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Abstract
Using anthropomorphic characters (such as anime characters and virtual idols)
as brand endorsers is a common marketing strategy in the advertising indus-
try, yet few scholars have examined the impact of consumers’anthropomorphic
perception on endorser persuasiveness. Previous research has categorized an-
thropomorphic perception into two types: systematic and heuristic. Systematic
anthropomorphism treats anthropomorphic targets as individuals capable of
generating social interaction, whereas heuristic anthropomorphism is an auto-
matically triggered implicit effect. Based on these two types of anthropomorphic
perception, this study examines how consumers’anthropomorphic tendency in-
fluences the persuasive effects of different types of advertising endorsers (real
human/anthropomorphic). Experimental data demonstrate that, moderated by
individual anthropomorphic tendency, consumers’parasocial interaction percep-
tion with endorsers and positive emotions simultaneously influence advertising
persuasiveness. Participants with low anthropomorphic tendency exhibited sig-
nificantly higher parasocial interaction perception toward real human endorsers
than toward anthropomorphic endorsers; participants with high anthropomor-
phic tendency showed significantly higher positive emotions toward anthropo-
morphic endorsers than toward real human endorsers. The findings not only
complement existing anthropomorphic marketing research but also assist enter-
prises in selecting appropriate anthropomorphic marketing strategies based on
consumer tendencies.
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Abstract

Using anthropomorphic characters (such as anime characters and virtual idols)
as brand endorsers is a common marketing strategy in advertising, yet few schol-
ars have examined how consumers’anthropomorphic perceptions influence en-
dorser persuasiveness. Previous research has distinguished between two types
of anthropomorphic perception: systematic anthropomorphism, which treats
anthropomorphized objects as individuals capable of social interaction, and
heuristic anthropomorphism, which represents an automatically triggered im-
plicit effect. Building on this dual-typology framework, this study investigates
how consumer anthropomorphic tendencies affect the persuasiveness of differ-
ent types of endorsers (human vs. anthropomorphized). Experimental data re-
veal that under the moderating effect of individual anthropomorphic tendencies,
consumers’perceptions of parasocial interaction and positive emotions simulta-
neously influence advertising persuasiveness. Participants with low anthropo-
morphic tendencies reported significantly stronger parasocial interaction percep-
tions with human endorsers than with anthropomorphized endorsers, whereas
participants with high anthropomorphic tendencies exhibited significantly more
positive emotions toward anthropomorphized endorsers than toward human en-
dorsers. These findings not only complement existing anthropomorphic mar-
keting research but also provide guidance for companies to select appropriate
anthropomorphic marketing strategies based on consumer predispositions.

Keywords: anthropomorphism; advertising spokesperson; parasocial interac-
tion; positive emotions; persuasion

1. Introduction
President Xi Jinping’s report at the 19th National Congress emphasized
“strengthening cultural confidence and promoting the flourishing development
of socialist culture,”with “advancing cultural undertakings and industries”as
a key priority. In recent years, national policies have vigorously supported the
development of cultural industries, particularly the animation sector, which
has been designated as a key focus in both the 12th and 13th Five-Year
Plans. Among animation industry derivatives, intellectual property (IP)
from animated characters represents a significant profit source. However,
China’s animation derivatives market remains dominated by toys, leaving
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the commercial value of animation IP largely underdeveloped. In fact, since
the 1980s, Chinese advertising has employed animated characters as endorsers
(hereinafter “anthropomorphized spokespersons”), such as the Sun Wukong
animation character in 1983-1984 advertisements for Shanghai Watch Factory’s
“Diamond”brand watches, and the cartoon figures symbolizing Chinese-German
children used as brand mascots for Haier in 1985 (Zhang, 2011).

Previous research suggests that anthropomorphized spokespersons are more suit-
able for promoting low-involvement products—those that consumers consider rel-
atively unimportant—such as the Duracell bunny, the Colgate beaver, or Tony
the Tiger on Kellogg’s cereal boxes (Bhutada et al., 2017). However, the global
dissemination of advertisements featuring Japan’s virtual singer“Hatsune Miku”
has gradually challenged this conventional wisdom. This 16-year-old“girl”from
the two-dimensional world has endorsed high-involvement products including Xi-
aomi smartphones, Toyota automobiles, and Louis Vuitton fashion. Similarly,
China’s virtual singer “Luo Tianyi”has gained acceptance among advertisers,
endorsing multiple well-known brands such as KFC, Pechoin, and Bright Dairy
in 2017 alone, demonstrating substantial commercial value.

These animated and cartoon characters in advertisements all represent anthropo-
morphic marketing strategies (Macinnis & Folkes, 2017). Prior studies indicate
that anthropomorphizing brands and products facilitates easier comprehension
of their underlying meanings (Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Xie & Wang, 2017),
generates perceptual fluency (Epley et al., 2007), elicits positive emotional ex-
periences, and consequently enhances advertising effectiveness (Letheren et al.,
2017).

Unlike typical anthropomorphized brands and products, virtual human charac-
ters more closely resemble real humans in appearance, more readily triggering
anthropomorphic perceptions. Under such perceptions, virtual characters are
endowed with uniquely human emotions, motivations, and intentions, becoming
social entities (Wang et al., 2014). This enables anthropomorphized spokesper-
sons, like human spokespersons, to imbue brands with symbolic meaning (Mc-
Cracken, 1989). Consumers then construct and express self-concepts through
purchasing these symbolically meaningful brands (Belk, 2013; Richins, 1994).
The process of meaning transfer between advertising spokespersons and audi-
ences closely resembles daily social interaction, hence termed “parasocial inter-
action”(Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Previous research demonstrates that parasocial interaction between media au-
diences and celebrities significantly influences celebrity persuasiveness (Choi &
Rifon, 2007), as sustained parasocial interaction may generate fantasies of in-
teracting with celebrities, leading audiences to follow celebrity updates as they
would friends (Gong & Li, 2017; Hung, 2014). Do consumers develop similar
parasocial interaction perceptions toward anthropomorphized spokespersons?
This question concerns whether consumers perceive virtual characters in adver-
tisements from a human perspective—that is, anthropomorphically. Research
indicates that individual differences in anthropomorphic tendencies are ubiqui-
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tous (Letheren et al., 2017; Özdem et al., 2017). Do these individual differ-
ences lead to varying persuasiveness between anthropomorphized and human
spokesperson advertisements? Although existing research has addressed anthro-
pomorphic marketing strategies and spokesperson persuasiveness (Aggarwal &
McGill, 2007; Hoffner, 1996; Rubin et al., 1985), empirical examination of the
relationship between consumer anthropomorphic perceptions and anthropomor-
phized spokespersons, and its impact on advertising persuasiveness, remains
necessary.

In summary, this study examines the pathways and mechanisms underlying the
persuasiveness of anthropomorphized spokesperson advertisements, addressing
three research questions: (1) What factors influence advertising effectiveness
in anthropomorphized spokesperson advertisements? (2) How do parasocial in-
teraction perception and positive emotions mediate the relationship between
anthropomorphized spokespersons and advertising effectiveness? (3) How do
consumer anthropomorphic tendencies moderate the effectiveness of anthropo-
morphized spokesperson advertisements? The findings will guide commercial
development efforts related to virtual character licensing.

2.1 Anthropomorphization of Spokespersons
Meaning transfer theory posits that each individual embodies a rich set of cul-
tural symbolic meanings (such as class, status, gender, and race) (McCracken,
1989). For instance, a spokesperson who appears reliable may generate more
positive attitudes, higher purchase intentions toward the advertised products
and brands (Friedman & Friedman, 1979; Pornpitakpan, 2003; Silvera & Aus-
tad, 2004), while an attractive spokesperson may enhance advertising message
effectiveness (Till & Busler, 2000), positively influencing brand recall, brand
attitudes, and purchase intentions (Friedman & Friedman, 1979; Till & Busler,
2000). However, celebrities sometimes become associated with negative events
or scandals, damaging corporate image (Till & Shimp, 1998; Tom et al., 1992)
—a problem that virtual spokespersons avoid. Compared to humans, anthropo-
morphized characters are more adaptable, malleable, and controllable.

This study defines anthropomorphized spokespersons as virtual characters that
are anthropomorphized, in contrast to human spokespersons. Previous research
has referred to them as“brand characters,”“spokes-characters,”or“spokespeo-
ple.”Early studies indicate that virtual spokespersons help establish emotional
connections between consumers and brands (Callcott & Phillips, 1996). Cute
cartoon characters can enhance purchase intentions (Callcott & Alvey, 1991), in-
crease attention to advertisements and brands (Callcott & Phillips, 1996), and
classic animated characters can evoke nostalgia and trust (Callcott & Alvey,
1991; Callcott & Phillips, 1996). Brand-specific spokesperson characters also
serve as memory nodes for consumers, facilitating memory network construc-
tion and enhancing brand value (Folse et al., 2012, 2013; Garretson & Burton,
2005; Garretson & Niedrich, 2004). Consequently, increasing numbers of com-
panies employ anthropomorphized spokespersons in advertising (Garretson &
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Niedrich, 2004).

2.2.1 Dual-Process Model of Anthropomorphic Perception
Simple anthropomorphic cues lead people to consciously or unconsciously at-
tribute human emotions to non-human objects, such as “smiling”brand logos,
“slender”cola bottles, or cars with“cool expressions”(Aggarwal & McGill, 2007;
Xie & Wang, 2017). However, anthropomorphic cues not only trigger heuristic
anthropomorphic perception but also influence further systematic reasoning pro-
cesses, generating social presence toward anthropomorphized characters (Wang
et al., 2014). The richer the anthropomorphic cues, the stronger the social
presence experienced (Araujo, 2018). Under social presence, people perceive
anthropomorphized characters as “real people,”feel closer to them, and sense
co-presence with virtual interactive entities (Biocca et al., 2001).

Consequently, anthropomorphism research often employs the heuristic-
systematic model (HSM) to explain this dual-process mechanism (Kim &
Sundar, 2012). Based on dual-process theory, HSM posits two distinct process-
ing systems: heuristic and systematic. These systems represent different levels
of cognitive “effort”in information processing. The heuristic system operates
unconsciously, incorporating biases and heuristics with minimal cognitive
resource expenditure, whereas the systematic system requires mental effort and
concentration for logical thinking and computation (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
Similar to other dual-process models, HSM suggests that information processing
differences stem from motivation and knowledge: when processing motivation
is low (low involvement) or relevant knowledge is insufficient, individuals rely
on heuristic pathways using peripheral cues (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Unlike
other models, HSM assumes that systematic and heuristic processes operate
both independently and interactively (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).

2.2.2 Individual Tendency Toward Anthropomorphization
Individual anthropomorphic tendency refers to the predisposition to process
information anthropomorphically (Epley et al., 2007; Waytz, Cacioppo, et al.,
2010). Research links this tendency to the ability to perceive emotions such
as happiness, sadness, anger, and fear in other entities (Demoulin et al., 2004;
Waytz, Cacioppo, et al., 2010). By perceiving emotions in non-human enti-
ties and recognizing human characteristics, people infer mental states and at-
tribute purposes and intentions to their behaviors (Waytz, Cacioppo, et al.,
2010; Waytz, Gray, et al., 2010).

Epley and colleagues (2007) describe anthropomorphization as a process of in-
ductive reasoning about non-human entities using human knowledge, comprising
three stages: (1) anthropomorphic cues from non-human entities (e.g., cartoon
characters) evoke experiential knowledge about humans, generating anthropo-
morphic mental perception; (2) this perception integrates with more rational
judgments to produce bias-corrected evaluations; and (3) these evaluations sub-
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sequently influence intentions and behaviors. Anthropomorphic bias correction
is often insufficient, leaving judgments susceptible to anthropomorphic tenden-
cies (Cacioppo et al., 1986; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Epley et al., 2007). Thus,
individual differences in anthropomorphic processing may cause perceptual dif-
ferences between human and anthropomorphized spokespersons. In this study,
anthropomorphized spokespersons possess rich anthropomorphic cues that sym-
bolize social interaction, potentially eliciting both heuristic and systematic an-
thropomorphic perceptions simultaneously.

2.3.1 Parasocial Interaction Experience
The concept of parasocial interaction originates from research on relationships
between media figures and audiences (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Early studies
found that people develop parasocial interaction experiences with familiar news-
casters, radio hosts, and fictional television characters, forming social relation-
ships, seeking guidance from these figures, and incorporating them into their
social worlds as friends (Hoffner, 1996; Rubin et al., 1985). Despite recognizing
the one-way nature of these interactions, audiences perceive them as intimate
social exchanges (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Consequently, Gong and Li (2017)
found that parasocial interaction between celebrities and audiences positively
enhances celebrity advertising persuasiveness.

In advertising communication, media figures employ social interaction methods
such as bodily addressing and gazing to trigger parasocial interaction experi-
ences (Cummins & Cui, 2014; Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). Similarly, anthro-
pomorphized spokespersons create interaction sensations through eye contact or
body language, activating schemas related to human interaction (Nass & Moon,
2000). These social interaction cues are termed “elicited agent knowledge,”
where“agent knowledge”refers to knowledge about humans, particularly about
one’s own mental states (Epley et al., 2007). When receiving social interaction
cues, people draw on past experiences to infer non-human objects’mental states
(Meltzoff & Brooks, 2001). Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) con-
firms that viewing anthropomorphized virtual characters’expressions activates
brain regions associated with interpersonal interaction (Schilbach et al., 2006),
generating social presence (Lee, 2004).

Social presence theory is frequently applied in online education research, as it
requires stimulating both self-presence (making students participants) and vir-
tual instructor presence (transforming task completion into interactive experi-
ences) (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2013). Advertising communication also represents
a persuasive, inductive learning context (Hoch & Ha, 1986), where audience
social presence and interaction perception toward spokespersons can increase
involvement and emotional arousal, positively influencing brand attitudes and
behavioral intentions (Fortin & Dholakia, 2005). However, since parasocial
interaction is based on audience experiences with media figures, anthropomor-
phized spokespersons must undergo anthropomorphic cognitive processing to be
perceived as intentional “humans”(Waytz, Gray, et al., 2010).
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Anthropomorphic tendency theory suggests that individuals with higher
tendencies are more likely to understand non-human objects’motivations
and intentions using human mental states (Waytz, Cacioppo, et al., 2010).
High-anthropomorphic-tendency consumers may experience parasocial interac-
tion from anthropomorphized spokespersons’virtual social cues despite their
differences from real humans. Conversely, low-anthropomorphic-tendency
consumers may be more sensitive to virtual cues, reducing their parasocial
interaction experience and affecting spokesperson persuasiveness (hereinafter
“advertising effectiveness”). Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: Consumers’parasocial interaction perception of spokesper-
son type (human/anthropomorphized) is moderated by anthropomorphic
tendency. Specifically, low-anthropomorphic-tendency consumers experience
stronger parasocial interaction with human (vs. anthropomorphized) spokesper-
sons, while high-anthropomorphic-tendency consumers show no difference in
parasocial interaction across spokesperson types.

Hypothesis 2: The interaction between anthropomorphic tendency and
spokesperson type (human/anthropomorphized) influences advertising effec-
tiveness through the mediation of parasocial interaction.

2.3.2 Positive Emotional Experience
As previously discussed, based on anthropomorphized spokespersons’social inter-
action cues, we hypothesize that consumers attribute uniquely human emotions,
motivations, and intentions, perceiving them as social entities and developing
parasocial interaction experiences. This anthropomorphic parasocial interaction
requires logical reasoning, representing a systematic cognitive outcome (Chaiken
et al., 1999).

Anthropomorphic perception also involves heuristic processing. Sometimes, sim-
ply encountering anthropomorphic cues on non-human objects unconsciously
leads us to project human personality traits (Epley et al., 2007). Particularly
when facing unknown entities, anthropomorphism facilitates easier comprehen-
sion of intrinsic meanings, satisfying needs to understand, predict, and control
one’s environment, while generating a sense of ease and fluency (Labroo et al.,
2008; Lee & Labroo, 2004).

This subjective experience of comprehension ease is termed processing fluency
(Jacoby & Dallas, 1981). High processing fluency produces pleasant feelings
during information processing (Winkielman et al., 2003). Implicit memory re-
search offers an explanation: prior exposure creates implicit memory, facilitating
smoother comprehension upon re-exposure and fostering more favorable atti-
tudes (Seamon et al., 1995). During anthropomorphic processing, understand-
ing human behavioral intentions is more familiar than understanding objects
themselves, with implicit memory making anthropomorphized objects easier to
comprehend.
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Since anthropomorphism is considered unconscious (Kim & Sundar, 2012) or
subconscious bias (Kennedy, 1992), people likely incorporate the positive ex-
perience of anthropomorphic fluency into target evaluations, enhancing assess-
ments (Higgins, 1989). For example, product advertisements depicting items in
human postures facilitate fluent recognition and comprehension of anthropomor-
phic physical features, generating positive emotions, stronger brand preference,
and more favorable brand personality attributions (Delbaere et al., 2011). Sim-
ilarly, destination advertisements using first-person anthropomorphic language
(e.g., “Beijing Welcomes You”) enhance fluent comprehension of persuasive
content, eliciting positive emotions and favorable attitudes and behavioral in-
tentions (Letheren et al., 2017).

In this study, anthropomorphized spokespersons closely resemble humans,
suggesting consumers should fluently comprehend their meanings. However,
differences remain, requiring anthropomorphic cognitive processing. High-
anthropomorphic-tendency individuals are more adept at attending to others’
mental states, making heuristic anthropomorphic processing easier and gener-
ating more positive emotional experiences (Epley et al., 2007; Letheren et al.,
2017). Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 3: Consumers’positive emotions toward spokesperson type (hu-
man/anthropomorphized) are moderated by anthropomorphic tendency. Specif-
ically, high-anthropomorphic-tendency consumers experience stronger positive
emotions toward anthropomorphized (vs. human) spokespersons, while low-
anthropomorphic-tendency consumers show no difference in positive emotions
across spokesperson types.

Hypothesis 4: Positive emotions and parasocial interaction jointly mediate
the effect of spokesperson type (human/anthropomorphized) on advertising ef-
fectiveness.

The theoretical framework of this study is illustrated in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see
original paper].

3. Experimental Studies
Two experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses. Experiment 1 prelim-
inarily examined how anthropomorphic tendency influences parasocial interac-
tion perception across different spokesperson types. Experiment 2 built upon
Experiment 1 by testing parasocial interaction and positive emotions as parallel
mediators of the effects of anthropomorphic tendency, spokesperson type, and
their interaction on advertising effectiveness.

3.1.1 Stimulus Design and Manipulation Check
Literature review revealed insufficient evidence for our hypotheses, prompting
Experiment 1 to verify the moderating effect of individual anthropomorphic
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tendency on anthropomorphized spokesperson advertising effectiveness. Re-
searchers first identified real-world advertisements featuring both human and
anthropomorphized endorsers for the same product, ultimately selecting“Nestlé
Coffee Smooth Latte”as the experimental stimulus.

Through deconstruction of actual advertisements, two ad images were created:
one with an anthropomorphized spokesperson (virtual idol) and one with a non-
anthropomorphized spokesperson (human model). Both spokespersons held the
product (bottled coffee) near their faces (see Appendix A).

Manipulation check: To verify differences between anthropomorphized and hu-
man spokespersons, a pretest was conducted with 26 participants, adapting
Touré-Tillery and McGill’s (2015) methodology. Measures included: (1) Hu-
man perception assessed through five items: “I believe the spokesperson can
think,”“I believe the spokesperson can understand others’feelings,”“I believe
the spokesperson can distinguish right from wrong and tries to do the right
thing,”“I believe she can make plans and work toward goals,”and“I believe she
can control her desires, emotions, or impulses.”(2) Spokesperson familiarity (1
= very unfamiliar, 7 = very familiar) to ensure human perception ratings were
not confounded by familiarity.

Results indicated good scale validity (𝛼 = 0.83). No significant familiarity
difference existed between spokesperson types (M_{anthropomorphized} =
3.406, M_{human} = 3.156, p = 0.478), ruling out familiarity confounds.
The two ads effectively elicited different human perceptions, with human
spokespersons rated significantly higher than anthropomorphized spokesper-
sons (M_{anthropomorphized} = 3.656, M_{human} = 4.719, t(24) = -2.430,
p = 0.018), confirming successful manipulation.

3.1.2 Experimental Procedure
Experiment 1 examined whether parasocial interaction perception differs across
anthropomorphized (vs. non-anthropomorphized) spokespersons for consumers
with varying anthropomorphic tendencies, testing Hypothesis 1. Sixty under-
graduate and graduate students from a southern Chinese university participated
(60% male, M_{age} = 24.017), randomly assigned to one of two conditions
(n_{anthropomorphized} = 30, n_{human} = 30).

Participants first completed a pretest measuring individual differences in anthro-
pomorphic tendency using Waytz, Cacioppo, and Epley’s (2010) scale, which
assesses self-reported ability to perceive mental states in non-human animals
through five items:“To what extent do you think ordinary fish have free will?”“To
what extent do you think cows have their own ideas when doing things?”“To
what extent do you think cheetahs have emotional experiences?”“To what extent
do you think general insects have their own thoughts?”and“To what extent do
you think ordinary reptiles have their own consciousness?”

Participants were then randomly assigned to view either the anthropomorphized
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or human spokesperson advertisement, followed by a posttest measuring paraso-
cial interaction experience using three items from Hartmann and Goldhoorn’s
(2011) scale: “She seems to be looking at me,”“She seems to notice me,”and
“She seems to respond to me.”All items were measured on 7-point Likert scales
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

3.1.3 Data Analysis
Spokesperson type was dummy-coded (1 = human, 0 = anthropomorphized).
Higher anthropomorphic tendency scores indicated stronger tendencies (𝛼 =
0.880, M = 3.917, SD = 1.441). Higher parasocial interaction scores indicated
stronger perceptions (𝛼 = 0.906, M = 4.500, SD = 1.501).

SPSS with the Process plugin (Hayes, 2018) conducted Bootstrap analysis (5,000
samples, 95% confidence interval) to test the moderating effect of anthropomor-
phic tendency on the relationship between spokesperson type and parasocial
interaction. The independent variable was spokesperson type (dummy-coded:
anthropomorphized = 0, human = 1), anthropomorphic tendency served as the
moderator, and parasocial interaction was the dependent variable.

Results showed a significant main effect of spokesperson type (𝛽 = 3.596, t(56)
= 3.824, p = 0.000), indicating stronger parasocial interaction perception with
human spokespersons. The main effect of anthropomorphic tendency was also
significant (𝛽 = 0.886, t(56) = 5.334, p = 0.000). Crucially, the interaction
between spokesperson type and anthropomorphic tendency was significant (𝛽
= -0.629, t(56) = -2.809, p = 0.007), with a confidence interval (LLCI = -1.078,
ULCI = -0.180) excluding zero. The significant increase in R2 after adding the
interaction term (p < 0.05) confirmed the moderating effect, providing prelimi-
nary support for our hypothesis.

Table 1 presents the moderation results. Johnson-Neyman tests further calcu-
lated the region of significance and plotted the interaction (see Figure 2 [Figure
2: see original paper]) (Johnson & Neyman, 1936). The p < 0.05 threshold
for the moderator (anthropomorphic tendency) occurred at 4.603, indicating
that participants with tendencies below 4.603 experienced significantly stronger
parasocial interaction with human versus anthropomorphized spokespersons,
while those above 4.603 showed no significant difference across spokesperson
types.

Experiment 1 confirmed the moderating effect of anthropomorphic tendency on
the relationship between spokesperson type and parasocial interaction percep-
tion: low-tendency participants exhibited stronger parasocial interaction with
human spokespersons, while high-tendency participants showed no difference
(Hypothesis 1). Experiment 2 further examined whether parasocial interaction
and positive emotions influence advertising persuasiveness.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202203.00011 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202203.00011


3.2 Experiment 2: Parallel Mediation of Parasocial Inter-
action and Positive Emotions
Experiment 2 tested the parallel mediating roles of positive emotions and paraso-
cial interaction in the effect of anthropomorphized spokespersons on advertis-
ing effectiveness. To enhance external validity, a different product category and
spokesperson were used to rule out preferences for specific endorsers or products.

Similar to Experiment 1, real advertisements for “Lux Shampoo”served as
stimuli. The two ads maintained similar spokesperson postures and eye contact
while keeping background images and brands consistent (see Appendix B).

Manipulation check: Following Experiment 1’s procedure, 50 participants com-
pleted a pretest. No familiarity difference existed (M_{anthropomorphized} =
1.833, M_{human} = 1.667, p = 0.083), ruling out familiarity confounds. The
human perception scale demonstrated good validity (𝛼 = 0.83), with human
spokespersons rated significantly higher than anthropomorphized spokespersons
(M_{anthropomorphized} = 2.830, M_{human} = 6.330, t(36) = -10.247, p =
0.001), confirming effective manipulation.

Experiment 2 employed a single-factor between-subjects design (spokesperson
type: anthropomorphized vs. human), recruiting 135 participants through a
major online survey platform. After excluding seven incomplete responses, the
final sample comprised N = 128 participants (27.34% male, M_{age} = 26.55).
To assess positive emotions without baseline mood interference, a pretest mea-
sured baseline affect using the Chinese version of Watson et al.’s (1988) Positive
and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS), adapted by Qiu et al. (2008). The scale
comprises nine positive adjectives (e.g., active, enthusiastic) and nine negative
adjectives (e.g., ashamed, sad), rated on 7-point scales (1 = very slightly, 7
= extremely) for experiences during the previous week, demonstrating good
criterion validity for life satisfaction and coping styles (Qiu et al., 2008).

The procedure mirrored Experiment 1: participants completed pretests mea-
suring anthropomorphic tendency and baseline affect, then were randomly
assigned to view either the anthropomorphized or human spokesperson ad
(n_{anthropomorphized} = 65, n_{human} = 63). Posttests assessed: (1)
parasocial interaction perception, (2) positive emotions using Tamir and
Robinson’s (2007) three-item scale (happy, pleased, enthusiastic), and (3)
advertising effectiveness using Bergkvist and Rossiter’s (2009) two-item scale:
“I like the advertised brand”and “Given the opportunity, I would choose the
advertised product among similar products.”All items used 7-point Likert
scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

3.2.3 Data Analysis
Spokesperson type was dummy-coded (1 = anthropomorphized, 0 = human).
Baseline positive affect (M = 5.393, SD = 0.863) and negative affect (M =
2.532, SD = 1.261) showed no significant differences between groups (positive:
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M_{anthropomorphized} = 3.938, M_{human} = 3.847, p = 0.554; negative:
M_{anthropomorphized} = 2.566, M_{human} = 2.497, p = 0.760). Higher
anthropomorphic tendency scores indicated stronger tendencies (𝛼 = 0.887, M
= 5.009, SD = 1.212). Higher parasocial interaction scores indicated stronger
perceptions (𝛼 = 0.787, M = 5.367, SD = 1.09). Higher positive emotion scores
indicated more positive affect (𝛼 = 0.858, M = 4.945, SD = 1.045). Advertising
effectiveness was indexed by the mean of brand attitude and purchase intention
(𝛼 = 0.871, M = 5.264, SD = 1.141).

Hypothesis testing followed Zhao et al.’s (2010) mediation analysis procedure
and Hayes’s (2018) method for parallel multiple mediator models, using 5,000
Bootstrap samples with 95% confidence intervals. The independent variable
was spokesperson type (dummy-coded: anthropomorphized = 0, human = 1),
anthropomorphic tendency was the moderator, parasocial interaction and pos-
itive emotions were parallel mediators, and advertising effectiveness was the
dependent variable.

(1) Moderation Effects

1) Moderating Effect of Anthropomorphic Tendency on Parasocial In-
teraction Bootstrap analysis (see Table 2 ) revealed a significant main effect
of spokesperson type (𝛽 = 2.111, t(124) = 2.872, p = 0.005) and anthropomor-
phic tendency (𝛽 = 1.048, t(124) = 4.358, p = 0.000). The interaction was
significant (𝛽 = -0.374, t(124) = -2.632, p = 0.010), with a confidence interval [-
0.655, -0.093] excluding zero and significant R2 increase (p = 0.010), replicating
Experiment 1’s findings.

Johnson-Neyman tests (see Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper]) identified
the p < 0.05 threshold at 4.736. Participants with tendencies below 4.736 expe-
rienced stronger parasocial interaction with human versus anthropomorphized
spokespersons, while those above 4.736 showed no significant difference, sup-
porting Hypothesis 1.

2) Moderating Effect of Anthropomorphic Tendency on Positive Emo-
tions Analysis (see Table 3 ) showed a marginally significant main effect of
spokesperson type (𝛽 = 1.153, t(124) = 1.762, p = 0.081) and a significant main
effect of anthropomorphic tendency (𝛽 = 0.970, t(124) = 4.529, p = 0.000). The
interaction was significant (𝛽 = -0.318, t(124) = -2.517, p = 0.013), with con-
fidence interval [-0.569, -0.068] excluding zero and significant R2 increase (p =
0.013).

Johnson-Neyman tests (see Figure 4 [Figure 4: see original paper]) identified
the p < 0.05 threshold at 4.605. Participants with tendencies above 4.605 ex-
perienced stronger positive emotions toward anthropomorphized versus human
spokespersons, while those below 4.605 showed no significant difference, sup-
porting Hypothesis 3.
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(2) Moderated Mediation Effects

1) Moderated Mediation Through Parasocial Interaction The index
of moderated mediation for the path through parasocial interaction was -0.254,
significantly different from zero with a 95% confidence interval [-0.476, -0.016],
indicating that parasocial interaction mediates the interactive effect of anthro-
pomorphic tendency and spokesperson type on advertising effectiveness.

Analyzing low (M-1SD = 3.797), medium (M = 5.009), and high (M+1SD =
6.221) anthropomorphic tendency levels (see Table 4 ), parasocial interaction sig-
nificantly influenced advertising effectiveness for anthropomorphized spokesper-
sons among low-tendency participants (𝛽 = 0.470, 95% CI [0.027, 0.860]), but
not among medium-tendency (𝛽 = 0.162, CI [-0.067, 0.379]) or high-tendency
participants (𝛽 = -0.147, CI [-0.424, 0.129]), supporting Hypothesis 2.

2) Moderated Mediation Through Positive Emotions The moderated
mediation index for positive emotions was -0.090, significantly different from
zero with 95% confidence interval [-0.184, -0.009], indicating that positive emo-
tions also mediate the interactive effect.

Analysis across tendency levels (see Table 5 ) revealed that positive emo-
tions significantly influenced advertising effectiveness for anthropomorphized
spokespersons among high-tendency (𝛽 = -0.235, CI [-0.461, -0.045]) and
medium-tendency participants (𝛽 = -0.125, CI [-0.292, -0.016]), but not among
low-tendency participants (𝛽 = -0.016, CI [-0.184, 0.103]).

(3) Parallel Multiple Mediation Model

Direct effects (see Table 6 ) showed significant effects of spokesperson type (𝛽
= -0.764, t(107) = -4.717, p = 0.000), positive emotions (𝛽 = 0.290, t(107) =
3.951, p = 0.000), and parasocial interaction (𝛽 = 0.283, t(107) = 4.093, p =
0.000) on advertising effectiveness.

Figure 5 [Figure 5: see original paper] illustrates the parallel mediation results.
With two mediators, the model contains three specific indirect effects requiring
three equations (Hayes, 2018). The model can be expressed as:

M1 = -0.374x + (-0.263)
M2 = -0.318x + 0.724
y = 0.255x + 0.680M1 + 0.284M2 + (-0.169) = -0.090x + 0.196

The total indirect effect is a1b1 + a2b2 = [-0.374(0.680)] + [-0.318(0.284)] =
-0.345, and the total effect is c’+ a1b1 + a2b2 = 0.255 - 0.345 = -0.090.

Experiment 2 replicated and extended Experiment 1’s findings: (1) confirming
the moderating effect of anthropomorphic tendency on parasocial interaction
(Hypothesis 1); (2) demonstrating parasocial interaction’s mediating role (Hy-
pothesis 2); (3) confirming the moderating effect on positive emotions (Hypoth-
esis 3); and (4) establishing the parallel mediating roles of positive emotions
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and parasocial interaction (Hypothesis 4). In anthropomorphized spokesperson
advertisements, anthropomorphic tendency positively influenced positive emo-
tions, demonstrating the mediating role of positive emotions in spokesperson
persuasiveness. For high-tendency consumers, anthropomorphized spokesper-
sons generated more positive emotions and advertising effectiveness, while for
low-tendency consumers, effects on positive emotions were non-significant. Com-
bined effects of parasocial interaction and positive emotions created differences
in advertising effectiveness across consumer tendency levels.

4.1 Theoretical Contributions
Previous anthropomorphic perception research has focused on design elements
(Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Delbaere et al., 2011; Feng et al., 2016; Wang et al.,
2014) or contextual manipulations (Letheren et al., 2017; Liu & Wang, 2017; Xu
et al., 2017). Studies comparing anthropomorphized and human spokespersons
have examined advertising creativity (Heiser et al., 2008), trust (Touré-Tillery &
McGill, 2015), and advertising involvement (Bhutada et al., 2017). This study,
however, examines how heuristic and systematic anthropomorphic perceptions
influence anthropomorphized spokesperson effectiveness. Its core value lies in
demonstrating the relevance of individual anthropomorphic tendency differences
to spokesperson persuasiveness, enabling further anthropomorphic marketing
research. Theoretical contributions manifest in two aspects:

First, this study validates the impact of different spokesperson types on con-
sumer parasocial interaction. Although literature has explored relationships be-
tween spokesperson persuasiveness and parasocial interaction (Beege et al., 2019;
Escalas & Bettman, 2017; Hung, 2014; Jin, 2018), few have examined anthro-
pomorphized spokespersons’effects on parasocial interaction perception. Our
findings indicate that anthropomorphized spokespersons can generate parasocial
interaction perceptions similar to human spokespersons among high-tendency
consumers, producing comparable advertising effects. This provides new in-
sights into understanding parasocial interaction between anthropomorphized
spokespersons and consumers.

Second, this study specifically examines moderators influencing consumer
spokesperson preferences, expanding anthropomorphism and spokesperson
research. While previous research found that anthropomorphic tendency
differences affect advertising effectiveness through positive emotions (Letheren
et al., 2017), this study demonstrates that positive emotions and parasocial
interaction jointly influence advertising effectiveness, enriching and deepening
anthropomorphic marketing research. Thus, this study establishes a foundation
for anthropomorphized spokesperson research while broadening the theoretical
scope of anthropomorphic marketing.
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4.2 Marketing Implications
To gain competitive advantage and enhance brand influence, companies often
invest heavily in brand endorsers. Compared to real celebrities, anthropomor-
phized spokespersons offer budgetary advantages—a key factor in their adoption
(Pringle & Binet, 2005)—and avoid negative impacts from celebrity scandals (Till
& Shimp, 1998; Um & Kim, 2016). However, can these novel spokespersons meet
marketing needs? This study offers three recommendations:

First, differences in parasocial interaction perception across spokesperson types
correlate with individual anthropomorphic tendencies. Since human spokesper-
sons generally elicit stronger parasocial interaction, indiscriminate use of anthro-
pomorphized spokespersons may yield suboptimal results. Companies must not
overlook target customers’individual predispositions. During user research or
big data profiling, consumer anthropomorphic tendency information should be
tagged. These preferences may be obscured by more salient demographic labels
such as gender, age, and occupation. Only by focusing on individual preferences
can marketing strategies achieve optimal effectiveness.

Second, whether using real celebrities or anthropomorphized characters, compa-
nies should enhance consumers’parasocial interaction perception. Advertising
design should incorporate elements that generate parasocial interaction, such
as spokesperson body language or eye contact that trigger these experiences
(Cummins & Cui, 2014; Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). Advertisements should
emphasize interaction between spokespersons and consumers through eye con-
tact, dialogue, etc.

Finally, heuristic anthropomorphism generates implicit effects. Companies
should therefore emphasize various anthropomorphic cues in advertising design,
such as logos and product design, to facilitate heuristic anthropomorphic
cognition and influence advertising effectiveness through positive emotions.

4.3 Limitations and Future Research
Despite its theoretical contributions, this study has limitations warranting fu-
ture research. First, although real anthropomorphized spokesperson advertise-
ments were compared with human ads, these characters—while more humanlike
than products with “human”features (e.g., smiles, eyes, speech)—remain dis-
tinguishable from humans. Extremely anthropomorphic computer animation
exists, such as Japanese artist-created Saya, Instagram influencer“Li Miquela,”
and “Shudu Gram,”which are nearly indistinguishable from humans. Based
on Mori et al.’s (2012)“uncanny valley”theory, increasing anthropomorphism
may generate discomfort. Future research could examine how this discomfort
affects advertising persuasiveness across varying anthropomorphism levels.

Additionally, this study’s participants were primarily university students. Previ-
ous research indicates an inverse relationship between age and anthropomorphic
tendency (Epley et al., 2007; Letheren et al., 2016). Insufficient spokesperson
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knowledge may bias heuristic mental state inferences. Expanding the age range
could potentially attenuate results.

Finally, this study emphasized differences between anthropomorphized char-
acters and humans, yet anthropomorphized characters may differ on other
spokesperson characteristics, such as being cuter, more creative, or more
technologically advanced. Based on the elaboration likelihood model, these
factors may influence advertising effectiveness through peripheral routes
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Future research could further explore personal-
ity differences between anthropomorphized and human spokespersons and
product-spokesperson matching issues.
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