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Abstract. Based on Expectation Violation Theory and Cognitive Appraisal
Theory, this study examines how congruence between brand anthropomorphism
(competence vs. warmth) and transgression type (performance vs. moral) shapes
consumer reactions, with disappointment as a mediator. A 2x2 between-subjects
experiment revealed a interactive effect: competence-positioned brands pro-
voked stronger negative responses to performance failures, while
warmth-positioned brands elicited stronger reactions to moral failures. Disap-
pointment mediated this interaction. These findings enrich the anthropomor-
phism and brand transgression literature by introducing a role-congruence per-
spective, and offer practical guidance for brand strategy and crisis management.
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1 Introduction

Brand anthropomorphism—attributing human characteristics to non-human enti-
ties—has emerged as a critical differentiation strategy in contemporary market-
ing(Chen et al., 2023). While prior research highlights its benefits for consumer con-
nection, anthropomorphism is often treated as a unitary construct, overlooking key
dimensional distinctions grounded in social cognition.The Stereotype Content Model
identifies warmth (benevolence, trustworthiness) and competence (capability, effec-
tiveness) as two core dimensions shaping person perception. Similarly, anthropomor-
phized brands may emphasize either warmth (emotional care) or competence (expertise
and performance). However, the differential effects of these dimensional strate-
gies—especially following brand transgressions—remain underexplored.

Anthropomorphism introduces a paradox: it deepens emotional bonds but also raises
consumer expectations, making failures feel more like personal betrayals. Transgres-
sions generally fall into competence-related (e.g., service breakdowns) or
warmth-related (e.g., ethical lapses) categories. We propose that consumer responses
depend on the congruence between the brand’s anthropomorphic dimension and the
failure type, with disappointment serving as a key mediating mechanism.
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This study addresses three gaps: (1) examining anthropomorphism as a multidi-
mensional construct in failure contexts, (2) testing the interaction between anthropo-
morphic positioning and transgression type, and (3) uncovering the emotional pathway
underlying these effects.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1  Brand Anthropomorphism

Anthropomorphism represents a fundamental cognitive process whereby individuals
attribute human-like characteristics, intentions, and behaviors to non-human entities
(Epley et al., 2007). In marketing contexts, brand anthropomorphism enables organi-
zations to transform abstract commercial entities into relatable personas that facilitate
deeper psychological connections with consumers (Guido & Peluso, 2015). The theo-
retical foundation lies in SEEK theory, which identifies three psychological drivers:
sociality, effectance and elicited agent knowledge (Epley et al., 2007). These drivers
systematically explain why consumers are motivated to anthropomorphize brands and
how this process creates emotional and cognitive bonds that transcend traditional
transactional relationships.

However, extant literature often treats anthropomorphism as unidimensional, ne-
glecting critical distinctions rooted in social cognition. The Stereotype Content Model
(SCM) provides a nuanced framework, positing that social perception operates along
two universal dimensions: warmth (reflecting benevolence and trustworthiness) and
competence (reflecting capability and efficacy). Applied to anthropomorphized brands,
this suggests consumers evaluate them through distinct pathways: warmth-based posi-
tioning emphasizes care and emotional connection, while competence-based posi-
tioning highlights expertise and performance. Emerging research confirms these di-
mensions elicit different consumer expectations and relationship dynamics, under-
scoring the need for a differentiated theoretical and empirical approach.

2.2 Brand Transgression

Brand transgression refers to a brand's violation of the implicit or explicit norms gov-
erning its relationship with consumers, thereby undermining the psychological contract
(Aaker et al., 2004; Huber et al., 2009). It is distinguished from related concepts by its
focus on relational and psychological impacts rather than operational or financial
outcomes. While service failure research addresses discrete operational breakdowns
and recovery, and product-harm crisis literature examines corporate reputation, brand
transgression investigates how negative events erode the fundamental consumer-brand
bond through mechanisms such as trust violation and moral outrage.

Scholars classify transgressions based on their nature and impact. A critical dis-
tinction lies between performance failures (deficiencies in functional delivery or ser-
vice execution) and moral failures (violations of ethical principles or social norms)
(Ferrin et al., 2007; Dutta & Pullig, 2011). This typology triggers divergent consumer
responses. Performance failures primarily damage competence-related perceptions,
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leading to dissatisfaction that may be addressed through corrective action. In contrast,
moral failures provoke stronger affective reactions—such as moral outrage and identity
threat—that more severely damage trust and warmth-related perceptions, making
recovery more challenging (Trump, 2014).

3 Hypothesis Development

3.1 Interaction between Brand Anthropomorphism and Brand Transgression

Anthropomorphism shifts consumer evaluation from a commercial to a social frame-
work, wherein brands are judged by interpersonal norms (Epley et al., 2007). The
Stereotype Content Model (SCM) provides the lens for this social evaluation, positing
that consumers assess anthropomorphized brands along the fundamental dimensions of
competence (capability, efficacy) and warmth (benevolence, trustworthiness) (Fiske et
al., 2007). These dimensions establish distinct expectation structures that critically
shape reactions to brand failures.

Competence-based anthropomorphism elevates consumer expectations regarding
functional performance and reliability (Aaker et al., 2010; Portal et al., 2018). Con-
sequently, performance failures (e.g., service breakdowns) create severe negative
reactions because they are especially damaging to the brand’s core identity, inducing
cognitive dissonance and strong internal attributions (Hinojosa et al., 2016; Cheng,
2023). According to expectation-confirmation theory, the higher initial expectations
lead to greater disappointment. Conversely, for competence-positioned brands, moral
failures (e.g., ethical lapses) are somewhat psychologically compartmentalized due to
the SCM’s dimensional independence; they are less directly damaging to the brand’s
competence identity.

Warmth-based anthropomorphism builds a relationship foundation on trust, care,
and moral integrity (Kervyn et al., 2012; Hamdy et al., 2024). Therefore, moral failures
are particularly devastating as they constitute a fundamental betrayal of trust, under-
mining the core of the brand relationship (Kim & Park, 2020). Warmth is often a pri-
mary dimension in social judgment, making such violations severe. In contrast, per-
formance failures against a warmth backdrop are buffered by this dimensional inde-
pendence; consumers may maintain their emotional bond while attributing functional
shortcomings to external or non-intentional causes.

Thus, negative consumer responses are amplified when a transgression type is mis-
aligned with the brand’s primary anthropomorphic dimension. This leads to the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

Hla: When a brand experiences a performance failure, consumers will have more
negative reactions to brands that adopt competence anthropomorphism (compared to
warmth anthropomorphism).

H1b: When a brand experiences a moral failure, consumers will have more negative
reactions to brands that adopt warmth anthropomorphism (compared to competence
anthropomorphism).
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3.2  Mediating Role of Disappointment

Disappointment is a distinct negative emotion arising from a perceived discrepancy
between expectations and outcomes, characterized by a passive sense of unmet ex-
pectations rather than active blame attribution (Zeelenberg et al., 1998; Van Dijk &
Zeelenberg, 2002). According to Expectation Violation Theory, the intensity of dis-
appointment correlates with the size of the expectation-outcome gap.

The interaction between brand anthropomorphism and transgression type critically
shapes this gap. Competence-based positioning elevates expectations of functional
reliability and performance. A performance failure constitutes a particularly salient
violation of these competence-derived expectations, creating a large discrepancy and
thus strong disappointment. Conversely, warmth-based positioning builds expectations
of ethical conduct and benevolent care. A moral failure constitutes a fundamental
betrayal of these warmth-derived expectations, leading to a potent form of
trust-violation disappointment.

Cognitive Appraisal Theory elucidates how this elicited disappointment translates
into behavioral outcomes. The emotion arises from the individual's appraisal of the
expectation violation and subsequently drives negative consumer responses, such as
diminished attitudes, negative word-of-mouth, and reduced repurchase intentions
(Bagozzi et al., 1999; Tan et al., 2021).

Therefore, we propose that disappointment mediates the interactive effect of brand
anthropomorphism and transgression type on consumer responses to brands:

H2: Disappointment mediates the interactive effect of brand anthropomorphism
(warmth vs. competence) and transgression (performance failure vs. moral failure) on
consumer responses.

4 Study

4.1  Study Design and Procedure

Sample and Design. We recruited 217 participants (62.7% female; Mage = 29.95
years, SD = 7.48, range: 19-61 years) through the Credamo online platform. Partici-
pants were predominantly urban residents (73.1%) with diverse education levels
(65.0% bachelor's degree, 21.7% master's degree or higher). The study employed a 2
(brand anthropomorphism: competence vs. warmth) X 2 (brand transgression: perfor-
mance failure vs. moral failure) between-subjects factorial design with participants
randomly assigned to conditions (competence/performance failure: n = 53; compe-
tence/moral failure: n = 54; warmth/performance failure: n = 56; warmth/moral failure:
n = 54).Based on a priori power analysis using G*Power, this sample size provided
95% power to detect medium-sized effects (f = 0.25) in a 2x2 ANOVA design and
sufficient power for detecting indirect effects in mediation analyses using bootstrap-
ping procedures (Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007). To ensure data quality, we embedded two
attention check questions within the survey and excluded participants who failed these
checks from the final sample.
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Procedure. The experimental procedure commenced by screening participants for
recent hotel stay experience, followed by a baseline emotional assessment. Qualified
participants were then presented with a scenario in which they encountered an adver-
tisement for a fictional "Hotel X" during trip planning. The anthropomorphic posi-
tioning was manipulated through tailored visual and verbal cues: the competence
condition emphasized professional efficiency and service quality, while the warmth
condition highlighted caring and thoughtful service. After exposure, manipulation
checks confirmed the perceived competence (o = 0.86) and warmth (a = 0.90). Sub-
sequently, participants were exposed to a brand transgression scenario—either a per-
formance failure (e.g., malfunctioning room facilities) or a moral failure (e.g., decep-
tive eco-friendly claims)—with pilot-tested comparable severity. Following this, ma-
nipulation and severity checks (o = 0.81) were administered, after which participants
reported their emotional responses and brand evaluations.

Measures. We measured three key constructs. First, disappointment was assessed
using a three-item scale that captured both the emotional experience and expectation
violation components of disappointment("Hotel X breaks the promise made to you,"
"Hotel X lets you down in a moment of need," "Hotel X fails to support you"; Tan et
al., 2021; Eisikovits & Koren, 2010). All items used 7-point scales (1 = strongly disa-
gree; 7 = strongly agree; a = 0.843).Second, brand attitude was measured using the
same three semantic differential items (1 = "Unfavorable," "Unpleasant," "Bad"; 7 =
"Favorable," "Pleasant," "Good"; o = 0.827). Control measures included brand famil-
iarity (two items; o = 0.881), travel frequency (single item), and demographic charac-
teristics. The session concluded with debriefing and compensation information.

4.2 Results

Demographics. The final sample comprised 217 participants (136 female, 62.7%),
with the majority (78.4%) aged between 21 and 35 years (M = 29.95, SD = 7.48). Most
participants (88.5%) reported holding bachelor's degrees or higher, and participants
were evenly distributed across experimental conditions with no significant demo-
graphic differences between groups (all ps > 0.05).

Manipulation Checks. Independent samples t-tests confirmed the effectiveness of our
manipulations. Brands in the competence-based condition evoked significantly higher
perceptions of competence compared to brands in the warmth-based condition (Mcom-
petence = 5.87, SD = 0.55; Myarmin = 5.23, SD = 0.87; #(215) = 6.49, p <0.001, Cohen's d =
0.73). Conversely, brands in the warmth-based condition generated significantly higher
warmth perceptions (Mcompetence = 4.73, SD = 0.91; Myarmtn = 6.15, SD = 0.67; #(215) =
-13.16, p <0.001, Cohen's d = 0.80). While warmth-based brands received moderately
high competence ratings, this pattern is consistent with hospitality industry contexts
where baseline service competence is expected across all brand types (Liu et al.,
2022).The transgression manipulation was equally successful, with significant differ-
ences in participants' categorization of scenario types (Mperformance failure = 1.01, SD =
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0.10; Mmoral faiture = 1.89, SD = 0.32; #(215) = -27.72, p < 0.001; where 1 = performance
failure, 2 = moral failure). Control measures revealed no significant differences in
initial emotional states between anthropomorphism conditions (Mcompetence = 4.88, SD =
0.98; Myarmm = 5.08, SD = 1.01; F(1,215) =2.14, p = 0.14). Additionally, there was no
significant difference in perceived transgression severity (Mperformance failure = 5.22, SD =
0.96; Mmoral faiture = 5.39, SD = 1.01; F(1, 215) = 1.54, p = 0.22), ensuring comparable
intensity of the experimental stimuli.

Hypothesis Testing. A 2 (brand anthropomorphism) % 2 (brand transgression)
ANOVA on brand attitude revealed a non-significant main effect of brand anthropo-
morphism (F(1, 213) = 0.195, p = 0.659, #? = 0.001) and a significant main effect of
transgression type (F(1, 213) = 11.947, p < 0.001, #? = 0.053). These effects were
qualified by a significant interaction between brand anthropomorphism and transgres-
sion type (F(1, 213) = 15.157, p <0.001, ?= 0.066, observed power = 0.97).Planned
contrasts examining our hypotheses revealed that within the performance failure con-
dition (£(1, 213) = 9.44, p < 0.01), competence-positioned brands received signifi-
cantly lower evaluations than warmth-positioned brands (Mcompetence = 2.59, SD = 0.12;
Myarmn = 3.10, SD = 0.11; p < 0.01, mean difference = 0.50, 95% CI [0.18, 0.83]).
Conversely, within the moral failure condition (F(1, 213) = 593, p < 0.05),
warmth-positioned brands were evaluated significantly less favorably than compe-
tence-positioned brands (Mcompetence = 2.64, SD = 0.11; Myamt = 2.24, SD =0.12; p <
0.05, mean difference = 0.40, 95% CI [0.08, 0.73]). These results support hypotheses
Hla and H1Db (see Fig. 1).

While our planned mediation analysis examining disappointment as the underlying
mechanism will be reported in the subsequent section (4.2.4), these initial findings
establish the core interaction effect between brand anthropomorphism and transgres-
sion type on attitudinal outcomes in the hotel context.

@ Competence
[ B Warmth

Brand attitude

Performance Moral

Fig. 1. Brand attitude as a function of brand anthropomorphism and brand transgression
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Mediation Analysis. To test our hypothesis regarding disappointment as the under-
lying mechanism, we employed the PROCESS macro (Model 7, 5,000 bootstrap sam-
ples; Hayes, 2017) to examine the conditional indirect effects of brand anthropomor-
phism on consumer responses through disappointment, with transgression type as the
moderator. A significance level of p < 0.05 was used for all statistical tests.

For brand attitude, results revealed a non-significant direct effect of brand anthro-
pomorphism (5 = -0.0855, SE = 0.0935, ¢ = -0.9138, p = 0.362, 95% CI = [-0.2698,
0.0989]), suggesting full mediation. The index of moderated mediation was signifi-
cant (index = -0.7457, SE = 0.1633, 95% CI = [-1.0840, -0.4346]), indicating that
transgression type moderated the indirect effect of brand anthropomorphism through
disappointment. Specifically, under performance failure conditions, compe-
tence-positioned brands elicited significantly greater disappointment, which subse-
quently reduced brand attitudes (indirect effect = 0.5092, SE = 0.1275, 95% CI =
[0.2680, 0.7719]). Conversely, under moral failure conditions, warmth-positioned
brands generated greater disappointment, resulting in more negative brand attitudes
(indirect effect = -0.2365, SE = 0.0916, 95% CI = [-0.4268, -0.0685]). The magnitude
of the indirect effect was notably stronger in the performance failure condition
(0.5092) compared to the moral failure condition (-0.2365 in absolute value), sug-
gesting that competence violations may trigger more intense disappointment reac-
tions. These opposing conditional indirect effects support our hypothesis that disap-
pointment mediates the interaction between brand anthropomorphism and transgres-
sion type on brand evaluations (see Figure 2 and Table 1).

The mediation results clarify the psychological mechanism: disappointment is most
strongly elicited when a transgression violates expectations in the brand's primary
anthropomorphic dimension (e.g., a performance failure for a competence-positioned
brand), thereby driving negative consumer responses. Specifically, a significant in-
teraction effect on disappointment (f = 1.3086, SE = 0.2568, ¢t = 5.0959, p < 0.001)
confirms that competence-positioned brands elicit stronger disappointment after per-
formance failures, while warmth-positioned brands do so after moral failures. This
heightened disappointment subsequently predicts more negative attitudes (f =
-0.5699, SE = 0.0444, ¢ = -12.8441, p < 0.001). These findings support expectation
violation theory, positioning disappointment as the key affective pathway through
which positioning-transgression congruence influences consumer judgments.

disappointment

brand transgression
(performance vs. moral)

| brand anthropomorphism l »  brand attitude

(competence vs. warmth) ] -0.0855

Fig. 2. Results of path analysis

Note: *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.
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Table 1. Results of moderated mediation analyses

Model summary

Model
Constant
Brand anthropomorphism

Brand transgression

Brand anthropomorphism * brand

transgression

Age
Gender

Education

Model summary

Model
Constant
Brand anthropomorphism
Disappointment
Age
Gender

Education

Effect se

-0.0855 0.0935

Index

Brand transgres-
sion

Conditional indirect effects of anthropomorphism on brand attitude for brand transgression

Brand transgres-

. Effect

sion
Performance 0.5092
Moral -0.2365

-0.7457

R R?
0.5013 0.2513

coeff se
7.5913 0.8252
-2.2022 0.4050
-1.2557 0.4069
1.3086 0.2568
-0.0003 0.0084
0.2696 0.1383
-0.1788 0.0961

Outcome variable: disappointment

Outcome variable: brand attitude

R R?
0.6658 0.4433

coeff se
5.5955 0.4529
-0.0855 0.0935
-0.5699 0.0444
-0.0020 0.0061
0.1137 0.1011
0.0087 0.0698

Direct effect

t P

-0.9138 0.3619

Index of moderated mediation

Boot se

0.1633

Boot se

0.1275

0.0916

F df1
11.7454 6.0000
t P
9.1998 0.0000
-5.4370 0.0000
-3.0860 0.0023
5.0959 0.0000
-0.0383 0.9695
1.9498 0.0525
-1.8612 0.0641
F df1
33.6055 5.0000
t p
12.3540 0.0000
-0.9138 0.3619
-12.8441 0.0000
-0.3333 0.7393
1.1247 0.2620
0.1241 0.9013
LLCI
-0.2698
BootLLCI
-1.0840

BootLLCI

0.2680

-0.4268

df2 14
210.0000  0.0000
LLCI ULCI
5.9647 9.2180
-3.0007  -1.4037
-2.0578  -0.4535
0.8024 1.8148
-0.0168 0.0162
-0.0030 0.5422
-0.3682 0.0106
df2 P
211.0000  0.0000
LLCI ULCI
4.7027 6.4884
-0.2698 0.0989
-0.6573  -0.4824
-0.0140 0.0099
-0.0855 0.3129
-0.1290 0.1463
ULCI
0.0989
BootULCI
-0.4346
BootULCI
0.7719
-0.0685
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5 Conclusion

This study establishes a critical contingency in brand anthropomorphism: its efficacy
during brand transgressions hinges on the congruence between the brand's primary
anthropomorphic dimension (warmth vs. competence) and the transgression type
(moral vs. performance). We demonstrate that competence-positioned brands incur
more severe backlash from performance (vs. moral) failures, whereas
warmth-positioned brands are more penalized for moral (vs. performance) transgres-
sions. This interaction effect is fundamentally driven by the emotion of disappoint-
ment, operating primarily through an expectation-violation mechanism. Overall, this
research makes three main contributions. First, we advance a strategic contingency
perspective for brand anthropomorphism, shifting scholarly attention from the ques-
tion of whether to anthropomorphize to the more nuanced issue of how specific an-
thropomorphic positioning (competence vs. warmth) interacts with different trans-
gression types. This demonstrates that the risk of anthropomorphism stems not from
the strategy itself, but from a mismatch between the human-like trait a brand empha-
sizes and the nature of its failure—thereby moving the literature from universal ef-
fects to conditional mechanisms. Second, we pinpoint disappointment—an expecta-
tion-based emotion—as the key mediator. This clarifies that violations of anthropo-
morphism-generated expectations, rather than attribution-driven emotions such as
anger, primarily explain the negative effects, refining the application of Cognitive
Appraisal Theory in this context. Third, for managers, these findings underscore the
need to align anthropomorphic positioning with organizational capabilities: compe-
tence-oriented brands must prioritize operational reliability, while warmth-oriented
brands should safeguard ethical integrity. Post-transgression recovery strategies can
also leverage these dimensions: competence brands might emphasize problem-solving
after a moral failure, whereas warmth brands can invoke empathy following a per-
formance shortfall. Crucially, emotional recovery protocols designed to address dis-
appointment are essential for restoring trust.
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