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Introduction 
 
Anthropomorphism refers to “the tendency to attribute humanlike characteristics, intentions, and behavior to 
nonhuman objects” (Kim & McGill, 2011, p.95). Marketers often anthropomorphize their products by instilling 
human personality traits into nonhuman entities (Aggarwal & McGill, 2007). One example are sports teams’ 
mascots. Sports teams frequently utilize anthropomorphic mascots to promote their teams to existing and potential 
fans by humanizing nonhuman entities such as animals (e.g., Florida Gator and Jacksonville Jaguar), symbolic image 
of a city (e.g., Pittsburg Steelers and San Francisco 49ers), and even natural phenomenon (e.g., Miami Hurricane and 
TampaBay Lightning). While usage of anthropomorphic mascots has been significantly increased in the sport 
industry, there is a limited understanding of how people respond toward teams’ branding and promotional efforts of 
using anthropomorphic mascots. In particular, we do not have clear understanding of the psychological mechanism 
of how humanized mascots influence potential fans’ decision-making process. Accordingly, to assist in filling the 
gap, the purpose of the current study is to examine the effect of anthropomorphic promotion using team mascots 
on the potential fans’ psychological and behavioral responses. The following two research questions guide the 
current research: Do anthropomorphic messages elicit positive responses from potential fans? Are all potential fans 
equally prone to anthropomorphic messages?  
 
Theoretical Background and Research Hypotheses 
I 
n the fields of social psychology and consumer behavior, scholars found that anthropomorphism benefits brands in 
several ways; consumers more favorably evaluate product quality (e.g., Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Connell, 2013), 
trust brands (Waytz, Heafner, & Epley, 2014), and form stronger relationship with brands (Fournier & Alvarez, 
2012). According to construal level theory (Liviatan, Trope, & Liberman, 2006; Trope & Liberman, 2003), 
psychological distance will be narrow if the similarity between two parties is high. In the case of anthropomorphic 
mascots, highly humanized mascots are likely to reduce psychological distance between the mascot and potential 
fans, and increase the sense of closeness. Anthropomorphism enables people to create beliefs and social 
expectations toward a nonhuman entity (Kim & McGill, 2011). As a result, people create a stronger emotional 
connection with an anthropomorphized product (Kim & McGill, 2011). By incorporating the previous findings, the 
current study proposes that anthropomorphized messages using mascots would help sports teams attract new fans. 
Specifically, the authors hypothesized the following: 
 
H1: When communicating with potential fans, anthropomorphized mascots elicit more positive responses (i.e., self-
brand connection, attitudes toward team, and intention to share message from a team) from consumers compared to 
non-anthropomorphized team logos.  
 
H2: Psychological closeness would mediate relationships between anthropomorphism and consumers’ self-brand 
connection and sharing behavior.  
 
Theory of anthropomorphism suggests that people are attracted by anthropomorphized objects because their need 
for social connection can be satisfied by establishing a psychological connection with such objects (Epley, Waytz, & 
Cacioppo, 2007). Therefore, individuals are more likely to anthropomorphize when their needs for affiliation is high 
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(Epley et al., 2007). The effect of anthropomorphism on psychological closeness can be dependent on consumers’ 
loneliness. In particular, when lacking social connection with other humans, people may compensate their loneliness 
by developing relationship with anthropomorphized objects (Epley, Waytz, Akalis, & Cacioppo, 2008). Therefore, 
we hypothesized that: 
H3: Loneliness would moderate relationships between anthropomorphism and psychological closeness.  
 
Methods 
 
We will employ a 2 (Anthropomorphism: anthropomorphized mascot v. non-anthropomorphized logo) by 2 
(Loneliness: low v. high) between-subjects design. We selected the Orlando Solar Bears as a research context 
because the team has an anthropomorphized mascot and non-anthropomorphized logo featuring a same animal (i.e., 
polar bear). A total of 120 U.S. residents will be recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk. The participants should 
meet three criteria: (a) they must have a Facebook account, (b) they must live outside Orlando, FL, and (c) they must 
not have any favorite ice hockey team. In the experiment, the participants will read an introductory scenario that 
says “Imagine you have recently moved to Orlando, FL. In Orlando, there is a professional ice hockey team, 
Orlando Solar Bears.” The participants will then read basic information about the team (e.g., history and team 
performance). Then, they will be given an additional scenario saying “You made a friend who shares Orlando Solar 
Bears’ posts on Facebook, so the Solar Bears’ posts appear on your Facebook page.” Then, the participants will be 
shown several Facebook posts of the Solar Bears. Specifically, the participants in the anthropomorphized mascot 
condition will see posts showing the team mascot, whereas the participants in the non-anthropomorphized logo 
condition will see posts showing the team logo. After viewing the series of Facebook posts, the participants will 
indicate their attitude toward the team (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989), psychological closeness to the team (Lee et al., 
2012), self-brand connection with the team (Escalas & Bettmen, 2003, 2009), and intention to follow the team on 
Facebook themselves. The participants also answer questions regarding their loneliness (Russell, 1996), perceived 
anthropomorphism (Aggarwal & McGill, 2007), and demographics (i.e., gender, age, education, and income). To test 
research hypotheses, we will conduct a conditional PROCESS analysis using Hayes Model 7 (Hayes, 2012). 
 
Results and Implications 
 
We are currently collecting the data and will ensure that we present the results and implications at the conference. 
The current study further develops our theoretical understanding of sport spectator behavior by applying and 
extending existing research paradigm of anthropomorphism. It is anticipated that the results would demonstrate 
how anthropomorphized promotion could help develop new fan base and provide managerial implications for 
developing effective promotional strategies using team mascots. 
 


