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Using Consumer Responsibility Reminders to Reduce Cuteness-Induced Indulgent 

Consumption  

 

Abstract  

Cute products targeted to adults abound in the marketplace, and recent research has shown that 

whimsically cute products can increase indulgent consumption in adults. The current research 

explores the potential of using consumer reminders to curb these effects. This research identifies 

consumer responsibility reminders	as an important factor that can limit indulgent consumption 

induced by exposure to cute products. Two studies show that the effect of cute products on 

indulgence can be reduced by (1) reminding consumers of their responsibility for their outcomes 

in life by enhancing feelings of personal control and (2) reminding consumers of their 

responsibility to other people by increasing prosocial orientation. Findings from this research 

have important implications for helping consumers make choices more consistent with their 

long-term well-being when faced with cute products in various categories. 

 

Keywords: indulgence, cuteness, priming effects, reminders of responsibility, prosocial 

orientation, personal control  
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1 Introduction 

Although academic research has paid little attention to it, a current and pervasive trend is 

for marketers to position an array of cute products to adult consumers. Such products range from 

kitchen appliances and office supplies with playful colors and shapes, to laptops skins with 

whimsical patterns, and cute automobiles such as the Fiat 500 and the Mini Cooper (Marcus 

2002; Taylor 2011; Yano 2004). Mechanisms related to cuteness in the marketplace are 

important levers for marketers of both products and services. Two examples further illustrate the 

relevance and ubiquity of such cuteness mechanisms. First, as one of the most successful 

products in the Hershey’s product portfolio, the Hershey’s Kisses are deliberately and explicitly 

positioned around “cute and whimsical” (Allen 2009); sales of Hershey’s Kisses has recently 

surpassed the $100 million sales mark in China (Hershey Company 2014). Second, Visa has 

recently issued a distinct line of “Disney Premier Visa Cards” for adult consumers, which 

prominently feature a broad variety of Disney characters on them.   

Recent research (Nenkov and Scott 2014) proposed that exposure to the significant 

number and variety of cute products that are marketed to adults across numerous categories can 

inadvertently increase consumers’ indulgence. Nenkov and Scott (2014) put forth the idea that 

cute products, which have a whimsical nature (e.g., an ice-cream scoop shaped like a miniature 

person or a dress with tropical colors and pink flamingos), have the unintended effect of 

increasing the rate of indulgent consumption in various consumer domains. These authors 

conducted a comprehensive test of the process underlying the uncovered cuteness effects and 

demonstrated that whimsically cute stimuli prime mental representations of fun and frivolity, 

increasing consumers’ self-reward focus, which drives the cuteness-induced increase in 

indulgence. Given that, as the Hershey’s  and Visa examples above demonstrate, the cute 
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mechanisms used by marketers often relate to domains prone to over-consumption, in which 

greater indulgence might have detrimental effects on consumers’ long-term well-being (e.g., 

food consumption and financial decision making; Amir et al. 2005; Johnson et al. 2012; 

Pennings, Striano, and Oliverio 2013), an important question arises as to how the indulgence-

increasing cuteness mechanisms in products targeted to adults might be inhibited.   

The current research focuses on the question of attenuating the effects of cute products on 

indulgence, and explores the potential of using consumer reminders to curb these effects. 

Specifically, we propose that one way to offset the effects of cute products on indulgence is to 

induce a sense of responsibility, which we predict would decrease consumers’ inclination to 

be frivolous and reward themselves by indulging. As such, we study two types of reminders of 

responsibility – responsibility for one’s outcomes in life and responsibility for other people – as 

important factors that have the potential to limit indulgent consumption induced by exposure to 

cute products. We present two studies that show that the effect of cute products on indulgence can 

be reduced by: (1) reminding consumers of their personal responsibility for their outcomes in life 

by enhancing feelings of personal control and (2) reminding them of their responsibility to other 

people by increasing prosocial orientation.  

Establishing factors that diminish the detrimental effects of cute product exposure on 

indulgent consumption is important because it might help consumers make choices more 

consistent with their long-term well-being when faced with cute products in various categories. 

This research also builds on recent work, which has started to examine the potential of consumer 

reminders to curb indulgence and its often detrimental effects on consumers’ long-term well-

being. For instance, Cavanaugh (2014) showed that reminding consumers of relationships they 

do not have (e.g., showing an ad with a romantic couple to someone who is single) can reduce 
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consumers’ perceptions of deservingness, causing them to restrict indulgent consumption. 

1.1 Conceptualization and hypotheses  

1.1.1 Cuteness and indulgence  

Indulgence, or enjoying an option that is pleasurable and considered a treat as compared 

to other options, has been extensively examined in consumer research. Prior work has studied 

individual (Haws and Poynor 2008; Kivetz and Simonson 2002), cognitive (Shiv and Fedorikhin 

1999; Laran 2010), and emotional (Garg, Wansink, and Inman 2007; Winterich and Haws 2011) 

determinants of indulgence, and recent research proposed cuteness as a novel antecedent to 

indulgent consumption (Nenkov and Scott 2014). 

Prior research on cuteness has mostly examined Kindchenschema (baby schema) 

cuteness, or the collection of cute features in newborns (e.g., bulging forehead, large eyes, 

rounded cheeks), which triggers positive affective orientation toward them (Lorenz 1943). 

Kindchenschema cuteness and its connection with the vulnerability of children triggers restrained 

behaviors in adults, such as protectiveness and responsibility (Lorenz 1943; Sherman, Haidt, and 

Coan 2009). Recent research proposed a second, novel cuteness dimension, whimsical cuteness, 

which triggers indulgent behavior in adult consumers by priming the idea of frivolity and fun, 

which focuses consumers on self-rewards (Nenkov and Scott 2014). These authors demonstrated 

that evaluating, using, or consuming whimsically cute products (e.g., using a cute alligator-

shaped stapler or shopping with a gift card featuring a cute colorful image) primes mental 

representations of frivolity and fun. They showed that this priming effect increases consumers’ 

self-reward focus (i.e., focus on approaching desirable outcomes and rewarding oneself), which 

results in subsequent indulgent consumption choices. They also showed that the uncovered 

cuteness effects are not due to positive affect, cognitive elaboration, or issue involvement since 
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these variables could not explain the obtained effects on indulgence, as no differences in affect, 

elaboration, or involvement were reported after viewing cute vs. neutral products. Importantly, 

this research did not examine how adult consumers could overcome this cuteness-induced 

indulgent consumption.  

Given the abundance of whimsically cute products targeted to adults in the marketplace, 

it is important to uncover factors that might diminish their sometimes detrimental effects on 

consumer behavior. In the current research, we explore the potential of using consumer 

reminders of responsibility (i.e., reminding consumers of their responsibility for their outcomes 

in life and of their responsibility to other people around them) to reduce these whimsical 

cuteness-induced effects on indulgence. We propose that reminders of responsibility should 

attenuate the focus on self-rewards and subsequent indulgence.  

1.1.2 Reminders of responsibility through personal control 

Situational manipulations enhancing consumers’ perceptions of personal control help 

reduce feelings of randomness and chaos and increase feelings of confidence and competence 

(Cutright 2011). Heightened personal control relates to one’s increased ability to significantly 

alter events and influence their outcomes in life by intentionally effectuating desired outcomes 

and preventing undesired ones (Burger 1989; Skinner, Chapman, and Baltes 1988). Hence 

enhanced perceptions of personal control should trigger internal attributions and remind people 

that they are responsible for the outcomes they succeed or fail to achieve in life (Abramson, 

Seligman, and Teasdale 1978). We predict that such reminders would reduce the effects of cute 

products on frivolity, self-reward focus, and indulgence. 

Support for this idea also comes from prior research, which suggests that consumers are 

motivated to interact effectively with their environment, which entails understanding, predicting, 
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and reducing uncertainty in the environment (Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). We argue that 

heightened feelings of personal control, by reminding people to be efficacious, responsible, and 

in control, would diminish the extent to which cute products increase indulgence (Baumesiter 

and Heatherton 1996). Thus:  

H1:  Enhancing consumers’ perceptions of personal control reduces the effect of cute 
product exposure on indulgence.  

 

1.1.3 Reminders of responsibility through prosocial behavior  

We propose that possessing a prosocial orientation—that is, the tendency to focus on and 

prioritize the needs and welfare of others (Côté et al. 2011)—reduces the effects of cute products 

on indulgent consumption by reminding consumers of responsibilities they might have towards 

others. Consumers are willing to indulge when there is no opportunity cost (Kivetz and Zheng 

2006), but a prosocial orientation prime may increase the opportunity cost of indulging by 

reminding adult consumers that others depend on them. Moreover, responsible behavior may be 

a higher priority goal for adult consumers than indulgent behavior (Kivetz and Simonson 2002), 

and reminders of goals related to achievement, responsibility, and work may deactivate 

competing goals related to fun, play, and indulgence (Fishbach, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2003; 

Hart and Albarracin 2009). That is, increasing prosocial orientation may provide a reminder of 

responsibility (often a higher priority goal for adults) and thus interrupt indulgent behavior. 

Finally, higher prosocial orientation requires increased restraint and less indulgence because the 

consumer must forgo purely self-serving choices for behaviors that also benefit others (Côté et 

al. 2011). Indeed, research has found that reminding adults of their prosocial responsibilities 

increases behavioral restraint (Grant and Hofmann 2011). Synthesizing these insights, we expect 

that increasing prosocial orientation serves as a reminder of engaging in responsible adult 
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behavior, which should diminish the cute product effects on indulgence. Thus:  

H2:  Enhancing consumers’ prosocial orientation reduces the effect of cute 
product exposure on consumers’ indulgence. 

 

2 Study 1 

The purpose this study is to test hypothesis 1 and examine whether increasing consumers’ 

perceptions of personal control might diminish the cuteness-induced increase in indulgence.  

2.1 Design and procedure  

Participants were 77 undergraduates who participated for course credit (28% female). 

They were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (cuteness manipulation: cute vs. 

neutral cookie) × 2 (personal control manipulation: high vs. neutral) between subjects design. In 

the beginning of the study participants were administered a manipulation of personal control, 

after which they viewed a picture of one of two cookies – one that featured a cute smiling lion 

and one that was plain –  which were established to be either plain or cute in prior research 

(Nenkov and Scott 2014). After viewing the cookie, participants were asked questions about it.  

2.1.1 Personal control manipulation 

In the high personal control condition, participants wrote about something positive that 

happened to them in the past few months as a result of something they did. Specifically, they 

were asked to think of something positive that happened over which they had control and was a 

result of their own actions. Prior research has used this manipulation to increase feelings of 

personal control without affecting general mood states (Cutright 2011; Kay et al. 2008). To 

provide a baseline reference point, the participants in the neutral personal control condition wrote 

about an interesting movie or television show they saw in the past few months. This induced 

them to write about a positive experience without priming control. We also ran a pretest (N = 
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156, 37% female, MAGE = 29) to confirm that the manipulation of personal control served as a 

proxy for reminders of responsibility. We confirmed that by enhancing feelings of personal 

control (MHIGH CONTROL =5.88; MNEUTRAL = 5.11; t(152) = 3.66, p < .001), the control 

manipulation serves to remind people of their personal responsibilities (MHIGH CONTROL = 5.49; 

MNEUTRAL = 2.74; t(152) = 8.08, p < .001); and that it did not prime prosocial orientation (t(152) 

= 1.57, p > .10). (Further pretest details are available from the authors).  

2.1.2 Indulgent consumption 

At the end of the study, we asked participants to select the number of cookies they would 

like to eat, with options ranging between 0 and 10.  

2.1.3 Control and Confound Variables 

We measured individual differences in self-control using a 13-item short version of 

Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone’s (2004) Trait Self Control scale (α = .89). We also measured 

how hungry participants felt at the moment (1 = not hungry, 7 = very hungry), gender and age. 

2.2 Results 

2.2.1 Indulgent consumption 

We ran an ANOVA (F(3, 73) = 9.30, p < .001) on participants’ desired number of 

cookies, with the cute and personal control experimental conditions and their interaction as 

independent variables. The results revealed a main effect of the cute manipulation (F(1, 75) = 

14.09, p < .001): participants who evaluated the cute (vs. neutral) cookie desired a significantly 

greater number of cookies (MCUTE = 4.42 vs. MNEUTRAL = 2.72). There was also a personal 

control manipulation main effect (F(1, 75) = 7.53, p < .01): participants in the heightened 

personal control condition (vs. neutral condition) wanted significantly fewer cookies (MHIGH PC = 

2.88 vs. MNEUTRAL PC = 4.25). Importantly, there was a significant interaction between the two 
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factors (F(1, 75) = 6.28, p < .05). In the neutral personal control condition, participants expressed 

a desire for a greater number of the cute than the neutral cookies (MCUTE = 5.71 vs. MNEUTRAL = 

2.79; t(75) = 4.31, p < .001). However, in the heightened personal control conditions, there was 

no difference in the number of cute and neutral cookies participants wanted (MCUTE = 3.12 vs. 

MNEUTRAL = 2.65; t(75) = .66, p < .60) (see figure 1). 

----Insert figure 1 about here ---- 

2.3 Discussion  

Study 1 demonstrated that the effect of exposure to cute products on consumer indulgence 

can be diminished by enhancing consumers’ sense of personal control, providing support for 

hypothesis 1. Study 1 also replicated findings from prior research (Nenkov and Scott 2014): when 

personal control was not manipulated, exposure to cute products led to desiring more cookies. 

3 Study 2 

Study 2 builds on study 1 in several ways. First, the study tests whether enhancing 

prosocial orientation reduces the effect of cute products on indulgence (hypothesis 2). Second, it 

introduces a more subtle and indirect cuteness prime that has not been examined before: the 

degree of cuteness of the computer keyboard used by study participants to complete the study. 

Third, we provide evidence that prosocial orientation diminishes cuteness-induced indulgence by 

reducing the extent to which cute products prime mental representations of fun. Finally, we 

replicate the cuteness-induced effects on indulgence using an operationalization of indulgence 

that builds on the notion that consumers can either use their time productively to make progress 

and reach accomplishments (productivity orientation; Keinan and Kivetz 2011) or use it in an 

unproductive and frivolous, but enjoyable manner. Specifically, we examine whether consumers 

choose to spend their time on a task that is more productive and useful, but less enjoyable, or on 
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a task that is more fun and pleasurable, but not as productive. 

3.1 Design and procedure 

One hundred fifty-six undergraduate business students (44% female) participated in a 

study featuring several unrelated reading and writing tasks in exchange for course credit. They 

were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (cuteness manipulation: cute vs. neutral 

keyboard) × 2 (prosocial orientation prime: yes vs. no) between subjects design.  

3.1.1 Priming cuteness 

Participants answered questions related to the study on a computer in the lab. We primed 

cuteness by randomly assigning participants to type using either a cute or neutral keyboard. The 

cute keyboard had stickers with colorful cute pictures over each letter on the keyboard and the 

neutral keyboard did not contain stickers. At the end of the study, participants indicated, on a 

seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely), the extent to which the keyboard was cute 

(cute, endearing, adorable; α = .94) and whimsical (whimsical, playful, frivolous; α = .90). 

3.1.2 Priming prosocial orientation  

In the prosocial orientation condition, participants read a 520-word article about 

volunteerism as part of a “reading comprehension” task and typed the four main points of the 

article. Participants in the neutral condition directly proceeded to the subsequent tasks. In the 

same pretest reported in study 1, for this study, we also pretested this manipulation to confirm 

that prosocial orientation was manipulated as a proxy for reminders of responsibility. We 

confirmed that by enhancing prosocial orientation (MPROSOCIAL =5.29; MNO PROSOCIAL = 4.85; 

t(152) = 1.87, p < .10), the manipulation serves to remind people of their responsibilities for 

other people (MPROSOCIAL =4.78; MNO PROSOCIAL = 3.77; t(152) = 3.11, p < .01), and it does not 

prime personal control (t(152) = 1.48, p > .10). 
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3.1.3 Fun/Indulgence Priming 

Next, participants proceeded to the writing task. To assess the extent to which typing on a 

cute keyboard primes mental representations of fun and indulgence, we employed a fairy-tale 

completion task (adapted from Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, and Steller 1990). Participants were 

shown the beginning of a fairy tale about a tailor who made a coat for the king, which was too 

small and the tailor was banished from the kingdom, and participants were told that they needed 

to fill in the next three sentences of the fairy tale, without necessarily coming up with an ending. 

They were instructed to give free rein to their fantasy and write down their thoughts, however 

unusual they may be.  

3.1.4 Indulgent Consumption 

We assessed participants’ indulgent consumption of time (Keinan and Kivetz 2011). 

Keinan and Kivetz (2011) argue that in modern Western society, due to the accelerated pace of 

life and the puritan work ethic, which discourage frivolous use of time, productivity and time 

efficiency are major concerns and time is considered a scarce and valuable resource. Thus, we 

operationalized indulgence as the choice of spending one’s time on a task that is more 

pleasurable and fun, but less productive, or on a task that is more productive and useful, but not 

necessarily enjoyable. For that purpose, we presented participants with an ostensibly unrelated 

“mental concentration” study and told them that we had developed a task aimed to assess a 

person’s aptitude in focusing, concentrating, and attending to information. We indicated that the 

task entailed choosing and reading one of two short texts, which were of equal length: one text 

contained tips on how to effectively improve one’s time management skills, and the other text 

contained humorous stories from a stand-up comedy show. We further told them that the task 

would be the same regardless of which text they chose to read. After making their task selection 
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(the presentation order of the two tasks was randomized), they were given their respective text to 

read and then asked several questions about the text, to support the cover story.  

3.1.5 Control and Confound Variables 

We also collected gender information and asked participants whether they needed to look 

at the keyboard (i.e., hunt and peck) when typing (1 = all the time, 5 = never). 

3.2 Results 

3.2.1 Manipulation Check 

We first ensured that the cute keyboard was rated as cuter (M = 3.00) than the neutral 

keyboard (M = 1.53; t(135) = 5.77, p < .001) and as more whimsical (M = 3.60) than the neutral 

keyboard (M = 1.58; t(135) = 7.95, p < .001). There were no differences in cuteness and 

whimsical keyboard ratings across the prosocial and control conditions, and there were no 

interactions between the cute and prosocial conditions (p’s > .10). We note that degrees of 

freedom vary in this analysis and the fairy-tale task due to missing values.  

3.2.2 Fun/Indulgence Priming 

To assess fun/indulgence priming, we analyzed the thought protocol in the fairy tale task. 

Two independent raters, blind to the hypothesis, scored participants’ responses. The raters were 

asked to underline verbs related to the main character of the fairy tale (Gollwitzer et al. 1990). 

They then classified the episodes denoted by these verbs into one of three categories: (1) the 

main character engaged in an activity that was indulgent/fun/enjoyable (e.g., “The tailor dreamed 

up ways to get rich and avenge himself”), (2) the main character engaged in an activity that was 

responsible/serious/mature (e.g., “The tailor went to the next kingdom to practice his craft”), and 

(3) unassignable episodes. The two mutually exclusive indulgent and mature categories could be 

check-marked as often as necessary, depending on how many relevant episodes the participants’ 



	

	

14	

stories contained. Eighty-seven percent of the episodes could be placed into the categories 

provided by the coding scheme; the rest formed the category “unassignable episodes” (13%). 

Rate of agreement was determined by counting the number of “hits,” defined as classifications 

on which the two raters agreed. Interrater reliability was high, with 89% of the ratings being hits.  

We combined participants’ number of indulgent (category 1) and responsible (category 2) 

fairy-tale episodes to form a relative indulgence focus score. We formed this score by dividing the 

difference between the number of indulgent and responsible episodes listed by their sum (Nenkov, 

Inman, and Hulland 2008). We did this to simplify the exposition and report full results in table 1.  

An ANOVA on participants’ relative indulgence focus fairy-tale scores (F(3, 138) = 2.75, 

p < .05) revealed no significant main effects of the cuteness (F(1, 140) = 1.50, p > .20) and 

prosocial orientation (F(1, 140) = 2.98, p > .10) conditions. Importantly, there was a significant 

interaction between the two factors (F(1, 140) = 3.76, p < .05). When participants were not 

primed with a prosocial orientation, those who typed on a cute (vs. neutral) keyboard had a 

significantly higher relative indulgence focus (MCUTE = –.07 vs. MNEUTRAL = –.52; t(140) = 2.58, 

p < .01). These effects, however, disappeared when prosocial orientation was primed (MCUTE = –

.48 vs. MNEUTRAL = –.41; t(140) = .33, p > .70). These findings confirm our contention that 

cuteness-induced indulgence effects disappear when participants are primed with prosocial 

orientation. 

----Insert table 1 about here ---- 

3.2.3 Indulgent consumption 

To examine participants’ indulgent consumption of time as a function of the use of a cute 

or neutral keyboard, we compared their choices of a reading task in the “mental concentration 

study.” We ran a logistic regression on participants’ task choice (1 = responsible-time 
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management; 0 = indulgent-comedy), with cute condition (cute vs. neutral), prosocial condition 

(prosocial prime vs. control), and their two-way interaction as independent variables and gender 

and typing habits as controls. There were marginal main effects of the cuteness manipulation (b 

= .37, Wald χ2(1) = 3.50, p = .06) and the prosocial manipulation (b = –.40, Wald χ2(1) = 3.51, p 

= .06). Importantly, there was a significant interaction between the two factors (b = –.38, Wald 

χ2(1) = 3.53, p < .05). None of the control variables had a significant effect (p’s > .10).  

When participants were not primed with a prosocial orientation, typing on the cute 

keyboard increased the likelihood of choosing the more indulgent task of reading a humorous 

text (odds ratio = 1.63, p < .05; Wald χ2(1) = 4.15, p < .05). In contrast, when participants were 

primed with a prosocial orientation, there was no effect of the cute keyboard manipulation on 

task choice (odds ratio = 1.13, p < .70; Wald χ2(1) = .22, p < .70). Figure 2 illustrates the results.  

----Insert figure 2 about here --- 

This pattern of results is consistent with hypothesis 2 and provides evidence that priming 

prosocial orientation reduces the cuteness-induced indulgent behavior effect by reducing the 

extent to which cute product exposure primes mental representations of fun. Thus, this study 

provides initial evidence that reminders of responsibility can interrupt the cuteness-induced 

indulgence effect by reducing mental representations of fun primed by cute products. 

4 General discussion 

Recent research has shown that exposure to cute (vs. neutral) products and their 

whimsical nature prime mental representations of fun and indulgence, resulting in increased 

indulgent consumer behavior (Nenkov and Scott 2014). This effect of cute products, which are 

so pervasive in the marketplace, might have inadvertent negative influence on consumers in 

domains in which avoiding indulgent consumer behavior is important. The current research 
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demonstrates that one strategy to offset the effects of cute products on indulgence is to induce a 

sense of responsibility. Our results show that reminding consumers that they are responsible for 

their outcomes in life by enhancing their perceptions of personal control may limit the ability of 

cute products to increase indulgent consumption (study 1): in the neutral condition, where 

personal control was not enhanced, participants wanted to consume a greater number of cookies 

when those cookies were cute (vs. neutral), but when consumers were in a high personal control 

state, their desire for cookies was not greater when those cookies were cute (vs. neutral).  

Reminding consumers that they are responsible for other people by enhancing their 

prosocial orientation yielded similar effects (study 2): participants working on a computer with a 

cute (vs. neutral) computer keyboard, who were primed with prosocial orientation, were not 

more likely to spend time on a more enjoyable but less productive task. Thus, consumer 

responsibility reminders, including responsibility for one’s outcomes in life and responsibility for 

other people, may help limit the potentially detrimental effects of cute products on indulgence. 

Our findings make important contributions to theory and practice. First, we contribute to 

prior research, which has examined factors that might limit consumer indulgence and its 

potentially negative long-term effects on consumers’ well-being (Kivetz and Simonson 2002; 

Fishbach, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2003). As such, we build on recent research, which has 

started to examine the potential of consumer reminders to curb indulgence and its potential 

detrimental effects on consumers’ long-term well-being (Cavanaugh 2014). More broadly, our 

findings propose an important new way to resist influence in some product categories (Knowles 

and Linn 2004). 

Findings from the current research also have important implications for marketers and 

policy makers. The proliferation of cute products targeted at adults in the marketplace could 
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increase indulgent consumption in various domains and have detrimental effects on consumers’ 

long-term well-being. It seems that marketing cute products can encourage impulsive buying and 

unhealthy eating, increase consumption rates, increase consumer spending, and further decrease 

the already low savings rates in the United States. For example, PNC Bank’s Virtual Wallet 

product (www.pncvirtualwallet.com), which combines a savings and a checking account along 

with several online tools designed to help consumers manage their money, features an interactive 

"Punch the Pig" savings game, which allows the player to choose among several cute cartoon 

pigs. The cute online tool aimed at helping consumers save, might actually backfire by 

increasing, rather than reducing consumers’ subsequent indulgent spending. As firms attempt to 

make important tasks such as saving money fun through the use of cute characters, reminding 

consumers that they are responsible adults could be used to counteract the negative effects of 

cute product exposure on consumer indulgence.  

The present research also presents fruitful avenues for future research. As this last 

example shows, cuteness would not be an effective strategy for marketing products in certain 

product categories. Whereas designing and positioning cookies, snacks, kitchen utensils, or 

office supplies as cute could potentially increase market share for these products, in some 

product categories this approach could actually lower product trial and consumption. For 

instance, positioning wines as cute (e.g., Marilyn Merlot or Holy Cow Chardonnay) would not 

appeal to wine connoisseurs and collectors, who represent consumer segments with higher rate of 

consumption in the product category. Future research should further explore the conditions under 

which cuteness positively affects product trial and consumption.  

The mental representations arising from exposure to cute stimuli vary depending on 

whether the stimulus is kindchenschema cute, priming innocence and vulnerability, or is 
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whimsically cute, priming fun and frivolity. Future research should examine other types of 

primes emerging from cute products, and whether such primes work in concert or in opposition 

to one another (Deval et al. 2013). For example, cute products may prime varying levels of 

safety: cute babies may seem safe/harmless on the one hand, and vulnerable to outside threats on 

the other hand, which might influence risk perceptions and product trial. In addition, future 

research could further examine the psychological paths consumers experience when overcoming 

cuteness primes that induce indulgence, particularly the mediational paths involved.    



	

	

19	

References 

Abramson, Lyn Y., Martin E. Seligman, and John D. Teasdale (1978), "Learned Helplessness in 
Humans: Critique and Reformulation," Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 87 (1), 49-74. 

Allen, Lawrence, L. (2009) Chocolate Fortunes: The Battle for the Hearts, Minds, and Wallets 
of China's Consumers, AMACOM Div American Management Association, New York. 

Amir, On, et al. (2005), "Psychology, Behavioral Economics, and Public Policy," Marketing 
Letters, 16 (3-4), 443-454. 

Baumeister, Roy F. and Todd F. Heatherton (1996), “Self-Regulation Failure: An Overview,” 
Psychological Inquiry, 7 (1), 1–15. 

Burger, Jerry M. (1989), "Negative Reactions to Increases in Perceived Personal Control," 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56 (2), 246-256.  

Cavanaugh, Lisa A. (2014), “Because I (Don't) Deserve It: How Relationship Reminders and 
Deservingness Influence Consumer Indulgence,” Journal of Marketing Research, 
forthcoming. 

Côté, Stephane, Michael W. Kraus, Bonnie Hayden Cheng, Christopher Oveis, Ilmo van der 
Lowe, Hua Lian, and Dacher Keltner (2011), “Social Power Facilitates the Effect of 
Prosocial Orientation on Empathic Accuracy,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 101 (2), 217–32. 

Cutright, Keisha M. (2011), “The Beauty of Boundaries: When and Why We Seek Structure in 
Consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, 38 (February), 775–90. 

Deval, Hélène, Susan P. Mantel, Frank R. Kardes, and Steven S. Posavac, (2013) “How Naive 
Theories Drive Opposing Inferences from the Same Information,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 39(6), 1185-1201. 

 
Epley, Nicholas, Adam Waytz, and John Cacioppo (2007), “On Seeing Human: A Three-Factor 

Theory of Anthropomorphism,” Psychological Review, 114 (4), 864–86. 

Fishbach, Ayelet, Ronald S. Friedman, and Arie W. Kruglanski, (2003), “Lead Us Not unto 
Temptation: Momentary Allurements Elicit Overriding Goals,” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 84 (2), 296–309. 

Gollwitzer, Peter M., Heinz Heckhausen, and Birgit Steller (1990), “Deliberative and 
Implemental Mind-Sets: Cognitive Tuning Toward Congruous Thoughts and 
Information,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59 (6), 1119–27. 

Garg, Nitika, J. Jeffrey Inman, and Vikas Mittal (2005), “Incidental and Task-Related Affect: A 
Re-Inquiry and Extension of the Influence of Affect on Choice,” Journal of Consumer 



	

	

20	

Research, 32 (1), 154–59. 

Grant, Adam M. and David A. Hofmann (2011), “It’s Not All about Me: Motivating Hand 
Hygiene among Health Care Professionals by Focusing on Patients,” Psychological 
Science, 22 (12), 1494–99. 

Hart, William and Delores Albarracin (2009), “The Effects of Chronic Achievement Motivation 
and Achievement Primes on the Activation of Achievement and Fun Goals,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 97 (6), 1129–41. 

Haws, Kelly L. and Cait Poynor (2008), “Seize the Day! Encouraging Indulgence for the 
Hyperopic Consumer,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (December), 680-91.  

Hershey Company, “Hershey's Kisses Brand Hits $100 Million in China” (press release, March 
11, 2014), accessed at: http://online.wsj.com/article/PR-CO-20140311-906456.html  

Johnson, Eric J., et al. (2012), "Beyond Nudges: Tools of a Choice Architecture," Marketing 
Letters 23 (2), 487-504. 

 Kay, Aaron C., Christian S. Wheeler, John A. Bargh, and Lee Ross (2004), “Material Priming: 
The Influence of Mundane Physical Objects on Situational Construal and Competitive 
Behavioral Choice,” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 95 (1), 
83–96. 

Keinan, Anat and Ran Kivetz (2011), “Productivity Orientation and the Consumption of 
Collectable Experiences,” Journal of Consumer Research, 37 (6), 935–50. 

Kivetz, Ran and Itamar Simonson (2002), “Self-Control for the Righteous: Toward a Theory of 
Precommitment to Indulgence,” Journal of Consumer Research, 29 (2), 199–217. 

Kivetz, Ran and Yuhuang Zheng (2006) “Determinants of Justification and Self-Control," 
Journal of Experimental Psychology-General, 135 (4), 572–87. 

Knowles, Eric S. and Jay A. Linn (2004), Resistance and Persuasion, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Laran, Juliano (2010), "Choosing Your Future: Temporal Distance and the Balance between 
Self-Control and Indulgence," Journal of Consumer Research, 36 (April), 1002-15. 

Lorenz, Konrad (1943), “Die angeborenen Formen mo¨glicher Erfahrung [The Innate Forms of 
Potential Experience],” Zeitschrift fu¨r Tierpsychologie, 5, 233–519. 

Marcus, Aaron (2002), “The Cult of Cute: The Challenge of User Experience Design,” 
Interactions, 9, 229–34.  

Nenkov, Gergana Y., J. Jeffrey Inman, and John Hulland (2008), “Considering the Future: The 
Conceptualization and Measurement of Elaboration on Potential Outcomes,” Journal of 



	

	

21	

Consumer Research, 35 (1), 126–41.  

Nenkov, Gergana Y. and Maura L. Scott, “So Cute I Could Eat It Up”: Priming Effects of Cute 
Products on Indulgent Consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, forthcoming. 

Pennings, Marieke C., Tricia Striano, and Susan Oliverio (2013), "A Picture Tells a Thousand 
Words: Impact of an Educational Nutrition Booklet on Nutrition Label Gazing," 
Marketing Letters, 1-6. 

 Sherman, Gary D., Jonathan Haidt, and James A. Coan (2009), “Viewing Cute Images Increases 
Behavioral Carefulness,” Emotion, 9 (2), 282–86. 

Shiv, Baba, and Alexander Fedorikhin (1999), "Heart and Mind in Conflict: The Interplay of 
Affect and Cognition in Consumer Decision Making," Journal of consumer Research 26 
(3), 278-292. 

Skinner, Ellen A., Michael Chapman, and Paul B. Baltes (1988), “Control, Means-Ends, and 
Agency Beliefs: A New Conceptualization and Its Measurement during Childhood,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54 (1), 117–33.  

Tangney, June P., Roy F. Baumeister, and Angie Luzio Boone (2004), “High Self-Control 
Predicts Good Adjustment, Less Pathology, Better Grades, and Interpersonal Success,” 
Journal of Personality, 72 (2), 271–324. 

Taylor, Alex, (2011), “10 Cutest Cars in America. You Know Them: They’re the Cars You Want 
to Drive and Hug at the Same Time,” CNN Money, May 19, 
http://money.cnn.com/galleries/2011/autos/1105/gallery.cutest_cars.fortune/index.html. 

Winterich, Karen Page and Kelly L. Haws (2011), “Helpful Hopefulness: The Effect of Future 
Positive Emotions on Consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, 38 (3), 505-24. 

Yano, Christine R. (2004), “Kitty Litter: Japanese Cute at Home and Abroad,” in Toys, Games, 
and Media, ed. Jeffrey Goldstein, David Buckingham, and Gilles Brougere, Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 55–71.  



	

	

22	

TABLE 1 

STUDY 2: FUN/INDULGENCE PRIMING THOUGHT PROTOCOLS 

 Cute keyboard/   
No prosocial 
prime 

Neutral keyboard/ 
No prosocial 
prime  

Cute 
keyboard/ 
Prosocial 
prime 

Neutral 
keyboard/ 
Prosocial prime 

Fairy tale: The Tailor     
Relative indulgence 
focus~ -.07 a -.52 b 

 

-.48 b -.41 b 

Category 1: Indulgent ^ 40% a 20% b 27% a, b 28% a, b 
Category 2: Serious 52% a 63% a 57% a 56% a 

~ (Number of indulgent episodes – Number of serious episodes)/(Number of indulgent episodes 
+ Number of serious episodes). 
^ The proportion of episodes participant came up with, which were classified in each respective 
category (proportion is calculated from the total episodes listed). 
NOTE.—Different superscripts indicate that the means are significantly different at p < .05. 
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FIGURE 1: STUDY 1: HEIGHTENED PERSONAL CONTROL REDUCES CUTENESS-
INDUCED INDULGENCE  

 
 
 

 
FIGURE 2: STUDY 2: PROSOCIAL ORIENTATION REDUCES CUTENESS-INDUCED 

INDULGENCE 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


