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Abstract 
This investigation highlights the findings from experimental research on 
whimsicality cognitive priming effects on consumer indulgence. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of three fictitious scenarios where the whimsical 
attributes of various fast moving consumer goods (FMCGs) were manipulated. 
Consumer choice in hypothetical consumer decision-making scenarios, brand 
relationship, self-reward, and indulgent consumer behavior were utilized as 
dependent measures. Preliminary evidence emerged to suggest that 
whimsicality cognitive priming influenced participants’ likelihood to engage in 
more self-reward and indulgent consumer behavior in both a direct and indirect 
manner. This research adds to a growing literature on cognitive priming effects 
on indulgent consumer behavior. Implications are discussed from both marketer 
and consumer perspectives. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Are consumers more likely to be indulgent when making decisions if they are cognitively primed by 
whimsicality, and what is the role of self-reward focus in this process? Previous research on the closely 
aligned construct of “cuteness” suggests that kindchenschema priming, or the dimension of cuteness that 
centers on baby characteristics such as large eyes, rounded cheeks, and miniature body parts, elicits 
cautious, or risk-averse, consumer behaviors. Kindchenschema triggers mental representations of 
vulnerability. Consumers then respond in an appropriate way by reverting to a protective stance in their 
consumption choices (Brosch, Sandder, & Scherer, 2007; Sherman, Haidt, & Coan, 2009). However, there 
are other aspects of cognitive priming that warrant investigation, especially as brands attempt to entice 
consumers to engage in indulgence-based consumption and consumers attempt to reduce their indulgent 
consumer behaviors. One such dimension is whimsicality. Products in this realm are frequently 
characterized by their capricious, impish, and anthropomorphized attributes (Nenkov & Scott, 2014).  
Whimsicality is evident in today’s rapidly growing consumer-to-consumer and business-to-consumer 
retail world. For example, online retailer Etsy is a centralized, consumer-centric marketplace for 
whimsical products. From a mass retailer perspective, Target often uses this approach, as well. An 
example of using whimsicality as a cognitive prime is a branded wine bottle opener shaped like a 
ballerina or a cupcake designed to resemble a soccer ball; both convey a playful image. Conversely, a tire 
company using infants in their advertisements automatically produces an implicit consumer response of 
kindchenschema where the omnipresent vulnerability in everyday life, and the imperative need to 
protect loved ones, is activated. The aforementioned products both utilize cognitive priming in the 
decision-making process but lead to very different consumer behaviors. In a highly regarded research 
paper, Nenkov and Scott (2014) posited that exposure to whimsicality should trigger mental 
representations of self-reward, indulgence, and pleasure. Nenkov and Scott (2014) predicted that mental 
representation primed by whimsicality will increase consumers’ self-reward focus and therefore will lead 
to less self-control and more indulgent consumer behavior. Across a series of four experiments, Nenkov 
and Scott (2014) found that products demonstrating whimsicality–compared to neutral or 
kindchenschema ones–did in fact lead to increased indulgent consumption among their research 
participants. By introducing a whimsical dimension of humor, which in turn primed fun and enjoyment, 
research participants exhibited less self-control in their consumer choices. This added to the cognitive 
priming literature (Dijksterhuis, Smith, van Baaren, & Wigboldus, 2005) by establishing a previously 
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unexplored priming effect, in which exposure to whimsical products leads consumers to mirror the 
whimsical nature of these products. It also added to the indulgence and self-control literature (Baumeister 
2002; Kivetz & Simonson 2002) by proposing exposure to whimsicality as a previously unexplored 
determinant of indulgence. 
Much of the research on whimsicality cognitive priming effects has focused on anthropomorphic aspects 
of brand symbols, characters, or personality. For example, in a marketing context, animals and other non-
human characters endowed with human-like characteristics are often viewed through the lens of 
anthropomorphism. By allowing human beings to think of themselves in an “other-than” type of identity, 
a creative escapism is able to occur where fantasy and fun abound. Anthropomorphic marketing utilizes 
characters that benefit brands by establishing a strong identity and favorable associations (Hosany, 
Prayag, Martin, & Lee, 2013).  
Three categories exist to distinguish among different types of anthropomorphic brand characters. One 
such grouping is brand characters in animation; this includes figures such as Disney’s iconic Mickey 
Mouse. Animation offers the public a detailed storyline complete with relatable supporting characters. A 
second category is brand characters with identity, such as those that evolve in relationship to a specific 
product or brand (Hosany, Prayag, Martin, & Lee, 2013). For example, the insurance company Geico has 
developed its signature “gecko” as a way to create product association with a specific brand character. In 
addition, nostalgia associations in identify formation with brand characters can enhance consumer trust. 
A third category includes brand characters in what is termed pure design (Hosany, Prayag, Martin, & 
Lee, 2013). For example, Sanrio’s Hello Kitty is a brand character in pure design. The background story 
for a brand character in pure design often lacks detail or complexity; instead, the character relies on 
aesthetics and style to attract consumers. An example of a brand character that perhaps encompasses all 
of these dimensions is the Duracell Energizer Bunny, a brand character marketed as reliable and tireless. 
Not surprisingly, anthropomorphism has been used extensively when marketing to young children. 
Anthropomorphic products encourage attachment behaviors in young children by developing a sense of 
kinship between the user and the product (Veer, 2013). 
Aggarwal and McGill (2011) found that marketers are able to utilize individuals’ attraction to human-like 
characteristics in objects as a mechanism to potentially increase sales. One can extrapolate that brand 
anthropomorphism can be implemented with young consumers all the way through to adulthood in 
order to build an attachment to a branded symbol or character. Perhaps this reciprocal relationship 
encourages consumers to purchase more and even engage in indulgent consumption. An issue for 
consumers is that they may not realize these cognitive primes are being placed in their consumer 
environment. As such, one could argue that there are moral and ethical concerns with how brands might 
influence a largely unknowing public. From a branding and marketing lens, however, there are clear, 
positive outcomes. For example, marketers are able to utilize anthropomorphic branding—humanizing 
characters and symbols that are enveloped into the brand—to enhance their business portfolio (Aggarwal 
& McGill, 2011). 
This purpose of this research is to inform consumer researchers on the role of whimsicality cognitive 
priming in the process of indulgent consumption. There are important applications to this research. For 
instance, will exposure to whimsical products have inadvertent negative effects on consumers in domains 
in which avoiding indulgent consumer behavior is important? In addition, will consumer decision 
making be mediated by attributions of self-reward in the context of the cognitive prime? The results of 
this research are wide-ranging. One such potential outcome is that it can be used to teach consumers how 
to avoid impulsive purchases and unhealthy consumer choices by being aware of cognitive primes in 
their purchasing environment. An understanding of this relationship will lead to more advanced theory 
development in the scholarly cognitive priming literature as well as direct application in marketing 
environments.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
In this research, students enrolled in introductory liberal arts and business courses at a university in the 
United States of America were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: 1) high whimsicality 



                Business Management Dynamics  

Vol.9, No.04, Oct 2019, pp.09-14 

   

©Society for Business and Management Dynamics 

cognitive priming, 2) moderate whimsicality cognitive priming, 3) no whimsicality cognitive priming. 
Whimsical cognitive priming conditions (high/moderate/none) were experimentally manipulated in a 
laboratory setting to maintain strong internal validity. In each condition, participants viewed four 
different objects in the fast moving consumers goods (FMCGs) domain that were matched on their 
whimsical nature. The objects were a coffee mug, pen, toaster, and notepad, respectively. Fictionalized 
product information was provided to participants to provide a realistic context to the presentation of the 
FMCGs items. The fictitious scenarios highlighted pertinent information about the product including a 
brief history (providing a framework for the product as reputable), a description of the consumer’s 
interest in the product (providing a framework for product identification), and information about other 
product options for the consumer (providing a framework for how consumers use product characteristics 
for criteria evaluation). After random assignment to one of the three scenarios, participants were then 
asked to complete a series of consumer attitude, brand relationship, brand identity, self-reward, 
indulgence, and behavioral intention measures. All participants completed the measures in the same 
order. The same fictional FMCGs scenarios were used throughout the experiment; the only difference 
among these three conditions was the whimsicality cognitive priming manipulation. Therefore, the effect 
of this variable across the three conditions, in addition to other demographic ones, on subsequent 
consumer attitudes, brand relationship, brand identity, and consumer choices could be examined. At the 
conclusion of the session, the participants were thanked for their involvement and completely debriefed. 
During the debriefing, additional information about the topic being investigated was provided to 
research participants.  
 
RESULTS 
1-Way ANOVAs were used to examine differences among the following three conditions: 1) high 
whimsicality cognitive priming, 2) moderate whimsicality cognitive priming, and 3) no whimsicality 
cognitive priming. In addition, 2-Way ANOVAs were used to identify the interactive effect between 
whimsicality cognitive priming condition and product category.  
The whimsicality cognitive priming conditions were compared at a proximal level to see if differences 
were present on direct, explicit attitude and behavioral intention measures for FMCGs. The 
utilitarian/functional or play/creative/indulgence aspects of the FMCGs were examined.  In general, the 
pattern of means for the high whimsicality cognitive priming condition, moderate whimsicality cognitive 
priming condition, and no whimsicality cognitive priming condition supported the prediction that 
whimsicality primes would lead to consumer behavior that is more indulgence focused. More 
specifically, there was a significant difference when comparing the high whimsicality cognitive priming 
condition means to the no whimsicality cognitive priming condition means for each of the FMCGs (coffee 
mug, pen, toaster, and notepad). Participants reported consumer attitudes and behaviors that reflected 
the notion that exposure to high whimsicality FMCGs resulted in high self-reward behavior. This finding 
was replicated when comparing the moderate whimsicality cognitive priming condition to the no 
whimsicality cognitive priming condition, too. There was a significant difference between these 
conditions and the pattern of means followed the previously mentioned comparison between high 
whimsicality and no whimsicality cognitive priming conditions. However, there was no significant 
difference between the high whimsicality cognitive priming condition and moderate whimsicality 
cognitive priming condition for the FMCGs used in this research paradigm. Overall, for proximal 
dependent variables, there was evidence that exposure to whimsical cognitive primes resulted in an 
immediate change in consumer attitudes and behaviors where participants exhibited less control and 
more indulgence. In addition, their choices indicated a desire to be more creative and playful as 
consumers. 
The whimsicality cognitive priming conditions were compared at a distal level to see if there differences 
were present on indirect, implicit attitude and behavioral intention measures for FMCGs. Once again, the 
utilitarian/functional or play/creative/indulgence aspects of the FMCGs were emphasized.  Participants 
were given a series of hypothetical scenarios across a variety of consumer situations unrelated to the 
FMCGs that included dining, entertainment, music, sports, and other forms of consumption. In each of 
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these scenarios, there were utilitarian/functional or play/creative/indulgent options that participants 
could select. The purpose of using these distal measures was to assess if whimsicality primes have the 
potential to extend beyond immediate product category-related choices to unrelated decision making 
situations.  
Similar to the previous results, the pattern of means for the high whimsicality cognitive priming 
condition, moderate whimsicality cognitive priming condition, and no whimsicality cognitive priming 
condition supported the prediction that whimsicality primes would lead to consumer behavior in 
tangential decision-making situations that is more indulgence focused. A significant difference was 
present when comparing high whimsicality cognitive priming condition means to no whimsicality 
cognitive priming condition means for each of the scenarios (dining, entertainment, music, sports, and 
other forms of consumption). Participants reported consumer attitudes and behavioral intentions that 
reflected the notion that exposure to high whimsicality resulted in low self-control, high self-reward and 
indulgent consumer behavior even in decisions unrelated to the FMCGs presented. In addition, this 
finding was replicated at the level of comparison between moderate whimsicality cognitive priming and 
no whimsicality cognitive priming groups. There was a significant difference between these conditions 
and once again the pattern of means followed what was found between high whimsicality and no 
whimsicality cognitive priming conditions. There was no significant difference between the high 
whimsicality cognitive priming condition and moderate whimsicality priming condition for the FMCGs 
used in this research paradigm. However, there was a non-significant trend in the appropriate direction, 
consistent with the original prediction. Overall, for distal dependent variables there was evidence that 
exposure to whimsical cognitive primes results in an immediate change in consumer attitudes and 
behaviors towards unconnected consumer behavior choice opportunities.   
For the composite measure assessing broad-based consumer attitudes, there were differences when 
comparing the conditions for participants. Of note is the finding that participants assigned to the high 
whimsicality cognitive priming condition viewed the FMCGs presented as more playful, creative, 
imaginative, and inventive compared to those assigned to the no whimsicality cognitive priming 
condition. In addition, the same pattern of difference occurred when comparing the moderate 
whimsicality and no whimsicality cognitive priming conditions. Although there was no significant 
difference between the high whimsicality cognitive priming condition and moderate whimsicality 
cognitive priming condition on the composite attitudes measure, a non-significant pattern in the 
predicted direction emerged. 
Overall, the findings were consistent across the indirect and direct consumer attitude, behavior, and 
choice measures used to compare the effect of the randomly assigned conditions of: 1) high whimsicality 
cognitive priming, 2) moderate whimsicality cognitive priming, and 3) no whimsicality cognitive 
priming. This provided support that whimsicality cognitive priming among FMCGs influence one’s 
likelihood to engage in indulgence-based consumption. 
 
DISCUSSION 

The research findings suggest that the effects of whimsicality on indulgence occur in myriad decision-
making scenarios across a variety of FMCGs product categories. The results indicate that consumers’ 
attitudes and behavioral intentions toward using a product for indulgent or non-indulgent purposes can 
vary depending on the presence of absence of a whimsicality cognitive prime in their consumer 
environment. Consistent with Nenkov and Scott (2014), this study provides support for the underlying 
process of cognitive priming by demonstrating that whimsicality indirectly leads to changes in consumer-
related behavioral outcomes. There is experimental evidence to support the notion that whimsicality can 
prime mental representations of fun and spontaneity. This in turn can non-consciously lead consumer to 
utilize a self-reward schema as they approach their consumption decisions. 
One important implication from this research is how consumers can apply their understanding of 
cognitive priming to the various marketing environments that they interact with on a daily basis. A key 
takeaway from this experiment is self-reward, indulgence, and unhealthy consumer behavior can be 
mitigated if consumers are educated on the implicit hazards of marketing environments surrounding 
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them. Consumers should be aware that brands frequently use whimsicality cognitive priming in their 
marketing mix. This can have potentially unfavorable long-term effects on consumers as it encourages 
indulgent consumption. As such, consumers can attempt to avoid impulsive purchases, and unhealthy 
consumer choices, by being aware of these triggers in their immediate retail environment. 
A second important implication from this research is how marketers have the potential to utilize 
whimsicality cognitive priming to increase the sales of their products, especially those in the FMCGs 
domain. Brands can strategically utilize whimsicality to their advantage in their communication with 
consumers, product packaging, product placement, and logo design. Many brands already position 
themselves in a quirky and eccentric manner; by extending this to other aspects of their marketing mix 
there is the possibility of increased revenue and profits. From a practical standpoint, strategic 
maneuvering can yield favorable outcomes for the brand. This research might be capable of informing 
brands of the power of cognitive priming, and lead to further strategic conversations about how 
whimsicality cognitive priming can be used for marketing purposes. 
An important question for future research is whether the strength of the whimsicality effect would differ 
if there was alignment between the whimsical nature of the FMCGs and the product category (e.g., 
hedonic versus utilitarian). Further research could also examine how individual differences might 
influence this process; specifically, the personality traits of dogmatism and innovation. These might serve 
as meditator variables that can better highlight the nuances of the relationship between whimsical 
cognitive priming and indulgent consumption.   
Brand anthropomorphism as a separate construct should also be examined in the context of this research 
area. For example, anthropomorphic marketing utilizes characters that benefit brands by establishing a 
strong identity and favorable associations. It would be interesting to examine where whimsicality and 
brand anthropomorphism intersect and where they diverge. This could enhance researchers’ 
understanding of what drives indulgent consumption. From a consumer perspective, more 
comprehensive knowledge of these variables could assist in curtailing adverse consumer behaviors that 
are a result of strategically place cognitive primes. Anthropomorphism is a sophisticated topic with 
consumer-character relationships that are interactive, value-based, identity-laden, and symbolic in 
nature. 
It is often the case in laboratory-based experimental research that behavioral intentions are measured 
instead of actual behavior. Therefore, a limitation of the current study is that it did not include an actual 
behavioral outcome variable. As such, hypothetical decision making scenarios were presented in a 
controlled, laboratory environment. The researcher accounted for validity concerns by using accurate and 
representative fictional scenarios and archetypal FMCGs. These choice environments among different 
FMCGs are typical of ones that consumers often face in their everyday lives. However, it is also 
recommended that future research attempt to include actual behavioral measures to fully capture the 
relationship between whimsicality cognitive priming and indulgent consumption. It is also 
recommended that future experimental research in this area attempt to replicate and extend the findings 
of this research by using similar decision-making scenarios. This will enhance the generalizability of the 
results.  
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