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Keywords
This research explored the effects of service delivery types brand personality;
(conventional face-to-face service vs. self-service technologies; SSTs) underdog brand; top-dog
and brand personality (underdog brand vs. top-dog brand) on brand;
consumers’ brand attitudes. Study 1 revealed that consumers perceived anthropomorphism;
more anthropomorphic features in underdog brands than in top-dog discomfort; self-service
brands (Hypothesis 1). The anthropomorphic brand personality of an technologies; face-to-face
underdog affected consumers’ preferences for service type. The results service

of Study 2 indicated that consumers preferred face-to-face service to
SSTs for underdog brands (Hypothesis 2). The underlying mechanism
to explain this phenomenon was revealed by the perceived increased
discomfort when using SSTs (Hypothesis 3). These findings offer
practical implications for marketing managers in deciding when brand
personality should be considered when adopting a new service type.

Article Highlights

¢ Consumers considered underdog brands to have more anthropomorphic features than top-
dog brands did.

e Consumers preferred face-to-face service to self-service technologies for underdog brands.

¢ The underlying mechanism to account for the effects was perceived discomfort.

e Marketers should carefully consider the means of delivering services according to brand
personality.

Service Delivery Types

The critical difference between face-to-face service and self-service technologies (SSTs) is the presence in
face-to-face service of human interactions of customers with employees during the service delivery process
(S.-Y. Kim & Yi, 2017). As the role of technology increases in service encounters (Huang, 2018), SSTs have
attracted more attention in service-related research (Nijssen et al., 2016; Pujari, 2004). Previous research
has demonstrated that SSTs benefit both enterprises and consumers with their efficiency (e.g., Orel & Kara,
2014). However, researchers have suggested that SSTs have drawbacks apropos of the relationship quality
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between customers and employees and can block customers from having enjoyable interactions with service
providers (Lee, 2017). Further, extant studies on SSTs have mainly investigated the effects on consumer
responses of consumer characteristics (i.e., psychological reactance; Feng et al., 2019) or contextual
variables (i.e., perceived waiting time, task complexity; Wang et al., 2012). Few studies have been conducted
to explore how brand personality positively or negatively affects consumer attitudes toward SSTs (Fan et al.,
2016). Therefore, we incorporated brand personality (underdog vs. top-dog brands) and investigated its
moderating effects on the link between service delivery types (SSTs vs. face-to-face) and consumer
responses.

Anthropomorphic Underdog Brands

Positioning as an underdog is one of the characteristic ways of activating brand anthropomorphism. This
anthropomorphic feature of the underdog may originate through consumers’ identification with the brand
(Paharia et al., 2011). In four experiments, these authors demonstrated high external disadvantage and
passion determination as two essential dimensions of underdog biography, and found a positive effect of
both on consumers’ purchase intention for the brand. The participants were students recruited from
colleges in North America and Singapore, and both groups reported stronger purchase intention for brands
with an underdog biography than for top-dog brands. The underlying mechanism to support this positive
attitude was based on consumers’ identification with the underdog brand. Furthermore, in three
experiments conducted with college students in Korea, Jun et al. (2015) found that this underdog effect was
greater for people with empathic concerns, in that people with stronger (vs. weaker) empathic concern had a
more positive attitude toward the underdog brand.

This identification-based underdog effect has been explained by I-sharing (Pinel et al., 2006), which is
characterized by the phenomenon that one’s personal experience has commonalities with that of another
person or other persons. It increases relational qualities such as trust and cooperation (Woolley & Fishbach,
2017). Many people feel they have characteristics in common with underdog brands, such as having a lack of
resources or sharing other disadvantages (Paharia et al., 2011). Thus, consumers feel a strong attachment
toward underdog brands, experience a perception of reduced psychological distance, and want to build a
relationship with the brand (Fu & Xu, 2021; Y. Kim et al., 2019). However, the same mechanism may make
consumers feel an increased psychological distance toward the top-dog brand, with the brand personality
associated with privileged status (Paharia et al., 2011).

Communal Relationships and Service Delivery Types

Anthropomorphic brands have been studied from a relationship perspective. Researchers (e.g., Long et al.,
2015) extended analysis of consumer and brand relationships—which was pioneered by Fournier (1998)—by
incorporating into their research models the social norms utilized in human relationships. Aggarwal (2004)
found that brand relationships differ depending on the social norms guiding the extent to which they are
based on the norm of exchange or are communal. Exchange relationships are based on the quid pro quo
mode of transactions, which are typical in the business context. In communal relationships the brand is
prioritized as part of an in-group. Therefore, the relational norm should be applied to an anthropomorphic
underdog brand with brand identification. According to Alvarez and Fournier (2016), anthropomorphism is
a predominant condition for managing human interactions with brands. He et al. (2018) contended that
consumers treat anthropomorphic, compared to nonanthropomorphic, brands as social agents with
increased communal relationships.

We anticipated that when service delivery type and brand personality were integrated, consumers would not
prefer delivery via SSTs for brands with an underdog personality. This is because delivery via SSTs might be
considered a violation of the communal relational norm. In the context of communal relationships, where
mutual warmth is an essential factor (Bolton & Mattila, 2015), consumers expect affective interaction with
human agents. Delivery via SSTs, which aligns with an exchange relationship in which the focus is on the
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service outcome, might not fully satisfy consumers’ effective needs in the service delivery process. Fan and
Mattila (2020) identified this conformity or violation of relationship norms in the context of service
encounters. These authors observed increased consumer satisfaction with communal relationships when
human interaction was involved (vs. delivery via SSTs). Further, they found that the underlying mechanism
to support this phenomenon was explained by the perception of warmth during the service delivery process.
Thus, consumers preferred face-to-face service to delivery via SSTs when interacting with underdog brands
because, according to the communal relationship norm, they expect warmth during the service delivery
process. However, consumer responses differ depending on relational bonds (Hedrick et al., 2007).
Accordingly, we expected that, for top-dog brands, consumers would not expect communal relationships
rooted in the anthropomorphic features of brand personality. Thus, consumers’ preferences for human-
related services would not be roused.

Discomfort in the Perspective of Communal Relationships

A reliable indicator of whether the relationship norm is observed is the partner’s reaction when this norm is
violated. Few studies have explored this area from the perspective of brand transgression (Khamitov et al.,
2020; Sayin & Glirhan-Canli, 2015). With regard to anthropomorphic brands in particular, consumers feel
betrayed when their moral expectations toward the underdog are not satisfied (Y. Kim & Park, 2020).
Further, compared to top-dog brands, consumers are less likely to forgive underdog brands for
transgressions in relationships and, as a result, are more likely to become angry (Y. Kim et al., 2019). This
mechanism could be further evidence that the consumer’s relationship with the underdog brand falls into
the communal category, because anger or perceived betrayal are usually observed in the relationship
between individuals and their partners or friends (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Finkel et al., 2002). According
to these studies, it is plausible that consumers’ negative emotional responses could explain their reluctance
toward delivery via SSTs in the communal-brand relationship. However, the intensity of consumers’
perception differs depending on the seriousness of the norm violation, expressed with an appropriate degree
of affective response (Grappi et al., 2013). Accordingly, distinction should be made between brand
wrongdoing and simple relational norm violation (Li et al., 2020). In addition, in the realm of SST
literature, compared with other negative emotions, discomfort could be a more natural emotion for
customers to feel when they are not satisfied with SSTs (Liljander et al., 2006). Therefore, we sought to
capture the discomfort and attenuated emotions causing dissatisfaction that may lead to consumers’
reluctance to engage with SSTs for service delivery of brands that fall into the communal-relationships
category. The conceptual framework is presented in Figure 1.

Brand personality
(Underdog vs. Top dog)

Discomfort

Service type
(Face-to-face vs. SST)

A\

Brand attitude

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
Note. SST = self-service technology.
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Our hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Participants will consider underdog brands to have more anthropomorphic features than
top-dog brands do.

Hypothesis 2a: For underdog brands, participants will show a more favorable attitude toward face-to-face
services than toward self-service technologies.

Hypothesis 2b: For top-dog brands, there will be no significant difference between participants’ attitude
toward face-to-face service and toward self-service technology.

Hypothesis 3: The interaction effect of service delivery type and brand biography on participants’ brand
attitude will be mediated by their perceived discomfort.

Study 1
Method

Both this study and Study 2 were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the Institutional
Review Board of Seoul National University, Seoul, South Korea (1908/002-013). The objective of Study 1
was to investigate consumers’ perception of a brand’s anthropomorphism according to its personality.

Participants

Participants were 60 adults from the US (40 women, 20 men; M,, = 38.30 years, SD = 14.15, range =
19—77) who were recruited via the Prolific Academic online panel service (www.prolific.ac). We chose the
sample size based on the G*Power program (Faul et al., 2007). For this study, based on the input
parameters (effect size f = .40, a error probability = .05, power = .80, number of groups = 2), a minimum
sample size of 52 was recommended (Faul et al., 2007). The participants were randomly assigned to one of
two conditions, representing either the underdog or top-dog brand biography (adopted from Paharia et al.,
2011; see Appendix A).

Procedure

After reading the assigned scenario, the participants indicated the degree to which they identified human-
like features in the brand profile: “I see some human-like features in this brand” and “This brand looks like a
person.” The item regarding brand anthropomorphism was slightly tailored to the current study context by
removing the name, Jasper, for the human-like product (H.-Y. Kim & McGill, 2018). Finally, the degree of
passion, determination, and external difficulty in checking the manipulation of brand biography were
verified for both biographies: “Brand A has passion and determination” and “Brand A has restrictions from
an external disadvantage.” The manipulation check of brand biography was slightly tailored for the current
study context by adding Brand A as the conceptual name (Paharia et al., 2011). All items were assessed using
a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and, after the survey was completed,
participants were debriefed.

Results

Manipulation Checks

An independent samples ¢ test of both manipulation checks indicated a significant difference between the
two biographies. The underdog biography received higher scores for passion and determination (M = 5.90,
SD = 1.17) than did the top-dog biography (M = 3.24, SD = 1.92), t(58) = —6.44, p < .001, 95% confidence
interval (CI) [-3.49, —1.83]. The participants perceived the underdog biography as having a greater external
disadvantage (M = 5.39, SD = 1.12) than the top-dog biography (M = 3.28, SD = 1.65), t(58) = -5.85, p <
.001, 95% CI [-2.83, —1.39].

Human-Like Features

An independent samples t test of human-like features (a = .93) revealed a significant perceived difference
between the two biographies. The participants considered the underdog brand (M = 4.73, SD = 1.70) to have
more human-like features than the top-dog brand (M = 3.71, SD = 1.84), t(58) = —2.23, p = .030, 95% CI
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Discussion

We found that participants inferred more human-like features for the underdog than the top-dog brand
(Figure 2). In Study 2 we investigated the effects of these anthropomorphized brand personality and service
delivery types on participants’ brand attitude and the underlying psychological mechanisms.

7 —

6 —
" 4.73
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3 3.71
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E 34
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Underdog I Top dog

Figure 2. Effects of Brand Personality on Human-Like Features (Study 1)
Note. Error bars show the 95% confidence intervals around the means.
*p<.01. " p<.001.

Study 2

Pilot Test

A pilot test was conducted to check the manipulation of Study 2. We recruited 80 participants (37 women,
43 men; M,,. = 28.14 years, SD = 9.93, range = 18—60) from Prolific to test in a 2 (service delivery type: face-
to-face vs. SST) x 2 (brand personality: underdog vs. top dog) between-subjects design analysis of variance
(ANOVA). The participants read one of the two hypothetical scenarios describing service delivery in a café.
In the face-to-face service scenario, they were asked to imagine ordering a cappuccino from an employee. In
the SST scenario, they were asked to imagine ordering a cappuccino via a tablet (see Appendix B for details).
First, regarding service delivery types, the participants perceived the scenario as intended. The face-to-face
service-based scenario received higher scores for the statement “In the scenario a human employee took
your order” (M = 6.78, SD = 0.61) than the SST scenario did (M = 1.18, SD = 0.60), t(78) = 41.23, p < .001,
95% CI [5.33, 5.87]. The SST-based scenario received higher scores for the statement “In the scenario you
didn’t have any interaction with the employees at the coffee shop” (M = 5.97, SD = 1.99) than the face-to-
face scenario did (M = 1.93, SD = 1.86), t(78) = —9.39, p < .001, 95% CI [-4.91, —3.19]. Further, with regard
to brand personality, an independent samples ¢ test of both manipulation checks indicated a significant
difference in participants’ perception between the two biographies. The underdog biography received higher
scores for passion and determination (M = 5.44, SD = 1.64) than the top-dog biography did (M = 3.59, SD =
1.80), t(78) = —4.80, p < .001, 95% CI [-2.62, —1.08]. The participants perceived the underdog biography as
having a greater external disadvantage (M = 4.56, SD = 1.57) than the top-dog biography did (M = 3.46, SD
= 1.70), t(78) = -3.01, p = .004, 95% CI [-1.83, —0.37]. Thus, as we had expected, the manipulation
scenarios were confirmed in this pilot test, and we utilized the scenarios in Study 2.
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Method

Participants

For Study 2, based on the input parameters (effect size f = .40, a error probability = .05, power = .80,
number of groups = 4), a minimum sample size of 76 was recommended. Participants were 157 adults from
the US (109 women, 48 men; M,,. = 35.39 years, SD = 11.56, range = 18—68 years) who were recruited via
Prolific. The participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (service delivery type) x 2
(brand personality) between-subjects design ANOVA.

Procedure

After reading the same scenarios as had been tested in the pilot test, the participants responded to questions
to measure brand attitude: “How much do you like this [Brand A] coffee shop?” and “How likely is it that
you would revisit Brand A coffee shop?” (adapted from Bidmon, 2017). The participants reported their level
of perceived discomfort associated with the coffee-ordering process. Items in the discomfort scale developed
by Liljander et al. (2006) are as follows: “Technical support lines are not helpful because they don’t explain
things in terms that you understand,” “When you get technical support from a provider of a high-tech
product or service, you sometimes feel as if you are being taken advantage of by someone who knows more
than you do,” and “It is embarrassing when you have trouble with a high-tech gadget while people are
watching.” However, the items in the discomfort scale as developed by Liljander et al. (2006) have shown
low reliability, indicating the scale is not reliable as a unique dimension. Thus, we modified the scale items
to improve reliability and tailored them to the context of this study. In particular, the second item was
removed because its relevance to our study was comparatively low. Subsequently, the reliability of the
tailored discomfort scale satisfied the reliability standards. The final scale items we utilized were “When I
ordered my cappuccino, I felt uncomfortable” and “When I ordered my cappuccino, I felt displeased.” Items
were assessed using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much), and a debriefing session followed
the completion of the survey.

Results

Brand Attitude

A 2 x 2 ANOVA of brand attitude (a = .91) revealed a significant two-way interaction, F(1, 153) = 3.89, p =
.050, 1,° = .025; the main effects of service delivery type (p = .003) and brand biography (p = .005) were
also significant). The planned contrasts test (Figure 3) indicated that for the underdog brand, face-to-face
service generated a more favorable brand attitude (M = 5.67, SD = 0.91) than SSTs did (M = 4.50, SD =
1.56), t(59.28) = —3.98, p < .001, whereas there was no significant difference for the top-dog brand between
face-to-face service (M = 4.54, SD = 1.41) and SSTs (M = 4.29, SD = 1.80), t(75.37) = —0.68, p = .479.

Perceived Discomfort

The same 2 x 2 ANOVA of perceived discomfort (a = .74) produced a significant two-way interaction, F(1,
153) = 6.50, p = .012, np2 =.041, in which the main effect of service delivery type (p < .001) was significant,
but that of brand biography was not (p = .477). For the underdog brand, SSTs induced greater perceived
discomfort (M = 3.13, SD = 1.54) than face-to-face service did (M = 1.83, SD = 1.13), t(153) = 4.07, p < .001.
In contrast, no significant difference in perceived discomfort was found for the top-dog brand between SSTs
(M = 2.40, SD = 1.49) and face-to-face service types (M = 2.24, SD = 1.40), t(153) = 0.51, p = .613.
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Il Face-to-face service

[ Self-service technology

Brand attitudes
~
|

Underdog Top dog

Figure 3. Effects of Brand Personality and Service Type on Brand Attitudes (Study 2)
Note. Error bars show the 95% confidence intervals around the means.
*p<.01.

Mediation Analysis

To demonstrate whether perceived discomfort mediated the moderating effect of brand biography on brand
attitude, we employed a bootstrapping analysis using the PROCESS 3.0 macro (Model 8) for SPSS with
5,000 resamples, which validates the reliability of the analyses (Hayes, 2017; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). In
the model, service-delivery type was used as the independent variable (0 = face-to-face service, 1 = SST),
brand biography as the moderator (0 = top dog, 1 = underdog), perceived discomfort as the proposed
mediator, and brand attitude as the dependent variable. The indirect effect via perceived discomfort was
significant, 95% CI [-0.81, —0.09]. Further, as shown in Figure 4, the conditional indirect effect was
significant only for the underdog brand, 95% CI [-0.89, —0.16]; top-dog brand 95% CI [-0.36, 0.14]. Thus,
the results support Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 3, in that participants preferred face-to-face services to SSTs for
the underdog brand, and perceived discomfort mediated the interaction.

Discussion

We found that participants liked SSTs less than they liked face-to-face service for the underdog brand, and
their perceived discomfort mediated the interaction.
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Figure 4. Conceptual Model With Estimates
Note. Cl = confidence interval.

General Discussion

This study explored the effects of human-like brand personality and service delivery type on consumers’
brand attitude. We demonstrated that consumers inferred more anthropomorphic features in underdog
brands than in top-dog brands (Study 1). Therefore, for underdog brands, we surmised that consumers
would have more favorable attitudes toward face-to-face services than toward SSTs because they perceive
underdogs as social entities and feel more comfortable when interacting with humans than with machines
(Study 2).

Our findings provide important theoretical contributions to the literature. First, this research builds on the
extant literature on underdog brands by revealing that consumers perceive underdog brands as more
human-like agencies compared to top-dog brands. Although extensive research has been conducted to
investigate the effects of underdog brands in diverse marketing contexts (e.g., Jun et al., 2015; Y. Kim et al.,
2019), few studies have examined brands’ anthropomorphic image (e.g., Y. Kim & Park, 2020). Our findings
suggest that it is possible to personify brands using underdog biographies rather than manipulating the
physical appearance of the advertised product (Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; He et al., 2018).

Moreover, this research makes a theoretical contribution to the literature on SSTs in that we identified
brand personality as a significant moderator of the link between service delivery type and consumer
response. This finding has implications for marketers, in that consumer traits and situational factors at the
time of purchase decision are often uncontrollable, but positioning the brand personality is more
manageable. Thus, our findings advance not only extant theories but also will aid marketers in deciding
whether to adopt SSTs in their business for service delivery based on brand personality.

However, the research did not address possible solutions to reduce consumer discomfort when facing SSTs
as service deliverer for anthropomorphic brands. To provide a concrete guide for marketing of brands with
strong human-like features, research to reduce consumers’ perceived discomfort is needed (e.g., MacInnis &
Folkes, 2017). A coffee shop was the only scenario we utilized, but this could be replicated in other service
contexts (e.g., supermarkets and hotel lobbies) with a larger sample size to enhance the generalizability of
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our findings. Moreover, future researchers could suggest other underlying mechanisms to describe
consumer responses toward underdog brands caused by anthropomorphized features, such as psychological
distance (Fu & Xu, 2021), trust (Woolley & Fishbach, 2017), and familiarity (Paharia et al., 2011). Finally,
the perceived discomfort scale we utilized has low validity owing to the modifications we made. Future
studies could investigate the development of a more reliable discomfort scale to better capture perceived
discomfort in the context of brand relationships (e.g., Pang et al., 2017).

Consumers like underdog brands, which induce intimacy because of their human-like features (Y. Kim et al.,
2019; Paharia et al., 2011). However, because of the anthropomorphic characteristics of these brands,
consumers expect relational and warm services from them (He et al., 2018). Our research demonstrates that
consumers prefer human interaction to SSTs for delivery of services of underdog brands because they
perceive underdogs as anthropomorphic entities capable of shared communication (Fan & Mattila, 2020; Y.
Kim et al., 2019). Therefore, marketers should carefully consider the means of delivering the service, not
only for underdog brands but also for highly anthropomorphic brands.
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Appendix A
Study 1—Coffee Shop

Brand biography

Underdog

Top dog

Brand A is a relatively small and new local coffee shop that had
to compete against longtime powerful producers like Starbucks.
Even though they had smaller marketing and distribution budgets,
the founders always believed that their dedication and passion for
gourmet coffee would help them overcome the odds and bring their
high-quality coffee to the market. They felt that they would not
accept their current position in the marketplace, even though they
lacked the resources or connections to compete.

Brand A is a coffee shop that is well resourced and has done well
in the coffee industry. The founders have significant experience in
the gourmet coffee industry and are known to maintain quality at
every step of the production process. They are now owned by an
international coffee corporation that was able to build the brand with
a large public relations budget without compromising quality. They
knew that they did not have to try hard to compete in this industry.
They were unmotivated to try to change their current position in the
marketplace.

Appendix B

Study 2—Service Type

Service type

Face-to-face

Self-service technology

You visited a coffee shop of Brand A. When you took a seat near the
window, a server in the shop came to get your order. You ordered a
cappuccino with two pumps of vanilla syrup. You also paid through
the server. The server took your order and now you are waiting for
the cappuccino.

You visited a coffee shop of Brand A. When you took a seat near
the window, you noticed a tablet on the table for placing your order.
There was no server to assist you. On the screen, you selected a
cappuccino and chose the option for two pumps of vanilla syrup.
You also paid through the tablet. The order is now processed and
you are waiting for the cappuccino.
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