly favored, increasing real brand choice, among those high in 

skepticism. We expected that this effect would be less apparent among those with low 

skepticism.  

 

Method 

Participants and design. Two hundred thirty-seven students and community 

members were recruited in a university lab to participate in this 2 (advertisement: no 

praise, praise)  measured (advertising skepticism)) study as part of a bundle of several 

studies.  

Procedure. First, we asked participants to complete the skepticism toward 

advertising scale (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree) in a separate study that came first in the study bundle. To minimize suspicion 
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about our study’s purpose, participants then completed a number of other studies in the 

bundle before our study, which was the last study of the bundle.  

Once participants reached our study, they saw a real advertisement from The 

New York Times. Those in the praise condition saw a message from The New York Times 

encouraging them to find truth by reading other news sources as well (“Don’t just read 

The New York Times. Read The Wall Street Journal. Read The Atlantic”…etc.). Those in the 

no-praise condition also saw a message from The New York Times about finding the truth 

(“The truth is hard. The truth is hidden”…etc.), but it did not promote competitive 

brands (stimuli provided below). As in the studies reported in the main text, a measure 

of stimuli believability was also taken.  

Then, participants were given the option to pick up a free copy of The New York 

Times from the library once they were finished with studies in the lab that day. Library 

staff members recorded the lab ID of participants who picked up the newspaper. We 

specifically placed the free copies in the library so that participants would have to incur 

the cost of finding and walking to the library. Introducing a cost to this behavior was 

done (1) to mimic the costly choices that consumers constantly face and (b) to prevent 

everyone from picking up a copy in the behavioral lab due to mere ease—in other 

words, to introduce some variance into the dependent variable. 
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Results 

Brand choice. Overall, 11% of participants picked up a newspaper, fairly 

consistent with the percentage of Americans who often get their news from print 

newspapers (16%; Shearer 2018). Using a binary logistic regression (0 = no praise, 1 = 

praise) with believability as a covariate, we find only a significant interaction between 

ad condition and advertising skepticism (β = 1.52, SE = .61, Wald-χ2(1, N = 237) = 6.15, p = 

.01; figure W1) on choice to pick up the newspaper (0 = did not pick up, 1 = picked up).  

Using a floodlight analysis, we find a significant effect of ad condition at higher 

levels of skepticism, as predicted. That is, when skepticism towards advertising was 

high, seeing the praise advertisement led the participant to be more likely to pick up a 

newspaper. Specifically, the upper Johnson-Neyman point was 3.11 (β = 1.47, SE = .77, p 

= .05), which represents 14.35% of participants. Unexpectedly, we find that at low levels 

of skepticism, the effect reverses. That is, when skepticism towards advertising was low, 

the non-praise ad led the participant to be more likely to pick up a newspaper—a point 

on which we speculate subsequently. The lower Johnson-Neyman point was 1.12 (β = -

1.40, SE = .72, p = .05), which represents 8.44% of participants.  
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Figure W1. Web Appendix Study M: Moderation by Skepticism 

Note. Low and high represent +/- 1 standard deviation. 

Discussion 

We replicate findings from study 6 (detailed in the main text) and show that 

brand-to-brand praise operates more strongly for people who are generally more 

skeptical of advertising. Interestingly, we observed one potential, unexpected backfiring 

effect: that brand-to-brand praise garnered less favorable reactions than a control 

message for those low in skepticism. We did not find this this reversal in study 6. Future 

research may examine how robust this reversal is for low skepticism consumers. If 

robust, this research should explore when this effect occurs and how to overcome it. It is 

possible, though, that the reversal in the current study was specific to something about 
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the stimuli in this study, which encouraged consumers to look for the truth—essentially 

implying that they should be more skeptical. Future research should explore the 

possibility that people who are more likely to trust brands completely may dislike brand 

communication with such an implication.  

 

Reference 

Obermiller, Carl, and Eric R. Spangenberg (1998), “Development of a Scale to Measure 

Consumer Skepticism Toward Advertising,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 7 (2), 

159-86. 

Shearer, Elisa (2018), “Social Media Outpaces Print Newspaper in the U.S. as a News 

Source,” https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/10/social-media-
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5.14 Appendix N: Summary of Study Contexts, Conditions, Messages, and Findings 

Study Context Conditions Messages Finding 

Study 

1a 

Car wash (Facebook 

advertisements) 

Self-promotion 

Precision Car Wash is proud to 

receive the Industry Best 2020 Award 
 

Praise outperforms both self-

promotion and outside 

endorsement, leading to greater 
click-through rates. 

Praise 

Precision Car Wash congratulates 

LikeNew Car Wash. Our fiercest 

competitor and the Industry Best 

2020 Award recipient! 
 

Outside 

Endorsement 

The Industry Best 2020 Award 

committee is proud to announce 

Precision Car Wash as this year’s 
Best 2020 Award recipient 

     

Study 

1b 

Popcorn brands 

(print 
advertisements) 

Self-promotion 

We love good popcorn 

Come explore our FIVE brand new 

flavors! In-store or online 

 

Praise outperforms self-

promotion, leading to greater 
brand choice. 

Praise 

We love good popcorn 

Big shout-out to Carolina Popcorn 

Shoppe on their FIVE new flavors! 



 

 

1
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6
 

     

Study 

2 

Candy brands 

(tweets) 

Control Start your day off with a tasty treat! 
Praise out-performs control, 

leading to greater purchase. Praise 

@twix, Competitor or not, congrats 

on your 54 years in business! Even 

we can admit – Twix are delicious. 

     

Study 
3 

Eyewear brand 
(tweets) 

Helpful Control How to clean your frames: 

Praise out-performs the helpful 

control, self-promotion, and 
non-costly praise, leading to 

greater brand attitude. 

Self-promotion 
Wow! Our new frames are looking 

good! 

Costly Praise 
@lazloslenses, Wow! Your new 
frames are looking good! 

Non-costly 

Praise 

@bensburgers, Wow! Your new 

burgers are looking good! 

     

Study 

4 
Tea brands (tweets) 

  

Praise out-performs the control, 
leading to greater brand attitude 

and willingness to volunteer. 

Control Twitter header 

Praise 

@Teafir You have low calorie, low 

sugar tea? Sign me up! 
@ShissoTea Your tea is fresh and 

sustainable! That’s amazing! 

@PhatTea We love your sugar-free, 

healthy tea! 



 

 

1
4

7
 

     

Study 

5 

For-profit and non-

profit internet 

companies (tweets) 

Control 

Want to know more about the 

quality of our services? Click here: 

techdev[.com/.org]/internet 

At lower levels of warmth (for-

profits), praise out-performs 

self-promotion to a greater 

extent, leading to greater brand 
interest. 

Praise 

Networks[.com/.org], we are 

impressed by the quality of your 
services—competitor or not! 

     

Study 

6 

Rideshare brands 

(tweets) 

Self-promotion 
Congratulations to us on all our 

achievements this past year! 

At high levels of skepticism, 

praise out-performs self-

promotion, leading to greater 

brand attitude. 
Praise 

@Uber Congratulations on all your 

achievements this past year! 
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5.15 Appendix O: Supplemental Study – Generic vs. Specific 
Praise 

In this pre-registered supplemental study,1 we show that the effect of brand-to-

brand praise is robust to general versus specific praise. We used a 2 (message: self-

promotion, praise) × 2 (content: generic, specific) study design in which participants 

read information about The Coca Cola Company and RC Cola. Then participants saw a 

fictional tweet from Coca Cola that consisted of either praise for a competitor or a self-

promotion message. The content of the tweet was either a generic message about the 

company or specific message about the company’s products (stimuli provided on 

subsequent pages below). We tested whether the message content had an effect on 

brand evaluations.  

 

Results 

A two-way ANCOVA with believability as a covariate resulted only in a main 

effect of message (F(1, 395) = 24.18, p < .001; ηp² = .08). There was no main effect of 

content (F(1, 395) = .85, p = .36) and no significant interaction (F(1, 395) = 1.60, p = .21). 

The results show that brand-to-brand praise is more effective than the self-promotional 

 

1 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=2dz4ci 
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message regardless of whether the content of the praise is specific to one’s products or 

more general in nature. 

 

Self-promotion, Generic 
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Self-promotion, Specific 

 

Praise, Generic 
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Praise, Specific 
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5.16 Appendix P: Supplemental Study – Positive and Negative 
Brand Interactions 

This supplemental study highlights the importance of focusing on positive 

brand-to-brand communication. We use a 2 (valence: positive, negative) × 3 (tweet: self-

promotion, direct/tag praise, indirect/no-tag praise) between-subjects design.  

Participants were told to imagine that they were looking to purchase new 

headphones. The participants first encountered Lazlo’s Headphones, the non-focal, 

praised brand. They also encountered Giddeon’s Headphones, the focal, praiser brand. 

Next, all participants saw Lazlo’s Twitter page in which Lazlo’s introduced their newest 

headphones along with neutral tweets. Then, participants saw Giddeon’s Twitter page, 

in which there were two filler tweets and one manipulated tweet. Currently, most social 

media provides the option to directly tag another user, usually with the “@” function. 

However, users can also indirectly mention others without directly tagging them. We 

use the presence or absence of “@” to explore, with no a priori hypotheses, direct 

communication versus indirect communication, respectively. Thus, in the direct 

communication conditions, the positive (negative) tweet stated, “@LazloHeadphones, 

Wow, your headphones come in some pretty awesome (questionable) colors! (…)” In the 

indirect condition, the positive (negative) tweet stated, “Wow, Lazlo’s headphones come 

in some pretty awesome (questionable) colors! (…).” Lastly, the tweet in the positive, 

self-promotion condition stated, “Wow, our headphones come in some pretty awesome 
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colors!” while the tweet in the negative, self-promotion condition stated, “Wow, even 

we have to admit our headphones come in some pretty questionable colors…”.  

After finishing the scenario, participants filled out the same measures from the 

studies reported in the main text for brand attitude for both Lazlo’s (α = .95) and 

Giddeon’s (α = .96). Next, participants were shown the focal tweet again and filled out 

the same believability covariate as reported in the main text.  

  

Results 

A 2 (valence: positive, negative)  3 (tweet: self-promotion, direct/tag message, 

indirect/no-tag message) ANCOVA was conducted for brand attitude towards the focal 

praiser brand, Giddeon’s. There was a significant main effect of valence (F(1, 592) = 

52.41, p < .001, ηp² = .08), a marginal main effect of tweet condition (F(2, 592) = 2.98, p = 

.051, ηp² = .01), and a significant interaction (F(2, 592) = 22.57, p < .001, ηp² = .07; figure 

W2).  

For the positively valenced tweets, we replicated our results from studies in the 

main text such that participants in the direct praise condition (M = 5.42) rated Giddeon’s 

significantly more favorably than participants in the self-promotion condition (M = 4.91, 

p = .006). Additionally, we find that participants in the indirect praise condition (M = 

5.40) were no different from those in the direct praise condition (p = .91), but rated 
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Giddeon’s significantly more favorably than those in the self-promotion condition (p = 

.008).  

For the negatively valenced tweets, we see a different pattern of results. We find 

that the direct message condition (M = 4.29) rated Giddeon’s significantly worse than the 

self-promotion condition (M = 5.14, p < .001). Additionally, we find that participants in 

the indirect message condition (M = 4.01) were no different from those in the direct 

message condition (p = .12), but rated Giddeon’s significantly worse than those in the 

self-promotion condition (p < .001). 

 

 

Figure W2. The Effects of Positive and Negative Brand-to-Brand Interactions 

Notes: Error bars = +/- 1 SE 
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Discussion 

The findings demonstrate that making a positive comment towards a competitor 

indeed elicits more favorable reactions from consumers than other types of 

communication. We find that snarky, negative messages about competitors generally 

lead to worse brand evaluations compared to positive messages.  

Another observation from this study speaks to the value of positive brand-to-

brand communication over forms of comparative advertising such as two-sided 

messaging. In such advertising, the focal brand often communicates some damaging or 

less than ideal aspect of one’s self in an effort to seem balanced. One might consider the 

“negative self-promotion” condition here to be akin to such a message. We see that the 

positive praise messages (both direct and indirect) lead to directionally more positive 

brand attitudes compared to the negative self-promotion message (ps < .15). Thus, 

brand-to-brand praise may allow one to generate more positive attitudes than such two-

sided messaging, without requiring one to speak negatively about one’s self.  
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5.17 Appendix Q: Supplemental Study – Robustness to Market 
Leadership Status 

In this pre-registered supplemental study,2 we show that whether the focal brand 

is ranked high or low in the market, brand-to-brand praise helps create more favorable 

brand evaluations. We used a 2 (message: self-promotion, praise) × 2 (company: Coca-

Cola, RC Cola) study design in which participants (N = 402) on Prolific were introduced 

to The Coca-Cola Company and RC Cola and were told their market leadership status. 

Participants were told that The Coca-Cola Company had the largest share of sales in the 

soft drink industry and that RC Cola had a very small share of sales. Then participants 

saw a tweet from one of the brands, provided below, that consisted of either praise for a 

competitor or a self-promotion message. We tested whether market status information 

moderated the effect of praise on brand evaluations, controlling for believability as we 

do in the main text.  

 

Results 

A two-way ANCOVA resulted only in a predicted main effect of message (F(1, 

397) = 42.24, p < .001). There was no main effect of company (F(1, 397) = .92, p = .34) and 

 

2 https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=yk66ez 
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no significant interaction (F(1, 397) = .03, p = .87). These findings suggest that the effects 

of brand-to-brand praise are robust to market leadership status.  

 

Self-promotion, Coca-Cola 
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Self-promotion, RC Cola 

 

Praise, Coca Cola 
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Praise, RC Cola 
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5.18 Appendix R: Moderation by Gender 

We do not find consistent moderation by gender across studies; only studies 3 

and 5 featured moderation by gender. In study 3, the effect of praise was stronger for 

women than men (interaction of Costly Praise vs. Self-promotion × Gender, p = .07). In 

study 5, there was a significant Message × Company × Gender interaction (p = .003), such 

that the Message × Company interaction was significant and in line with our predicted 

patterns for women (p = .0003) and not significant for men (p = .32). Both of these studies 

suggest that warmth (via brand-to-brand praise) may be more influential for women, 

but the result is not consistent across our studies. This inconsistent result is in line with 

prior research suggesting that the relationship between gender and warmth perceptions 

may be inconsistent (Bennett and Hill 2012). Further research is needed to better 

understand the possible relationship between gender and brand-to-brand praise. 

 

Study Results (all results are controlling for believability of the stimuli) 

Study 1b Message × Gender interaction: p = .19 

  

Study 2 Message × Gender interaction: p = .60 

  

Study 3 

Message × Gender interactions: 

Praise vs. Control: p = .40 

Praise vs. Self-promotion: p = .07 

Praise vs. Non-costly praise: p = .20 
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Study 4 Message × Gender interaction: p = .50 

  

Study 5 Message × Company × Gender interaction: p = .003 

  

Study 6 Message × Skepticism × Gender interaction: p = .19 

 

Note. We were not able to collect gender information in study 1a, so we cannot 

test for moderation by gender in that study.  

 

Reference 

Bennett, Aronte Marie and Ronald Paul Hill (2012), “The Universality of Warmth and 

Competence: A Response to Brands as Intentional Agents,” Journal of Consumer 

Psychology, 22, 199-204.  
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5.19 Appendix S: Study 2a Stimuli 

Control 

 

 

Friendship 
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5.20 Appendix T: Study 2b Stimuli 

Control 

 

Interaction 
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5.21 Appendix U: Study 3 Stimuli 
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5.22 Appendix V: Study 4 Stimuli 

Control 
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Interaction 
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5.23 Appendix W: Study 5 Stimuli 

Person B Low Status 

Imagine that Person A is a famous celebrity with a large social media presence. They 

have appeared in many popular projects and have over 5,000,000 followers on Twitter. 

 

Now imagine that Person B is a new celebrity with a small social media presence. They 

have just begun to appear in projects and have about 50,000 followers on Twitter. 

 

Person B High Status 

Imagine that Person A is a new celebrity with a small social media presence. They have 

just begun to appear in projects and have about 50,000 followers on Twitter. 

 

Now imagine that Person B is a famous celebrity with a large social media presence. 

They have appeared in many popular projects and have over 5,000,000 followers on 
Twitter. 

  



 

 168 

5.24 Appendix X: Study 6 Stimuli 

Introduction 

Imagine that Person A is a famous celebrity with a large social media presence. They 

have over 5,000,000 followers on Instagram and Twitter, and over 10,000,000 followers 

on TikTok. Person A is well known for their likability and niceness. 

 

 

 

When you search Person A up, you see that they are recognized as being a kind 
influencer by both fans and others in the industry.  

 

Person B also has a large social media presence with a similar following and has much 

of the same type of demographic fanbase as Person A. 
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Image Violation Condition 

Person A decides to engage in an unprovoked Twitter dispute with Person B. 

 

 
They deleted it five minutes later. However, it is too late, as fans have seen it and many 

drama pages have screenshotted and reposted it within minutes.  

 

 

Imagine that a few days later, you are scrolling through Twitter and you come across the 

following tweets. 

 

Interaction Condition 

 

 

 

Control Condition 
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Then, you continue scrolling through Twitter and see this separate tweet from Person A. 
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