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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to examine the role of anthropomorphism in mitigating the effects of brand transgression from the perspectives of
attachment theory and role theory. It also investigates the underlying mechanism of brand attachment orientations (secure and dismissive) and
boundary conditions of brand role (partner vs servant) in these relationships.

Design/methodology/approach — Three experiments were conducted to test the proposed relationships. Study 1 examined how
anthropomorphizing brands influences advocacy intentions. Study 2 explored the underlying mechanisms of secure and dismissive brand attachment
orientations. Study 3 investigated the boundary condition of brand role.

Findings — The findings suggest that advocacy intentions are higher for anthropomorphized brands compared to non-anthropomorphized brands
following a transgression. Secure brand attachment orientation explains the relationships between brand anthropomorphism and advocacy
intentions. For non-anthropomorphized brands, using a partner role framing leads to higher advocacy intentions compared to using a servant role
framing. For anthropomorphized brands, no significant difference in advocacy intentions was found between servant and partner roles.
Originality/value — This study offers novel insights by integrating the literature on brand anthropomorphism, attachment orientations and brand
role in the context of brand transgression. While previous studies have predominantly examined brand anthropomorphism in positive contexts, there
is limited research about its effectiveness in negative contexts, such as brand transgression. The brand transgression literature calls for research on
the role of relational mechanisms in managing negative outcomes. This study addresses these calls for research by adopting a relational mechanism,
using brand attachment orientations and brand role, to show that brand anthropomorphism mitigates the negative outcomes of brand transgression
through secure brand attachment orientations. Furthermore, a partner role helps manage consumer advocacy for non-anthropomorphized brands
after a transgression.
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1. Introduction Xie et al., 2025; Zhang er al., 2025). However, most of these
studies focus on positive brand contexts. Comparatively, there
is limited understanding of how anthropomorphized brands are
evaluated following a transgression.

Brand transgressions that violate customers’ expectations
have become increasingly visible in the marketplace due to

Consumers form relationships with brands in ways that mirror
interpersonal relationships (Kervyn ez al., 2012). To strengthen
these relationships, brands frequently use anthropomorphism,
which endows them with human-like traits or personalities (e.g.

Mr Planters Peanut, Mr Muscle or the Michelin. Man) heightened consumer scrutiny and the amplifying effect of
(Puzakova et al, 2009). Extant research consistently social media (Kennedy and Guzman, 2021; Khamitov ez al.,
demonstrates that anthropomorphism generates favorable 2020). Such transgressions erode trust and damage
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consumer—brand relationships, often triggering retaliation,
avoidance and brand hate (Ahmed ez al., 2024; Mazzoli et al.,
2024; Tolunay and Veloutsou, 2025). While prior studies
suggest that communication strategies, design elements and
emotional connections can attenuate these effects (Brandio
and Popoli, 2023; Davvetas er al., 2024; Septianto and Kwon,
2022), recent papers call for greater focus on relational
mechanisms to explain how consumers maintain or restore
brand relationships following a transgression (Banerjee et al.,
2023; Rosendo-Rios et al., 2025).

In response to these calls, this study adopts a relational
perspective to examine whether and how brand
anthropomorphism  mitigates the negative effect of
transgressions. When a brand is anthropomorphized,
consumers may interpret its actions through a moral and
relational lens, which can either reduce or intensify their
reactions to wrongdoing (Dalman et al, 2021; Han er al.,
2023). Specifically, this research investigates the effect of brand
transgressions on consumer advocacy intentions, a voluntary
behavior that involves recommending or defending a brand.
Consumer advocacy is a critical indicator of relationship
strength and reflects a willingness to act on behalf of the brand
even when its image is threatened (Shimul ez al., 2025). Given
this context, the present study examines whether consumers’
advocacy intentions increase or decrease following a
transgression by an anthropomorphized brand.

Drawing on attachment theory (Bowlby, 1979), this research
proposes that anthropomorphism influences advocacy
intentions by activating brand attachment orientations. While
attachment orientations have traditionally been viewed as
individual traits, recent research suggests they can also be
context-dependent, with consumers forming or updating them
in response to situational cues or brand strategies (Hemsley-
Brown, 2023; Japutra et al., 2022; Sarkar et al., 2018). This
study examines how secure or dismissive attachment
orientations explain the relationship between brand
anthropomorphism and consumer advocacy following a
transgression. This study also examines brand role (partner vs
servant) as a boundary condition. Guided by role theory
(Koenig and Eagly, 2014), it is proposed that brand role
framing shapes relational expectations and moderates the effect
of brand anthropomorphism on advocacy following a
transgression.

This research makes three key contributions to the literature.
It advances the understanding of how  brand
anthropomorphism functions in negative contexts by
examining its role during brand transgressions, extending
beyond the predominant focus on positive contexts. The study
integrates attachment theory with anthropomorphism to
explain how relational orientations shape consumer responses
to these transgressions. The research identifies the brand role as
an important boundary condition that determines when
anthropomorphism drives consumer advocacy.

2. Theoretical background

2.1 Brand anthropomorphism

Brand anthropomorphism refers to attributing human-like
characteristics, motives or emotions to non-human agents such
as brands (Puzakova ez al., 2009). It involves endowing brands

with a perceived mind, emotions and intentional behavior,
making them appear socially relatable to consumers (Guido
and DPeluso, 2015). These human-like cues enable
anthropomorphized brands to connect with consumers and
foster strong relationships. Marketers frequently take
advantage of this by anthropomorphizing brands through
mascots, brand characters or spokespersons (Aggarwal and
McGill, 2012). Anthropomorphism makes consumers feel
more competent, comfortable and emotionally secure (Kwok
et al., 2018). This perceived social connection enhances trust,
emotional connection and engagement, reinforcing the
relational value of brands (Ma et al, 2023; Sharma and
Rahman, 2022).

Recently, research on anthropomorphism has expanded to
consider the relational role that brands adopt (Zhang and Rau,
2023). An anthropomorphized brand may be perceived as
adopting a distinct role, such as a partner or a servant,
depending on its design and interaction patterns (Teng er al.,
2024; Ho ez al., 2021; Xiang and Park, 2025). For example, a
servant-like brand that follows instructions can increase self-
efficacy while partner brands that collaborate with consumers
induce fewer privacy concerns (Han er al., 2020; Mou and
Meng, 2024). Furthermore, these roles convey distinct effort
beliefs for consumers (Rai ez al., 2024). This suggests that the
effectiveness of brand anthropomorphism depends not only on
a brand’s human-like qualities and characteristics, but also on
its relational role, which may shape how consumers perceive
and evaluate the brand following a transgression.

2.2 Attachment theory

Attachment theory posits that childhood experiences of
emotional bonding with primary caregivers shape adults’
expectations and behaviors in relationships throughout life
(Bowlby, 1979). These early bonds create internal working
models or mental representations that guide how people
perceive themselves and others in emotionally charged
situations (Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005). When individuals
experience threat or distress, they seek proximity to attachment
figures to restore a sense of safety and security (Mende and
Bolton, 2011). If the figures are unavailable or unresponsive,
they activate secondary attachment strategies, such as
hyperactivation, which involves intensified efforts to gain
closeness to the attachment figure, or deactivation, which
involves emotional suppression and the discounting of threats,
thereby reducing dependence on the attachment figure (Shaver
and Mikulincer, 2005).

Building on this foundation, attachment theory identifies
distinct attachment orientations that reflect individual
differences in regulating closeness and dependence. These
orientations emerge from two underlying dimensions, namely,
avoidance and anxiety (Mende and Bolton, 2011). Attachment
avoidance is the extent to which individuals maintain distance
from others due to a lack of self-reliance and fear of dependence
in the relationship. Attachment anxiety reflects the extent to
which individuals worry about rejection or abandonment by
others during a time of need (Mende et al., 2013). Based on
these two dimensions, four attachment orientations have been
identified (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991). Secure
individuals low on both avoidance and anxiety hold positive
views of both self and others. Dismissive individuals are high on
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avoidance but low on anxiety, value independence and feel
uncomfortable with closeness to others. Preoccupied
individuals are low on avoidance but high on anxiety, seek
approval and fear abandonment. Finally, fearful individuals are
high on both avoidance and anxiety, showcase contradictory or
ambivalent behavior and desire relationships yet fear intimacy
(Frydman and Tena, 2023; Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010).

While individuals possess chronic, trait-based attachment
tendencies (Fraley and Shaver, 2000; Richards and Schat,
2011), recent marketing literature posits that these orientations
are also context-dependent, triggered by specific situations and
cues (Bidmon, 2017; Sarkar ez al., 2018). As highlighted in a
recent systematic review by Hemsley-Brown (2023), situational
factors, such as shifts in the service environment, emotionally
charged events or relational threats, act as critical antecedents
that activate specific attachment responses. Consequently,
consumers develop attachment orientations toward brands,
emerging directly from their perceptions of a brand’s specific
actions, strategies or transgressions.

To capture these contextual dynamics, the present study
focuses on secure and dismissive brand attachment orientations
as the underlying mechanisms explaining the relationship
between brand anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions
following a transgression. These two orientations were selected
because they best represent the fundamental dichotomy of
consumer coping strategies under threat: moving toward the
brand (secure) versus pulling away to maintain self-reliance
(dismissive). This selection ensures theoretical parsimony and
avoids the conceptual overlap observed in previous studies that
attempted to measure all four orientations simultaneously
(Frydman and Tena, 2023; Pozharliev ez al., 2021).

The application of attachment theory to consumer—brand
relationships highlights how brands can function as attachment
figures (Mende and Bolton, 2011). In modern consumer
societies, where traditional sources of emotional security, such
as families, religion and communities, play a reduced role,
brands increasingly act as substitutes that provide comfort,
security and stability (Bidmon, 2017). However, not all
consumers are equally driven to form these bonds (Mende and
Bolton, 2011). Consequently, brand attachment orientations
help explain differences in consumers’ relational tendencies
toward brands. Previous research shows that these attachment
orientations influence diverse outcomes, including customer
interaction (Pozharliev er al, 2021), pro-environmental
consumption (Hasni et al, 2025), long-term relationship
building (Frydman and Tena, 2023), brand forgiveness
(Alnawas er al., 2023) and overall satisfaction (Sidhu ez al.,
2023). Ultimately, attachment theory provides a robust
theoretical framework for understanding how consumer—brand
relationships navigate and survive brand transgressions.

3. Hypothesis development

3.1 Brand anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions
Consumers tend to respond favorably to brands they perceive
as similar to themselves (Kirmani, 2009). When brands are
anthropomorphized, their human-like cues trigger a human
schema, allowing consumers to process and relate to them as
social entities (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007). This perceived
similarity enhances emotional connection, leading to a more

favorable evaluation of anthropomorphized brands than non-
anthropomorphized brands. Prior research shows that the
strength of the consumer—brand relationship can buffer the
negative effects of brand transgressions (Park and John, 2018)
and foster advocacy intentions (Shimul and Phau, 2023).

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) further suggests that
individuals seek proximity to attachment figures even when
disappointed, often instinctively defending these figures against
external threats (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010). In a brand
context, anthropomorphism prompts consumers to apply
human moral reasoning to corporate failures. This results in
consumers interpreting an anthropomorphized brand’s
transgression as an unintentional mistake rather than a
deliberate or malicious failure or betrayal. This reduces blame
attribution, allowing consumers to maintain brand
relationships and advocate for the brand to others even after a
transgression.

In contrast, non-anthropomorphized brands lack perceived
intentionality and fail to activate this human scheme, leaving
them judged by transactional corporate standards. This results
in little motivation for consumers to justify or defend them
following a transgression. Consequently, advocacy intentions
will be higher following transgressions for anthropomorphized
brands than for non-anthropomorphized ones:

HI1. Advocacy intentions will be higher  for
anthropomorphized brands compared to non-
anthropomorphized brands following a transgression.

3.2 Mediating role of brand attachment

This study proposes that secure and dismissive brand
attachment orientations are the underlying mechanisms
explaining the relationship between brand anthropomorphism
and advocacy intentions following a brand transgression.

Secure attachment reflects confidence in the brand’s
reliability and a desire for a close relationship with the brand
(Mende and Bolton, 2011). Anthropomorphized brands can
activate secure attachments because their human-like cues
heighten emotional connection, encouraging consumers to
view them as trustworthy partners. Previous research suggests
that secure orientations enhance satisfaction, trust and
commitment toward the attachment figure (Warnock ez al.,
2024) and help individuals remain emotionally stable during
distress by fostering comfort and gratitude for the attachment
figure’s support (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2003). Research has
also shown that consumers with secure attachment tend to
attribute less blame to brands following a failure (Whelan and
Dawar, 2016). They prefer closeness and continuity in their
relationships (Mende ez al., 2013), which motivates them to
promote or defend the brand even after a negative experience,
such as a brand transgression.

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) further supports this
relationship by proposing that in times of need, secure
individuals not only seek support from attachment figures but
also protect them from harm (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2009).
Consumers with a secure attachment orientation are more
likely to help their brand during difficulties because of their
prior positive experiences. They show empathy, maintain
optimism and perceive brands positively during negative events
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(Mikulincer and Shaver, 2009). Based on the above discussion,
this research posits that brand anthropomorphism fosters a
secure brand attachment orientation, which subsequently acts
as a psychological buffer, driving consumers to maintain their
advocacy intentions even after a brand transgression:

H2a. Secure attachment orientation mediates the
relationship between brand anthropomorphism and
advocacy intentions following a transgression.

Conversely, dismissive brand attachment orientation reflects an
avoidant relationship with a brand in which consumers prefer
psychological distance, autonomy and self-reliance, rather than
dependency on the brand (Mende and Bolton, 2011).
Consumers exhibiting this orientation tend to engage with
brands primarily for instrumental reasons and downplay the
significance of the relationship (Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005).
When a brand fails, these consumers typically cope with the
threat by detaching from the brand, thereby maintaining control
and independence (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991).

This study proposes that brand anthropomorphism can
attenuate this dismissive brand attachment orientation
following a transgression. By attributing human-like cues to a
brand, anthropomorphism elicits perceptions of warmth,
intentionality and social responsibility, thereby reducing the
perceived threat and relational uncertainty that often follow a
failure (Huang er al., 2020). In contrast to purely functional
brand representations, anthropomorphized brands may be
perceived as more predictable and morally accountable,
thereby reducing avoidant tendencies or disengagement.

Prior research suggests that individuals high in avoidant
attachment  may exhibit  greater comfort  with
anthropomorphized objects, as these entities allow relational
engagement without compromising autonomy (Neave et al.,
2016). In this sense, anthropomorphized brands provide a
relational format that feels less intrusive and more controllable.
While some studies indicate that avoidant individuals may
resist anthropomorphization cues (Kwok et al, 2018), the
present research argues that following a transgression, human-
like brand cues mitigate threat perceptions, thereby weakening
the activation of dismissive attachment tendencies.

Attachment theory further suggests that avoidance is not
synonymous with complete relational withdrawal. Rather,
dismissively oriented individuals prefer relationships that are
low in emotional intensity and high in personal control
(Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991). Accordingly, when
dismissive attachment toward a brand is attenuated by
anthropomorphism, consumers remain sufficiently engaged
with the brand to express supportive behavioral intentions.
This reduced dismissive attachment following a transgression
may facilitate a greater willingness to speak positively about the
brand or defend it, even in the absence of strong emotional
dependence. This research posits that brand
anthropomorphism  attenuates  dismissive  attachment
orientation, which in turn influences consumers’ willingness to
advocate for the brand following a transgression:

H2b. Dismissive attachment orientation mediates the
relationship between brand anthropomorphism and
advocacy intentions following a transgression.

3.3 Moderating effect of brand role

This study proposes that brand roles moderate the effects of
brand anthropomorphism on advocacy intentions and
attachment orientations. Specifically, it examines how
anthropomorphized brands, framed as partners versus servants,
influence consumer evaluations following a brand
transgression. A partner brand acts as a co-producer,
collaborating with consumers to fulfill shared goals (Aggarwal
and McGill, 2012). For example, Toyota’s slogan “Let’s Go
Places” reflects a partner role. Conversely, servant brands are
positioned as subordinates or assistants who serve consumers to
satisfy their needs (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012). For example,
the Burger King slogans “Be the King” and “Your way, Right
Away” convey the brand’s intention to serve.

The partner brands evoke collaborative motivations, leading
consumers to perceive them as allies contributing to shared
outcomes (Han ez al., 2020; Kim and Kramer, 2015). Servant
brands evoke agentic motivations, leading consumers to view
them as instruments or tools for personal goal attainment
(Gruenfeld et al., 2008). These differences in motivations,
control and power dynamics influence the relational schema
consumers adopt for partner and servant brands (Cheng ez al.,
2025).

This study argues that brand roles provide consumers with
cues about how the brand will behave and what kind of
relationship to expect (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012). These
role-based cues influence how consumers interpret brand
actions, particularly following a transgression. Existing studies
have consistently shown that consumers respond more
positively to brands or objects framed in a partner role; such
evaluations are more often context-dependent.

For example, Huang er al. (2025) found that when Al was
framed as a partner, it fostered self-expression and relational
engagement. Still, it backfired after a service failure as
consumers attributed greater blame, leading to lower reuse
intentions. Similarly, Lei and Xie (2025) showed that partner
framing increases consumer entitlement, leading to deviant
behavior, whereas in privacy-sensitive contexts, partner
framing reduces consumer resistance (Mou and Meng, 2024).
Hsieh er al. (2021) found that interdependent consumers are
more likely to purchase partner brands, as they afford greater
social connection than servant brands. Extending this logic, the
present study proposes that the effectiveness of brand roles
depends on the brand anthropomorphism.

Non-anthropomorphized  brands lack  human-like
characteristics, which limits consumers’ ability to determine
intentions or agency (Zhang and Rau, 2023). In such cases,
adopting a partner role can serve as a compensatory social and
relational signal that influences consumers’ evaluations. A
partner role communicates collaboration and shared
responsibility, which encourages consumers to perceive the
brand transgression as co-produced. Consumers are more
likely to attribute the transgression to internal factors, thereby
buffering its negative effects. As a partner brand foster shared
responsibilities and mutual engagement increases secure brand
attachment orientations by providing a sense of emotional
connection and the ability to rely on the brand even after a
transgression.

Conversely, when a non-anthropomorphized brand adopts a
servant role, it reinforces hierarchy and control, encouraging
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consumers to view the brand as a tool that takes responsibility
for the outcomes (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012; Xiang and
Park, 2025). In such cases, when transgression occurs,
consumers externally blame failure on the servant brand,
leading to reduced advocacy intentions. This may activate
dismissive attachment orientation as consumers distance
themselves and attribute full blame to the non-
anthropomorphized servant brand for the transgression.

In case of anthropomorphized brands, human-like cues such
as warmth and empathy already elicit secure attachment
orientations and relational cues similar to those conveyed by
partner brands. The present study proposes that framing an
anthropomorphized brand as a partner provides an incremental
benefit. The literature on signaling theory (Spence, 1973)
suggests that multiple cues that convey overlapping
information or meaning may not provide additive value, as they
fail to increase the overall signal’s diagnosticity.

For example, Balaji er al. (2021) showed that multiple signals
do not improve consumers’ evaluations of mega-influencers’
messages with different construals. Similarly, Jha er al. (2020)
demonstrated that when consumers can access reliable
information from retailer image, additional signals conveying
similar information may not improve consumer decisions.
When an anthropomorphized brand adopts a servant role, it
can prompt consumers to assert autonomy and emotional
distance, increasing a dismissive attachment orientation. Thus,
it is proposed that brand roles may not provide additional
relational information or signal beyond what is communicated
through human-like cues of brand anthropomorphism,
resulting in similar advocacy intentions across partner and
servant framings following a transgression:

H3a. Brand role will moderate the relationship between
brand anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions,
such that the partner (vs servant) brand will have higher
advocacy intentions for a non-anthropomorphized (vs
anthropomorphized) brand following a transgression.

H3b. Brand role will moderate the relationship between
brand anthropomorphism and secure attachment such
that the partner (vs servant) brand will have higher
(lower) secure attachment in brand non-
anthropomorphized (vs anthropomorphized) brand
following a transgression.

H3c. Brand role will moderate the relationship between
brand anthropomorphism and dismissive attachment
such that the partner (vs servant) brand will have lower
(higher) dismissive attachment in brand non-
anthropomorphized (vs anthropomorphized) following
a transgression.

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework of the study.
Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection. To
test the proposed hypotheses, three studies were conducted
using US participants aged 18 or older recruited via Prolific
Academic. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, and they were compensated fairly for their time.
To ensure high data quality, screening criteria required a
minimum of 100 prior task completions and an approval rating
of >90% (Douglas et al., 2023; Peer et al., 2022). To maintain

sample independence, participants were restricted to taking
part in only one of the three studies. Anyone who completed a
prior study was automatically excluded from subsequent ones.

4. Study 1: Main effects of brand
anthropomorphism on advocacy intentions

Study 1 examined whether brand anthropomorphism leads to
higher advocacy intentions following a transgression compared
to brand non-anthropomorphism (H1).

4.1 Method

A total of 200 (50.0% female, 41.0% aged 18-29 years) Prolific
Academic panel members participated in a one-factor
(brand anthropomorphism: anthropomorphism vs non-
anthropomorphism) between-subjects design.

Participants were randomly assigned to a one-factor (brand
anthropomorphism: present vs absent) between-subjects
design. They imagined planning a trip and purchasing luggage
from Zippi (a fictitious brand name). Participants then viewed
an advertisement where brand anthropomorphism was
manipulated. The anthropomorphized ad featured first-person
communication and a human-like face, whereas the non-
anthropomorphized ad used third-person communication and
a standard logo (Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018; Schroll, 2023;
see Web Appendix A in online supplementary materials).
Finally, participants imagined traveling by air with their new
Zippi luggage before reading the following brand transgression
scenario:

Upon check-in, you found that you had an additional 5
pounds of luggage packed in your Zippi luggage.
Unfortunately, the lock on your Zippi luggage is jammed, and
you are not able to open it at the airport. It causes a lot of delay
for you and other passengers in the queue. Having been unable
to open the lock on the Zippi luggage for almost 30 min, you
were required to pay $30 to let your bag in and complete the
check-in process. By then, you only had 30 min to complete
immigration, security checks and boarding procedures.

Following the brand transgression scenario, participants
answered questions on advocacy intention (a=0.96),
measured on a three-item scale adapted from Hsiao ez al
(2015). Following this, participants answered questions on the
manipulation check questions for brand anthropomorphism
(two items adapted from Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018,
r =0.82), perceived realism (one item), assumption check for
brand transgression (one item) and demographic information
(age, gender) and travel behavior (frequency of travel and what
they mostly travel for). See Web Appendix B in online
supplementary materials for the scales. All items were
measured on a seven-point scale.

4.2 Results

The brand anthropomorphism manipulation was effective
because respondents in the brand anthropomorphism
condition (M =4.02, SD =1.46) evaluated the stimuli as being
more alive and possessing humanlike qualities than
respondents in the brand non-anthropomorphism condition
(M=2.15, SD=1.30, Fy,0s8 = 91.41, p <0.001, partial
eta®=0.316).
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Figure 1 Conceptual framework of the study
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Participants rated the stimuli as highly plausible (M =5.41,
SD=1.32), and no difference in perceived realism was
observed across the two conditions (M,nehropomorphism = 3-46,
SD =1.31 v8§ Mpon-anthropomorphism = 3.37, SD =1.34; F 195 =
0.23, p=0.631, partial eta® = 0.001).

Participants in both conditions perceived the brand
experience as negative and bad and did not show significant
different between the conditions (Manthropomorphism = 1.91,
SD =1.01 v8§ Mpon-anthropomorphism = 1.78, SD=1.03, Fy 195 =
0.82, p=0.368, partial eta®= 0.004).

Perceived realism of brand transgression was high and did
not differ across the conditions (Manthropomorphism = 3-46,
SD =1.31 v8§ Mpon-anthropomorphism = 3.37, SD =1.34, Fy 195 =
0.23,p=0.63, partial eta?=0.001).

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with advocacy
intention as the dependent variable showed that respondents
in the brand anthropomorphism condition (M=2.27,
SD =1.28) reported a higher level of advocacy intention
following a transgression than those in the brand non-
anthropomorphism condition (M =1.93, SD=0.83, F; ;95 =
4.95, p =0.027, partial eta®=0.024). This supports H]I.
Figure 2 plots the advocacy intention for the two conditions
across three studies.

Including control variables (age, gender, frequency of travel
and nature of travel) did not change the significance of brand
anthropomorphism conditions on advocacy intention (Fj 94 =
5.79, p =0.017, partial eta®=0.029). None of the control
variables had a significant effect on advocacy intention
(ps>0.07).

4.3 Discussion

Study 1 supports HI by demonstrating that brand
anthropomorphism mitigates the negative impact of a
transgression on advocacy intentions. While the failure was

Figure 2 Role of brand anthropomorphism on advocacy intentions
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1.89 .

Study 2
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X
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Study 1
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1

Study 3

Brand non-anthropomorhism ® Brand anthropomorphism

Source: Authors’ own work

perceived as equally severe across both conditions, brand
anthropomorphism acted as a buffer, resulting in significantly
higher advocacy compared to the non-anthropomorphized
brand. Study 2 further explores this effect by examining the
mediating roles of secure and dismissive brand attachment
orientations.

5. Study 2: The mediating roles of secure and
dismissive attachment orientations

Study 2 examines the mediating roles of secure and dismissive
brand attachment orientations in the relationship between
brand anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions in a
different product context of mobile phones.
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5.1 Method

A total of 200 Prolific panel members (63.5% female, 36.0%
aged 30-39years) participated in a one-factor (brand
anthropomorphism: anthropomorphism Vs non-
anthropomorphism) between-subjects design.

This study followed a similar procedure to Study 1, with
three major modifications. First, a fictitious mobile phone
brand (ZestM) was used as the study context. Participants were
asked to imagine they were looking to buy a new smartphone
with 3D imaging technology for work purposes. They then
viewed an advertisement for the Zest MT model (a fictitious
brand name) and decided to purchase it. This advertisement
manipulated the brand presentation to be either
anthropomorphized or non-anthropomorphized. In the
anthropomorphism condition, the ad featured first-person
communication and human-like facial features. In the non-
anthropomorphism condition, the ad used third-person
communication and standard product imagery (see Web
Appendix C in online supplementary materials for the stimuli).
Following this, participants read the following brand
transgression scenario:

Consider that you are on a business trip with your new ZEST MT phone.
The boss asked you to take 3D images of certain buildings and landscapes at
a specified location to be presented to the client. You are excited about
taking pictures with the ZEST MT’s 3D camera. Unfortunately, you cannot
open the 3D camera app on the ZEST MT phone. You tried to restart the
app and the phone, but still the 3D camera app does not open. You had to
send 2D pictures of buildings and landscapes to your boss.
Finally, along with advocacy intention (@ = 0.93), manipulation
check questions for brand anthropomorphism (r =0.78),
assumption check question for brand transgression and
perceived realism, this study measured secure attachment
(a=0.83) and dismissive attachment (a=0.77) with a three-
items each adapted from Brennan er al. (1991). Secure and
dismissive brand attachment orientations did not share a high
correlation (r=-0.22,p=0.002).

5.2 Results

The manipulations worked as intended. Participants in the
brand anthropomorphism condition (M=5.18, SD=1.24)
rated ZestM as being more alive and possessing human-like
qualities than those in the brand non-anthropomorphism
condition (M =3.06, SD=1.40, F; 95 = 127.90, p <0.001,
partial eta® = 0.392).

The assumption check of brand transgression was also
successful as respondents rated the brand experience to be
negative (M =3.07, SD=1.27) and not different across
conditions (Manthropomorphism = 3.11, SD=1.38 vs Myop-
anthropomorphism = 3.02, SD=1.16, Fy,108 = 0.251, p =0.617,
partial eta®=0.001).

The stimuli were assessed as realistic (M =5.01) and did not
differ across the conditions (Manmropomorphism = .08,
SD=1.46 vs Mnon—anthropomorphism =4.95, SD=1.50, F1,198 =
0.385, p = 0.54, partial eta® = 0.002).

Supporting HI, the findings show that following a brand
transgression, advocacy intention was higher for the
anthropomorphized brand (M =2.27, SD=1.36) than for the
non-anthropomorphized brand (M =1.89, SD =0.96), F; ;95 =
5.33, p =0.022, partial eta® = 0.026 (see Figure 2).

Including gender and age as covariates did not change the
significance of the brand anthropomorphism conditions on

advocacy intention (Fyj96 = 4.89, p =0.028, partial
eta®=0.024).

H?2 was tested using SPSS PROCESS Model 4 with 5,000
bootstrapping resamples (Version 5, Hayes, 2018). Brand
advocacy was used as the dependent variable, brand
anthropomorphism condition (0 =non-anthropomorphism,
1 = anthropomorphism) as the independent variable, and both
secure and dismissive attachment as mediators. The findings
provide support for the total mediating effect of both secure
and dismissive attachment orientation as the 95% confidence
interval for the indirect effect did not include zero
(indirect=0.39, SE=0.12, 95%CI=0.19-0.63). The results
support the mediating role for secure attachment
(indirect=0.38, SE=0.11, 95%CI=0.18-0.62) but not for
dismissive attachment orientation (indirect=0.02, SE=0.03,
95%CI=-0.04-0.08). The findings provide support for H2a
but not for H2b. Figure 3 presents the mediating role of secure
attachment and dismissive attachment in the relationship
between brand anthropomorphism and advocacy intention.

Post hoc analysis revealed that brand anthropomorphism has
a direct effect on secure brand attachment orientation (F 105 =
21.25, p < 0.001, partial eta® = 0.097), such that respondents in
the brand anthropomorphism condition (M =2.73, SD =1.36)
reported a higher level of secure attachment following a brand
transgression than those in the brand non-anthropomorphism
condition (M =1.98, SD=0.87). The inclusion of control
variables (age and gender) did not change the significance of
the main effect (F ;96 = 19.87, p <0.001, partial eta®=0.092).

The results of another ANOVA revealed that dismissive
attachment (F},195 = 5.47, p = 0.020, partial eta?=0.027) was
significantly higher following a brand transgression in the brand
non-anthropomorphism condition (M = 6.02, SD =0.92) than
in the brand anthropomorphism condition (M=5.67,
SD =1.18). Including gender and age in the model did not
change the significance of the effect of brand
anthropomorphism on dismissive attachment (Fy,196 = 4.51,
p=0.035, partial eta® = 0.022).

5.3 Discussion

Study 2 findings reveal that secure attachment is the
key underlying mechanism through which brand
anthropomorphism influences advocacy intentions following
a brand transgression. This study did not find support for the
role of dismissive attachment. While anthropomorphism
significantly reduced dismissive attachment (as shown in the
post hoc analysis), this reduction does not influence advocacy
intentions. A plausible reason is that while consumers may
not completely dismiss their relationship with an
anthropomorphized brand following a failure, remaining with
the brand is not sufficient to trigger active advocacy. Instead,
the willingness to recommend the brand following a
transgression may likely depend on the satisfactory recovery
the brand undertakes.

6. Study 3: Boundary condition of brand role

Study 3 examined the moderating role of brand role (partner vs
servant) in the effects of brand anthropomorphism on advocacy
intentions, secure brand attachment and dismissive brand
attachment.
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Figure 3 Mediation effect of secure attachment and dismissive attachment (Study 2)
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6.1 Method
A total of 251 Prolific panel members (64.1% females and
36.3% aged between 30 and 39) participated in the study.

Study 3 followed a similar research design to Study 2, with
two key differences. The study context was a health drink
(Xuel), and we wused a 2 (brand anthropomorphism:
anthropomorphism vs non-anthropomorphism)x2 (brand
role: partner vs servant) between-subjects design.

Two pretests were carried used to test the manipulation
checks for brand anthropomorphism and brand role. The
results of the pretest 1 (z=50) showed that participants in the
brand anthropomorphism condition (m=5.04, SD=1.70)
evaluated Xuel to possess more humanlike qualities than in the
brand  non-anthropomorphism condition (M=2.85,
SD = 1.22), F; 45 =28.11,p < 0.01, partial eta® = 0.369.

The results of another pretest (#=50) revealed that
respondents in the partner role condition (M=2.78,
SD =1.01) evaluate the Xuel brand as more partner like than
those in the servant role condition (M =4.35, SD =1.40), F 45
=21.03, p < 0.01, partial eta® = 0.305.

Participants were asked to imagine shopping for a fresh,
healthy beverage and deciding to purchase a brand called Xuel
(a fictitious brand name) after seeing its advertisement. They
then viewed the ad, which manipulated the brand to appear as
either anthropomorphized or non-anthropomorphized, and
acting in either a partner or servant role (see Web Appendix D
in online supplementary materials for the stimuli). The
participants were randomly assigned to one of the four
conditions. Following this, they read the following brand
transgression scenario:

Imagine you ordered a 6-pack Xuel a few days ago and it has just been
delivered to you. Upon inspecting the cans, you notice that some of the cans
looks beat up and weighed less than normal, even though they are sealed.

You found a foul smell and something inside. You thought that this could be
the result of poor-quality check or faulty packaging.

Participants answered questions on advocacy intention
(@=0.94), secure attachment (x¢=0.86), dismissive
attachment (a=0.89), and provided demographic information
(gender and age).

6.2 Results

An ANOVA was carried out with advocacy intention as the
dependent variable and brand anthropomorphism and brand
role as independent variables. The results revealed a significant
main effect of brand anthropomorphism (Mnthropomorphism =
2.60, SD=1.38 vs Mjon-anthropomorphism = 2.05, SD=1.15,
Fy 547 =11.037, p =0.001, partial eta®=0.043). Brand role did
not have a significant main effect on advocacy intention (F; 547 =
3.44, p =0.065, partial eta®=0.014). More importantly, a
significant interaction effect of brand anthropomorphism and
brand role on advocacy intention was found (F,47; = 4.39,
p=0.04, partial eta® = 0.017).

Simple slope analysis revealed that in the brand
anthropomorphism condition, no significant difference in
advocacy intention was found across brand role conditions
(Mpartner = 2.58, SD=1.34 vs Mrvane = 2.62, SD=1.42,
t127=0.16, p =0.875, Cohen’s d=0.028). However, in the
brand non-anthropomorphism condition, a partner brand role
(M=2.39, SD=1.19) was associated with higher advocacy
intention than a servant brand role (M =1.76, SD=1.03),
t120=3.12, p=0.002, Cohen’s d =0.566. Figure 4 presents the
interaction plot. This supports H3a.

Another ANOVA with secure attachment as a dependent
variable revealed a significant main effect of brand
anthropomorphism (Manthropomorphism = 2.66, SD=1.28 vs
Mnon—anthropomorphism = 2.29, SD=1.17, Fi247 = 5.01,
p =0.026, partial eta®=0.020), brand role (Mparmer = 2.77,
SD=1.22 vs Mgervanr = 2.19, SD=1.19, F)47; = 14.78,
p <0.001, partial eta®=0.056) and interaction effect of brand
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Figure 4 Interaction of brand anthropomorphism and brand role on
advocacy intention (Study 3)
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anthropomorphism and role (F; 47 = 7.12, p =0.008, partial
eta?=0.028).

A simple slope analysis for brand non-anthropomorphism
revealed a significant difference between brand role conditions
(t120=5.03, p <0.001, Cohen’s d =0.913) such that a partner
brand (Mparmer = 2.81, SD =1.14) resulted in a higher level of
secure attachment than a servant brand (Mgervanr = 1.83,
SD =1.00). However, no significant difference was observed
between the two brand role conditions for anthropomorphized
brand (Mparmer = 2.74, SD=1.30 vs8 Myqyane = 2.57,
SD=1.27, t,,7;,=0.78, p =0.438, Cohen’s d=0.137). This
supports H3b. Figure 5 presents the interaction plot.

Regarding dismissive attachment, no significant main effects
(brand anthropomorphism: Fj 47 = 0.32, p =0.570, partial
eta?=0.001; brand role: Fi247 = 2.26, p =0.134, partial
eta®=0.009) and interaction effect (Fy,247 = 0.36, p =0.550,

Figure 5 Interaction of brand anthropomorphism and brand role on
secure attachment (Study 3)
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partial eta?=0.001) were observed. This does not provide
support for H3c.

The inclusion of control variables did not change the
significance of the effects of brand anthropomorphism and
brand role on advocacy intention, secure attachment and
dismissive attachment.

6.3 Discussion

The findings of Study 3 showed that brand role moderates the
effect of brand anthropomorphism on advocacy intention and
secure attachment. More specifically, the study revealed that a
partner (vs servant) brand role increases advocacy intention
and secure attachment following a transgression in a
non-anthropomorphized condition. However, for
anthropomorphized brands, no significant difference in
outcomes was found between partner and servant brand roles.

7. General discussion

This study examines how brand anthropomorphism influences
consumer advocacy and attachment following a brand
transgression. Across three studies, we demonstrate that
anthropomorphism buffers against the negative effects of brand
transgression.  Specifically, consumers expressed higher,
though still below neutral, advocacy intentions toward
anthropomorphized brands than toward non-anthropomorphized
ones.

Crucially, secure attachment mediated this effect, while
dismissive attachment did not. This indicates that these
attachment orientations do not function as opposite ends of a
single continuum. Instead, they are shaped by distinct
relational processes: anthropomorphism directly fosters secure
attachment, whereas dismissive attachment depends on post-
failure interventions, such as service recovery.

Brand role moderated the relationship between brand
anthropomorphism, secure brand attachment and advocacy
intentions. For non-anthropomorphized brands, adopting a
partner role rather than a servant role resulted in significantly
higher secure attachment and advocacy intentions. In contrast,
for brands that were anthropomorphized, the partner and
servant roles did not result in significantly different outcomes.

7.1 Theoretical contribution

This study contributes to the literature in several ways. Brand
anthropomorphism has been examined in positive brand
contexts (Xie et al., 2025), while its role in negative contexts
remains limited (Kwak er al., 2025; Liu et al, 2024). By
examining anthropomorphism in the context of brand
transgression, this study extends this nascent stream of
literature and demonstrates that anthropomorphizing a brand
can serve as a buffer, helping consumers maintain positive
evaluations even after a transgression. This study also
contributes to research on brand transgression and
anthropomorphism (Kliitz and Albrecht, 2025; Ma et al., 2023;
Puzakova et al, 2009). The findings highlight that
anthropomorphism is a significant mechanism through which
consumers maintain an emotional connection toward erring
brands. This corroborates Bidmon’s (2017) proposition that
emotional bonding is key to brand resilience and that
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anthropomorphism is an effective means of reinforcing such
relationships.

While attachment theory has often been applied to explain
individual differences in consumers’ attachment orientations
(Bowlby, 1979; Frydman and Tena, 2023; Mende ez al., 2019),
this study extends the theory by examining attachment as a
context-dependent mechanism that is shaped by brand cues
such as anthropomorphism (Japutra ez al., 2018; Sarkar ez al.,
2018). Specifically, the findings reveal that anthropomorphism
enhances perceptions of secure brand attachment, which in
turn fosters advocacy intentions following a brand
transgression. By extending attachment theory to the contexts
of brand anthropomorphism and transgression, this study
advances our understanding of how consumers’ relational
tendencies interact with brand anthropomorphism to influence
their post-transgression behavior, specifically advocacy
intentions. The findings of this study provide novel insights into
how anthropomorphism activates relational perceptions in
situational rather than dispositional ways. In doing so, the study
contributes to the growing body of research exploring the role
of relational processes in managing brand transgressions
(Banerjee et al., 2023; Rosendo-Rios ez al., 2025).

Another contribution of this study lies in exploring the
moderating effect of the brand’s relational role on the effects of
anthropomorphism on brand attachment orientation and
advocacy intentions following a transgression. While prior
research on role theory (Koenig and Eagly, 2014) has examined
consumer evaluation of brand role (Aggarwal and McGill,
2012; Ho ez al., 2021; Koenig and Eagly, 2014), this study finds
that it plays a key role in evaluating brand anthropomorphism
and transgression. Specifically, for non-anthropomorphized
brands, partner role framing helps mitigate the negative
outcomes of a transgression. Because anthropomorphized
brands communicate human-like cues that evoke warmth and
empathy, brand roles do not offer incremental value in
influencing consumer outcomes. This finding further
contributes to signaling theory about how multiple signals
influence consumer perceptions and responses (Balaji et al.,
2021; Jha et al., 2020).

7.2 Practical implications

This study offers actionable insights for brand managers and
marketing practitioners, particularly in crisis management and
brand communication. The results demonstrate that
anthropomorphizing a brand serves as an effective buffer
against the negative effects of a transgression. To leverage this,
managers should proactively design anthropomorphic cues to
build a human-like connection before a crisis occurs. This can
be achieved by using first-person communication in customer
service interactions, adopting a relatable tone consistent with
the brand’s personality, sharing authentic narratives about the
brand’s origins and incorporating human-like visual cues across
digital touchpoints. By establishing this humanized foundation,
brands can better shield themselves from severe consumer
backlash when service or product failures happen.

The study’s findings also indicate that simply preventing
customers from dismissing the brand is insufficient to sustain
their advocacy. Managers must cultivate secure attachment
orientations. During a brand transgression, communication
strategies and service recovery efforts should explicitly convey

empathy, reliability and emotional availability. By issuing
apologies that sound genuinely human, and by reassuring
customers that the brand is dependable and actively resolving
the issue, managers can encourage constructive coping. This
targeted approach to crisis communication ensures that
customers are retained and remain willing to actively advocate
for the brand.

This study also provides guidelines for positioning brands
based on their level of anthropomorphism, enabling managers
to allocate marketing resources more efficiently. For
traditional, non-anthropomorphized brands, positioning the
brand as a partner rather than a servant is highly effective.
Managers should use collaborative, partner-oriented language
to signal shared goals, thereby strengthening secure attachment
and increasing advocacy intentions. Conversely, managers
should be cautious about assigning specific partner or servant
roles to brands that are already highly anthropomorphized, as
doing so does not generate significant additional benefits. This
allows managers to optimize their budgets by selectively
deploying role positioning.

7.3 Limitations and future research

While the study offers valuable insights into how and when
brand anthropomorphism and brand role influence consumer
perceptions and responses following a transgression, it also
highlights certain limitations that warrant further research. The
underlying mechanisms of secure and dismissive attachment
orientations were the primary focus of this study. Future
studies should examine the role of other attachment
orientations, such as insecure and preoccupied attachment
styles, in the anthropomorphism—advocacy relationship to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how different
attachment orientations influence consumer responses to
brand transgressions. In interpreting the non-significant
mediation for dismissive brand attachment, it is important to
note that we operationalized this construct only at the
consumer—brand level. Future research could explicitly
incorporate potential compensatory ties with other customers
or general individual attachment orientations.

The severity of the brand transgression may influence how
attachment orientations are assessed in relation to the brand.
Future research should examine how the severity of a
transgression moderates the relationship between brand
anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions, as various levels
of transgression may elicit varying attachment-driven
responses.

Future research should also examine the role of relationship
tenure as a moderator in the relationship between
anthropomorphism and advocacy intentions. The strength and
duration of a prior consumer—brand relationship can shape
consumers’ willingness to maintain secure or dismissive
attachment orientations toward the brand. This study did not
measure relationship strength and used fictitious brands to
avoid familiarity bias. Recruiting respondents from online
panels led to a greater representation of Gen Z and millennials,
potentially limiting the generalizability of the results. Future
studies should avoid this bias and enhance the generalizability
of the results using a diverse sample.

The present study used experimental scenarios, which, while
useful for establishing internal validity, may limit the external
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validity of the findings. Future research could examine brand
anthropomorphism and attachment processes in real-world
transgression contexts or through longitudinal designs to assess
how consumer—brand relationships evolve over time following a
transgression.
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