
 
 

 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

A person's facial expressions show internal emotions 
that are perceived and able to influence others 
around him. Other people may recognize the emo-
tions that a person feels through facial expression. 
Doherty (1997) believes that emotions expressed 
through facial expressions are capable of affecting 
the emotions of others through emotional contagion. 

The concept of facial expression and its influence 
on the marketing environment is widely applied to 
marketing communications. Marketing communica-
tions which show endorsers' facial expressions that 
match with the product being promoted is one of the 
important conditions in persuasion efforts (Choi & 
Rifon 2012). The expression shown by endorsers in 
an advertisement has a major contribution affecting 
consumers to enhance their positive attitude and 
purchase intentions (Ilicic & Webster 2011).  

Although many previous studies have examined 
various approaches to enhance the endorsers' effec-
tiveness of promotions, there were only a few types 
of research in the marketing field that examine the 
effect of facial expression on consumer evaluation of 
advertising, branding, and behavior. The purpose of 
this study focuses on the disclosure of the facial ex-

pression role of the endorser (in the form of a smile 
or a flat expression) in influencing consumer emo-
tion as well as its evaluation of advertising, brand, 
and purchase intentions. 

1.1 Facial Expression 

A smile is one of the facial expressions that can en-
hance a positive feeling within oneself as compared 
with a flat facial expression (Soussignan 2002). Pre-
vious studies show that the smile expression of an ad 
model will affect the emotional state of the consum-
er who sees the ad becoming more positive (Baxter 
et al. 2014, Davis & Herr 2014). Recent research of 
Kulczynski et al. (2016) shows that smiley facial ex-
pression of an endorser in an advertisement causes 
consumers who see the ad to feel happier and re-
spond positively. Thus, the first hypothesis is pro-
posed as follows. 
H1:  Consumers will feel happier when seeing the 

smile expression of endorsers, regardless of 
the presence of certain cognitive messages. 

 

1.2 Emotional Contagion 

Emotional contagion is a reaction that emerges au-
tomatically as a result of one's observation of a cer-

A message behind a smile: how facial expression supports 
communication in marketing 

Andhy Setyawan, Dudi Anandya & Farenza Renada Fulongga  
University of Surabaya, Surabaya, Indonesia 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 ABSTRACT: A smile is a form of facial expression which contains a message of a person's feelings that al-
lows the transmission of emotion to others. In marketing communications, emotional contagion can be an in-
dividual evaluation of advertising, brands, and even purchase intentions. Using experimental techniques, this 
study aims to understand the impact of facial expression on consumer evaluation with emotional contagion 
mediation. Data from 120 participants involved in laboratory experiments were processed using ANOVA and 
Linear Regression. The result showed the presence of emotional contagion felt by the individual when observ-
ing the facial expression of endorser in an advertisement. Furthermore, this emotional contagion mediates the 
effect of facial expression on consumer evaluation. Consumer evaluation in this study refers to attitude to-
wards advertising, brand, and intention of purchasing product. 

Keywords: facial expression, emotional contagion, attitude, purchase intentions, marketing communica-
tions 

182Copyright © 2018, the Authors.  Published by Atlantis Press. 
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research (ASSEHR), volume 186
15th International Symposium on Management (INSYMA 2018)



tain stimulus, such as various facial expressions 
(Winkielman et al. 2005). Some evidence suggests 
that a large number of consumer decisions are made 
automatically or unconsciously (Fitzsimons et al. 
2002). Many researchers assume that the facial ex-
pressions of a source can alter the subconscious re-
sponse of those who see it (Winkielman et al. 2005), 
so called an automated process. 

Advertisements are designed in such a way as to 
convey emotions to consumers and encourage con-
sumers to use their emotions in evaluating those ad-
vertisements. Referring to Yoo & MacInnis (2005), 
the consumer's feelings arising from the advertise-
ments shown can provide one of two kinds of influ-
ence: (1) consumer emotions cause them to give bi-
ased evaluations towards the advertisements; or (2) 
consumer feelings can also be mediated by thoughts 
related to the credibility of the advertisements. 

The study results of Kulczynski et al. (2016)  ex-
plain that the consumer's feeling of happiness gener-
ated by the smiley face expression of the endorser in 
advertisements can influence consumer evaluation. 
The referred consumer evaluation is a positive atti-
tude towards advertising, brand, and purchase inten-
tions. Referring to these discussions, the second hy-
pothesis is proposed as follows. 
H2a: Consumer’s feeling of happiness will mediate 

the effect of a smile on attitude towards adver-
tising. 

H2b: Consumer’s feeling of happiness will mediate 
the effect of a smile on attitude towards brand. 

H2c: Consumer’s feeling of happiness will mediate 
the effect of a smile on attitude towards pur-
chase intentions. 

2 RESEARCH METHODS  

The type of research conducted was causal research 
which is a research conducted to determine the caus-
al relationship between the variables studied 
(Zikmund et al. 2013). ). The facial expression of the 
endorser on the ad was a manipulated variable as a 
cause and the emotion of the consumer who saw the 
ad as an effect that was going to be analyzed. 

The data were collected using the laboratory ex-
periment technique with students as theparticipant. 
The experimental design applied in this paper was a 
factorial design 2 (facial expression: smiling and 
resting) X 2 (cognitive capacity: load and no load). 
The study participants were divided into four groups 
of randomized treatment. 

The research variables were operated by referring 
to Kulczynski et al. (2016). The facial expression 
variable was manipulated by exhibiting smiley face 
expression of endorsers in ads for smiling condition, 

and flat face expression for resting condition. Cogni-
tive capacity was manipulated by creating load and 
no load conditions. The load condition was manipu-
lated by giving participants the task to memorize a 
7-digit random number before understanding the ad 
(Davis & Herr 2014), while under no-load condi-
tions the participant was asked to immediately un-
derstand the advertisement provided without any 
cognitive load. 

Emotional contagion variables, attitude towards 
advertising, attitude towards the brand, and purchase 
intentions were obtained by measurement. Emotion-
al contagion was operationalized with the Self-
Assessment Manikin (SAM) referring to Bradley & 
Lang (1994). SAM is a picture of one's emotions 
from sad to happy state. Furthermore, attitude to-
wards advertising, attitude towards the brand, and 
purchase intentions were measured on a semantic 
differential scale, referring to Kulczynski et al. 
(2016). 

Before testing the hypothesis, the validity and re-
liability of the collected data were first tested. For 
manipulated variables, manipulation checks needed 
to be done to determine the validity level of manipu-
lation applied to participants (Zikmund et al. 2013). 
Manipulation checks were based on independent t-
test results. The validity of variables was measured 
by correlation value of Pearson (ρ) item to total 
(Sekaran & Bougie 2016), while the reliability was 
tested using Cronbach's Alpha (α) is at least 0.7 
(Hair et al. 2010). 

Data analysis applied to test hypothesis 1 was an 
analysis of variance (ANOVA). Hypothesis 2 was 
tested by multiple linear regression analysis by ap-
plying mediation effects that refer to Baron & Kenny 
(1986), and MacKinnon et al. (2002). 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The result of the manipulation checks indicates that 
the group of participants with the load cognitive ca-
pacity took significantly longer time to understand 
the ad (MLoad = 11.1883 seconds) than the no-load 
cognitive capacity (MNo Load  = 8.1057 seconds, t = 
2.829, p = 0.005), indicating that the manipulated 
cognitive capacity in participants works well. 

Table 1 shows that all variable measurement indi-
cators are valid because the Pearson correlation val-
ue was high and significant (p ≤ 0.01). Besides valid, 
measurements also showed good reliability because 
Cronbach's alpha value exceeds 0.7. The validity and 
reliability testing of all variables, both manipulated 
and measured showed good validity and reliability 
so it was worth to proceed to the testing phase of the 
hypothesis. 
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Table 1. The validity and reliability testing on variables 

Variable 
Pearson cor-

relation  
Cronbach’s alpha 

Attitude towards advertising 

ATA1 0.908** 

0.882 ATA2 0.899** 

ATA3 0.896** 

Attitude towards brand   

ATB1 0.839** 

0.804 ATB2 0.859** 

ATB3 0.848** 

Purchase intentions   

PI1 0.732** 

0.835 

PI2 0.792** 

PI3 0.817** 

PI4 0.778** 

PI5 0.777** 

**p ≤ 0.01   

A 2 (facial expression: smiling vs. resting) X 2 
(cognitive capacity: load vs. no load) two-way 
ANOVA design, and emotional contagion of partici-
pants as the response variable constructed to test hy-
pothesis 1. The result shows that the smile of en-
dorser in an ad was capable of enhancing 
participants' feelings significantly in both the cogni-
tive capacity of load and no load conditions (F = 
6.188, p = 0.014). 

 
Figure 1. Emotion of participant on the manipulated condition  

Referring to Figure 1, participants' feeling of 
happiness demonstrated by SAM would increase 
significantly during the smiley face expression of the 
endorser, regardless of the perceived cognitive ca-
pacity condition. Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported 
by empirical data. 

Based on the summary of Regression analysis re-
sult in Table 2, it can be seen that hypothesis 2 was 
supported by empirical data. In hypothesis 2a, the di-
rect influence of facial expressions on attitude to-
wards advertising was significant (β = 0.230, p = 
0.012). Nevertheless, the magnitude of the effect 
was decreased and still significant (β = 0.142, p = 

0.097) when involving the role of SAM as a media-
tor (β = 0.395, p = 0.000) in attitude towards adver-
tising. Taking into account that the direct influence 
of facial expression on SAM was also significant (β 
= 0.223, p = 0.015), the condition in hypothesis 2a 
shows that SAM partially mediates the effect of fa-
cial expression on attitude towards advertising. 

 
Table 2. The summary of Regression analysis result  

Variable’s path 
Standardized 

estimate (β) 
p Remark 

Hypothesis 2a    

FE
a)
ATA

b) 
0.230 0.012 

H2a  

supported 

FESAM
c) 

0.223 0.015 

FE, 

SAMATA 

FE 0.142 0.097 

SAM 0.395 0.000 

 

Hypothesis 2b 

   

FEATB
d) 

0.121 0.189 

H2b  

supported 

FESAM 0.223 0.015 

FE, 

SAMATB 

FE 0.070 0.444 

SAM 0.226 0.015 

 

Hypothesis 2c 

 
 

 

FEPI
e) 

0.124 0.177 

H2c  

supported 

FESAM 0.223 0.015 

FE, SAMPI 
FE 0.073 0.429 

SAM 0.230 0.014 
a)

Facial expression, 
b)

Attitude toward advertising, 
c)

Self-

assessment manikin, 
d)

Attitude toward brand, 
e)

Purchase inten-

tions    

 
In hypothesis 2b, the direct influence of facial ex-

pressions on attitude towards brand was not signifi-
cant (β = 0.121, p = 0.189). Nevertheless, the effect 
of facial expressions on SAM was significant (β = 
0.223, p = 0.015), and the effect of SAM on attitude 
towards brand was also significant (β = 0.226, p = 
0.015). It signifies that SAM fully mediates the in-
fluence of facial expressions on attitude towards 
brand. 

The analysis of mediation correlation on hypothe-
sis 2c was not much different from hypothesis 2b. 
The direct effect of facial expressions on purchase 
intentions was not significant (β = 0.124, p = 0.177), 
but the effect on SAM was significant (β = 0.223, p 
= 0.015). Taking into consideration that the effect of 
SAM is also significant on purchasing intentions (β 
= 0.230, p = 0.014), then SAM fully mediates the in-
fluence of facial expression on purchase intentions. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Through a series of analyzes discussed in the previ-
ous section, a smile is very meaningful for consumer 
evaluation. Consumers will feel happier when the 
endorser’s smiley face expression compared with a 

184

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research (ASSEHR), volume 186



flat facial expression. Furthermore, the positive emo-
tion in the form of pleasure feeling will mediate the 
effect of a smile on the consumer's evaluation. Con-
sumer evaluation in this study is limited to attitudes 
toward advertising, brands, and purchase intentions. 

The results of this study are in line with the re-
sults of previous studies, who argue that a smile con-
tains a psychological message that can enhance the 
positive emotions of others. Further research needs 
to accommodate other variables that supposedly also 
play a role in facial expression relationships with 
consumer evaluations, such as the familiarity of the 
endorser, and the level of consumer involvement 
with the advertised product. 
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