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Anthropomorphism strategies have been widely applied in brand marketing activities such as advertising, service communication, and word-of-mouth, and have become an important marketing strategy for many brands. However, prior research has focused on single-brand contexts, leaving the effects and mechanisms of co-brand anthropomorphism underexplored. Drawing on anthropomorphism theory and narrative transportation theory, this study constructs a model to examine how co-brand anthropomorphism influences consumers’ evaluations and intentions toward co-branded products. Three experimental studies were conducted. The studies show that: Compared to non-anthropomorphism, anthropomorphism significantly enhances consumers’ evaluations and purchase intentions for co-branded products, with narrative transportation mediating this effect. The type of co-branding appeal moderates the results: anthropomorphism is effective for abstract appeals but not for specific appeals. The findings offer practical insights for brands to leverage anthropomorphism in co-branding campaigns, improving ad persuasion effectiveness.
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1 Introduction

In the trend that consumer demands are increasingly personalized, younger, and diversified, how brands can stand out from a large amount of marketing information and consumers’ limited energy and win consumers’ attention and favor has become a common problem that urgently needs to be solved (Besharat and Langan, 2014; Lamberton and Stephen, 2016). Co-branding, as a win-win marketing strategy, can not only effectively attract consumers’ attention but also enhance brand soft assets and market dominant position (Huang, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2020). In today’s saturated market, where consumers are bombarded with countless marketing messages daily, co-branding serves as a critical tool for brands to break through the noise and create memorable, differentiated experiences. This is especially vital for brands targeting younger demographics, who exhibit shorter attention spans and higher expectations for authenticity and creativity in brand communications. Scholars pay more attention to a core question: how brands can more effectively achieve co-branding and try to explore the internal logic of the impact of this brand behavior on consumers (Rajagopal and Burnkrant, 2009; Swaminathan et al., 2015).

In co-branding practice, marketers have gradually paid attention to the role of anthropomorphism and regarded it as an effective means to enhance the effect of co-branding marketing. Some new cases show that implementing anthropomorphism strategies in co-branding may bring better marketing results. For example, HEYTEA and PECHOIN transformed into “the two beauties in Shanghai” Axi and Aqu, integrating classic Shanghai elements of the Republic of China into co-branded products, which were highly sought after by young consumers; Sprite and Jiang Xiaobai became youth partners with different personalities, interacting and teasing each other, and their “lemon sparkling wine” product was widely loved by consumers. These successes highlight the untapped potential of anthropomorphism in co-branding, suggesting that humanized brand interactions may resonate more deeply with consumers than traditional advertising approaches. However, despite these promising examples, many brands still struggle to implement anthropomorphism effectively in co-branding campaigns, often due to a lack of systematic understanding of its psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions. In theoretical research, although anthropomorphism has been widely proven to be an effective strategy in the marketing practice of single brands (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007), it can make consumers have a positive response to a specific brand, such as increasing product affinity (Puzakova et al., 2013) improving brand evaluation (Zhang and Wang, 2023), and enhancing consumer intention to use robots for delivery (Xu et al., 2024). The current literature mainly explored the effects of anthropomorphism of a single brand in different situations, analyzing consumers’ cognition and psychological perception towards a specific brand. These research conclusions also provide solid and powerful inspiration for our article.

However, the current research has yet to demonstrate whether the anthropomorphism of cobrands positively influences these consumer responses. While anthropomorphism has been widely studied in single-brand contexts, its effects on co-branding remain unclear. Specifically, critical questions arise: Will consumers identify with and develop positive emotions toward the anthropomorphized characters in co-branding campaigns? How do they make sense of the relationship between co-brands when both are humanized? Does co-brand anthropomorphism lead to more favorable product assessments and higher purchase intent compared to single-brand cases? To address these questions, we draw on narrative transportation theory (Green and Brock, 2000) to select our mediating variables. Narrative transportation—a state of immersion into a story—has been shown to enhance persuasion by reducing counter-arguing and increasing emotional engagement (Van Laer et al., 2019). We propose narrative transportation as the key mediator because anthropomorphized co-brands often create character-driven narratives, and transportation into these narratives may explain how anthropomorphism influences consumer responses. For the moderating variable, we focus on the type of co-branding appeal (functional vs. emotional), as prior research suggests that narrative effects vary significantly based on message framing (Escalas, 2004). Functional appeals emphasize practical benefits, while emotional appeals leverage storytelling—making this a theoretically relevant boundary condition for anthropomorphism effects. These questions are pivotal because co-branding anthropomorphism involves complex interactions between multiple brand personas, which may differ fundamentally from single-brand scenarios. For instance, humanized co-brands could create synergistic storytelling effects (e.g., enhanced relatability) or introduce new challenges (e.g., role conflicts). Yet, no study has empirically examined these dynamics or the underlying mechanisms (e.g., narrative transportation) that drive consumer responses. Addressing these gaps is essential to advance the theoretical understanding of co-branding and provide actionable insights for marketers leveraging co-branding strategies.

The research constructs a theoretical model and proposes hypotheses around the relationships among cobrand anthropomorphism, narrative transportation, type of co-branding appeal, product assessment, and purchase intent based on the narrative transportation theory. This paper makes up for the lack of attention in the existing literature on cobrand anthropomorphism research, extends the research perspective of anthropomorphism from single-brand contexts to co-branding contexts, and has certain theoretical significance for research on the mechanism and boundary definition of co-branding advertising. The research conclusions have important practical implications for brands to effectively use co-branding and anthropomorphism in their marketing approaches.



2 Literature review


2.1 Co-branding

Co-branding refers to any combination of two brands in marketing environments such as advertising, products, and distribution channels, which is a close cooperative relationship formed between cobrands. In the process of co-branding, the participating brands maintain their unique characteristics, find the fit between themselves and the partner brand based on their brand connotations, characteristics, and unique advantages, and carry out a series of marketing activities for the target consumer group (Huang, 2017; Górska-Warsewicz, 2024). Usually, cobrands create a unique product that contains the characteristics of both brands. Generally, co-branding activities are short-term promotional behavior rather than a long-term brand alliance or a specialized sub-brand matrix.

Previous scholars have fully studied the antecedents of the co-branding effect. Studies have shown that in co-branding, consumers’ evaluation of the focal brand is affected by the partner. The alliance between high-equity brands endows the focal brand with a more positive image and has a positive impact on the partner brand (Washburn et al., 2000). In addition, the success of co-branding largely depends on the fit between brands, such as the fit of product functions (Lafferty et al., 2004), brand image (Baumgarth, 2004), and brand attributes (Jian et al., 2021). Most of the existing literature has carried out exploratory research based on schema congruity theory and analyzed cognitive fluency as an important mediating mechanism (Johan Lanseng and Erling Olsen, 2012; Estes et al., 2012). However, scholars are more concerned about why brands should ally and how to more effectively achieve co-branding (Swaminathan et al., 2015). The deep logical relationship of co-branding urgently needs to be further explored.



2.2 Anthropomorphism

Anthropomorphism refers to endowing brands with human characteristics to make them have human-like properties and communicate more effectively with consumers, thereby encouraging consumers to have a more positive response (Guido and Peluso, 2015; Kim and Swaminathan, 2021; Zhang and Wang, 2023). There is a special inductive reasoning process for consumer’s perception of brand anthropomorphism. Through this process, consumers ascribe human-like attributes, purposes, ideas, or possible mental states to brands, akin to those of other actual or conceptual agents, thereby elevating the overall brand evaluation.

Earlier research efforts have mainly concentrated on exploring the internal mechanism of how anthropomorphism in single-brand contexts affects consumers’ perception and evaluation (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007; Cohen, 2014; Qin et al., 2024). However, emerging studies have initiated a preliminary exploration into the function of anthropomorphism in the realm of brand partnerships and co-branding. According to He et al. (2018), anthropomorphism prompts individuals to perceive co-branding as a special social relationship when the brand alliance breaks up, anthropomorphism will enhance consumers’ negative evaluation of the co-branding. Han et al. (2023) discovered that attributing human-like qualities to co-brands can enhance consumers’ assessment and likelihood of purchasing co-branded products, mainly because anthropomorphism enables consumers to perceive that cobrands, like social people, have the intention to establish a long-term and stable cooperative relationship. Based on the above research conclusions, in the complex context of multi-brand cooperation, the impact effect and mechanism of cobrand anthropomorphism on consumers’ behavioral intention urgently need to be further explored.



2.3 Narrative transportation

Narrative transportation theory is widely used in individual psychological research. It is a theory about the state of story receivers. That is, people immersed in the story will have a strong emotional experience and identify with and have positive emotions toward the story’s characters and situations, thereby enhancing the persuasiveness of the story (Zheng, 2014; Brechman and Purvis, 2015). The emotional response and persuasiveness brought by narrative transportation is a unique psychological process that includes attention, imagination, and emotion (Green and Brock, 2000). In this process, individuals will have an almost real mental representation of the scene described in the story and empathize with the characters in the story. As the story unfolds, they will experience a strong emotional response (Chronis, 2008; Thomas & Thomas and Grigsby, 2024).

Narrative transportation affects consumers’ construction of brand meaning. When receiving advertising information flows, consumers will enter a narrative state and complete the decoding, processing, and internalization of brand meaning (Escalas, 2004). Through carefully constructed stories or plots, brands convey their deep-seated concepts to consumers to gain their recognition (Xu et al., 2020), enhance consumers’ attitudes (Zheng, 2014), and brand evaluation (Brechman and Purvis, 2015). Narrative transportation visualizes products, services, or brands, making it easier for consumers to understand the symbolic meaning of brands, deepening consumers’ understanding of brand meaning, and improving marketing effectiveness (Van Laer et al., 2019). Cobrand skillfully integrates anthropomorphic images into the advertising story of co-branding marketing, which can skillfully use anthropomorphism to deepen consumers’ emotional resonance and identification with co-branded products in terms of values, concepts, visions, product functions, and innovative attributes. Narrative transportation is a breakthrough point in this study to explore the mechanism of cobrand anthropomorphism. It can effectively stimulate consumers’ emotional connection and then enhance the marketing effect of cobrands.




3 Research hypotheses


3.1 The main effect of cobrand anthropomorphism

Anthropomorphism endows brands with human characteristics, making consumers regard brands as real existences with emotions, thoughts, souls, personalities, and autonomous behavioral awareness, promoting consumers to understand the cooperative relationship between cobrands, and then may improve consumers’ perception and evaluation of the brand (Puzakova et al., 2013; Chu et al., 2019). On the one hand, consumers’ processing of brand information with anthropomorphism strategies is more fluent. Anthropomorphism can vividly express the specific characteristics and properties of products and brands, thereby reducing the cognitive resources consumed by consumers (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007), which is beneficial to improving the processing fluency of consumers’ advertising information, reducing consumers’ risk perception, and improving consumers’ evaluation (Kim and McGill, 2011). In addition, brand anthropomorphism hinders consumers’ self-control, thereby reducing the sense of conflict in product consumption and improving individuals’ evaluation and preference for information(Hur et al., 2015). Therefore, cobrands can use anthropomorphism to ease consumers’ perceived barriers in brand and product fit and improve consumers’ positive perception of cobrands.

On the other hand, individuals experience interpersonal communication like the real world, generate trust and pleasure in socialized communication, and meet social interaction needs. Since the dimensions of brand personality are like those of human personality (Aaker, 1997), anthropomorphism improves consumers’ perception of brand personality (Delbaere et al., 2011), makes consumers form self-consistency based on self-concept similarity with the brand, makes the relationship between consumers and the brand more socialized, and then establishes an interpersonal relationship with a “similar to me” brand (Guido and Peluso, 2015). Brand anthropomorphism brings a sense of belonging to consumers through the creation of relationship value (Chen and Yang, 2017), enhances trust with customers, and then improves product evaluation. Similarly, since cobrand anthropomorphism endows brands with human traits and emotions, it meets consumers’ needs for social belonging. Consumers can use more familiar socialized cognitive resources to understand the brand roles and relationships in co-branding. Therefore, the cobrand image and co-branded product characteristics will become more vivid and three-dimensional, and consumers can establish a deep emotional connection with them. This emotional connection makes them find an emotional resonance with the cobrand. Therefore, the cobrand anthropomorphism strategy can effectively improve consumers’ evaluation and win more market recognition for the brand. Thus, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H1: Cobrand anthropomorphism can elevate consumers’ evaluations and increase their intention to purchase co-branded products.
 



3.2 Mediating variables: narrative transportation

Consumers’ deconstruction process of brand anthropomorphism is the understanding, processing, and interpretation of anthropomorphic cues. In this process, consumers enter a narrative transportation state due to their immersion in anthropomorphic information. Consumers are vigilant about advertisements with obvious persuasion intentions because the persuasive motivational intention will trigger consumers’ attribution intention (Fein, 1996). As a relatively subtle form of persuasion, a story is less likely to arouse consumers’ antipathy because it does not present an obvious persuasion attempt. The effect of narrative transportation is based on the mechanism of “self-referencing.” Self-referencing involves a cognitive procedure in which individuals compare and comprehend external information relative to their internally stored self-relevant details (Debevec and Romeo, 1992). The self-persuasion generated by self-referencing is a mechanism in which consumers make their cognitive resources consistent with the cognitive resources required for information processing through self-interpretation of the story. The self-connection triggered by the story is a psychological activity actively participated in by consumers. In this process, understanding and reconstructing the story are mainly achieved through the invocation of empathy and imagination. Among them, empathy refers to the story receiver trying to grasp the experiences of the narrative character and immerse oneself in the story world through an analogous perspective (Van Laer et al., 2019). Imagination is a form of psychological expression of unreality. An individual matches the story with the story in memory, actively participates in story shaping through familiar images, personal experiences, similar stories, etc., integrates fragmented plots, and actively fills in narrative gaps (Chronis, 2008). Therefore, consumers interpret and understand the input information according to their prior knowledge, invoke all evaluation and description information related to the brand, and connect the story with themselves as receivers, thereby enhancing their understanding and evaluation of the advertising information.

Anthropomorphism endows brands with human attributes, characteristics, or spirits, forms the roles and plots of advertising stories, promotes consumers to generalize anthropomorphic things through self-knowledge, evokes consumers’ “self-connection,” and promotes consumers’ understanding and recognition of the cobrand relationship and co-branded products. In this process, consumers compare the self-related information in memory with the input information to achieve the connection between the story and the consumer self and generate higher perceived fluency and emotional experience (Debevec and Romeo, 1992). On the one hand, the anthropomorphic story character stimulates consumers’ empathy, makes consumers resonate with the brand story, evokes consumers to have emotional interaction, and thus improves consumers’ evaluation (Escalas, 2004; Shen et al., 2014). On the other hand, consumers connect the story characters, and the brand image becomes more vivid and visualized in the imagination process, which further makes consumers have self-connection and brand connection construction. In addition, anthropomorphism promotes consumers’ social perception, makes consumers more actively interact with brands in a parasocial relationship (Tsao, 1996), and improves consumers’ attitudes and purchase intention of co-branded products in the “quasi-social interaction” process. Consequently, we posit the following hypothesis:


H2: Narrative transportation functions as a mediator in the association between anthropomorphism and both the evaluation of co-branded products and purchase intent.
 



3.3 Boundary condition: co-branding appeal

In the process of brand cooperation, both will retain their unique brand characteristics and fully consider the brand characteristics of the other party to achieve complementary advantages. Brand characteristics include both specific characteristics and abstract characteristics. Specific characteristics include functional characteristics, iconic elements, brand symbols, etc., and abstract characteristics include the brand’s value concept, symbolic meaning, and brand vision (de Chernatony et al., 2006). The focal brand may achieve co-branding with the partner brand by strengthening its unique function, realizing a concrete co-branding appeal; or it may achieve an alliance with the partner by promoting its value orientation, realizing an abstract co-branding appeal. Different types of co-branding appeals influence the effectiveness of cobrand anthropomorphism. To theoretically contextualize this, the study categorizes co-branding appeals into two types based on prior literature. Abstract appeals refer to that co-branding emphasizes the fit and sharing of the concepts, values, and brand cultures between partner brands, reflecting the symbolic and emotional characteristics of the brand (Xiao and Lee, 2024); while specific appeals refer to highlighting the common interest points, complementarity, and additional value brought by the cobrands through the specific characteristics and advantages of products or services of different brands, highlighting their functionality and practicality to meet consumers’ specific needs (Hornik et al., 2017).

Abstract appeals enable consumers to perceive the core values and cultural concepts conveyed by the brand. This emotional experience resonates with consumers’ inner emotions, fulfilling their psychological needs and establishing deeper emotional bonds. As anthropomorphism fosters interpersonal connections (Guido and Peluso, 2015), it enhances emotional engagement, elicits stronger positive emotions, and stimulates consumers to have positive product preferences and purchase intentions. Thus, abstract appeals align more effectively with anthropomorphic co-branding strategies. On the contrary, specific appeals emphasize product functionality, highlighting the tangible benefits for consumers and addressing their utilitarian needs. By presenting rational attributes, specific appeals enhance consumers’ sense of realism and trust, thereby promoting positive consumption behaviors. This paper argues that specific appeals are more compatible with non-anthropomorphic co-branding, as consumers evaluate functional innovations (e.g., usability) more effectively through direct, low-cognitive-risk presentations. Thus, we posit the following hypothesis:


H3: Co-branding appeal (abstract appeal vs. specific appeal) can exert a moderating effect on the effectiveness of co-brand anthropomorphism. Specifically, under the abstract appeal, anthropomorphism has a significant effect on consumer evaluation and willingness; conversely, under specific appeal conditions, the impact of non-anthropomorphism is more significant.
 

The conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model of this paper.





4 Study 1: effectiveness of cobrand anthropomorphism

The main purpose of Study 1 is to test H1, that is, compared with the non-anthropomorphic condition, anthropomorphism of co-branded entities results in enhanced evaluation and increased intention. We use two real brands for analysis and provide preliminary evidence for H2.


4.1 Method


4.1.1 Design

Participants were recruited through Credamo (a professional online survey platform in China, www.credamo.com), which is widely used for academic research and provides high-quality data collection services with rigorous participant screening mechanisms. Recruitment criteria included: (1) being 18 years or older, (2) having purchased co-branded products in the past 6 months, and (3) being active users of beverage products. Participants were enlisted to contribute to our research through an online survey platform. A total of 130 participants (Mage = 25.56, SDage = 6.81, 48.5% male, 98.5% of participants aged between 19 and 40 years; refer to Table 1) were enlisted and divided into two groups: one exposed to the anthropomorphic scenario and the other to the non-anthropomorphic scenario.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistical analysis (Study 1).
[image: Table1]



4.1.2 Procedure

Before the formal study, 38 consumers (57.9% males, Mage = 20.42) were recruited through a pre-test for interviews and questionnaire surveys. Through screening and sorting, 18 categories (107 types) of co-branded products were identified, including clothing, shoes, cosmetics, mobile phones, beverages, food, bags, etc. To avoid the “ceiling effect,” this paper selects beverage products as the study commodity for Study 1.

In the formal study, this paper analyzes the co-branding marketing of two real brands, “Sprite” and “JOYBO.” Referring to the research of Aggarwal and McGill (2007), corresponding posters and advertising slogans were designed for the anthropomorphic condition. Specifically, the anthropomorphic condition employed first-person pronouns, whereas the non-anthropomorphic condition utilized third-person pronouns (refer to Figure 2). During the formal study process, the participants were required to read the brief introductions of the above two brands and the study situation introduction. The study scenario was designed as follows: JOYBO is a liquor brand. The beverage brand Sprite is introducing a new lemon soda in collaboration. While shopping with friends, you might see a poster advertising this product. The two groups of participants were asked to read the advertising posters presenting anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic contents, respectively.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Anthropomorphism manipulation (Study 1). (a) Anthropomorphism, (b) Non-anthropomorphism.




4.1.3 Measures

To evaluate whether the anthropomorphism manipulation was effective, drawing on the research of Kim and McGill (2011), anthropomorphism was evaluated through three items (i.e., “I feel these brands look like two people,” “I feel these two brands seem to have free will,” and “I feel they seem to have their own intentions”). The product evaluation scale draws on the research of Morgan and Hunt (1994) and the measurement of product evaluation was gauged through a questionnaire on a 9-point scale (1 = “bad, dislike, not useful, undesirable, low-quality, unfavorable”; 9 = “good, like, useful, desirable, high-quality, favorable”) (Mukherjee and Hoyer, 2001). The purchase intention scale, informed by Dodds et al. (1991), includes five items designed in accordance with this paper’s research context (For example, “I am willing to try this co-branded product” “If I happen to see it in the store, I may buy the product” “I may actively search for the product,” etc. 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).




4.2 Results


4.2.1 Manipulation check

The variance analysis revealed that advertisements incorporating anthropomorphic design elicited a stronger perception of anthropomorphism among viewers [Mauth = 4.61, SD = 1.12 vs. Mnonauth = 3.73, SD = 1.10; t (128) = 4.49, p < 0.001, d = 0.793]; The analysis did not reveal any substantial variation in the level of familiarity regarding Sprite [Mauth = 5.28, SD = 1.14, Mnonauth = 5.08, SD = 1.45; t (128) = 0.87, p = 0.384, d = 0.153] and JOYBO [Mauth = 4.52, SD = 1.43, Mnonauth = 4.35, SD = 1.40; t (128) = 0.68, p = 0.496, d = 0.120] between the two groups of participants. Therefore, the influence of brand familiarity on the participants’ attitudes and intentions can be eliminated. Thus, the manipulation of anthropomorphism in the study was effective.



4.2.2 Main effect test

The direct effect of cobrand anthropomorphism was tested. The findings from the one-way ANOVA indicated that cobrand anthropomorphism significantly influenced product evaluation [F (1, 128) = 9.809, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.071] and purchase intention [F (1, 128) = 7.195, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.053]; the outcomes of the independent samples t-test demonstrated that compared with non-anthropomorphism, cobrand anthropomorphism could stimulate consumers to have a higher evaluation of co-branded products [Mauth = 6.38, SD = 1.09 vs. Mnonauth = 5.52, SD = 1.92, t (128) = 3.331, p < 0.01, d = 0.551] and purchase intention [Mauth = 4.65, SD = 0.96 vs. Mnonauth = 4.06, SD = 1.49, t (128) = 4.68, p < 0.001, d = 0.471]. Therefore, H1 was effectively verified. Figure 3 shows the results.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Effectiveness of cobrand anthropomorphism(Study 1).





4.3 Discussion

Study 1 revealed that incorporating anthropomorphic elements in cobrands could significantly enhance consumer evaluations and intentions. This preliminary study offered foundational evidence supporting the primary effect within an authentic brand setting. To broaden the applicability of these insights, Study 2 extended the analysis to virtual brands, thereby aiming to reinforce the generalizability of the study’s conclusions.




5 Study 2: the mediating effect of narrative transportation

Study 1 used real brands for a preliminary test of the main effect. To mitigate the potential confounding effect of brand familiarity, Study 2 introduced fictional brands. This approach allowed for a deeper investigation into how co-brand anthropomorphism influences consumer evaluation and intention, as well as the mediating role of narrative transportation. In addition, prior research has indicated that mental simulation is also a critical pathway affecting consumers’ evaluation of new products (Zhao et al., 2011) and advertising persuasion (Escalas, 2004). This study also measured mental simulation and excluded its alternative explanation.


5.1 Method


5.1.1 Design

As in study 1, participants were recruited through Credamo in this study. To ensure data quality, we included attention checks and restricted participation to respondents with a high completion rate (≥95%) on the platform. Recruitment criteria included: (1) being 18 years or older, (2) owning a smartphone, and (3) having no prior knowledge of the fictional brands used in the study. The formal study employed a between-subjects design with a singular factor. A total of 128 participants (Mage = 27.35, SDage = 6.3, 40.9% male, refer to Table 2) were recruited, with 64 assigned to the anthropomorphic scenario and 64 to the non-anthropomorphic scenario.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistical analysis (Study 2).
[image: Table2]



5.1.2 Procedure

In Study 2, taking the co-branding of the mobile phone brand Huawei and the camera brand Leica as the material, the fictional mobile phone brand “ETORS” and camera brand “SEIIKY” were created for analysis (see Figure 4). During the formal study process, the participants were required to read the brief introductions of the above two fictional brands and the study situation introduction. The study scenario was designed as follows: ETORS and SEIKY, brands known for smartphones and digital cameras respectively, are jointly releasing a smartphone with enhanced multi-shot sensitivity. If you are shopping for a new smartphone, you might see this advertisement. The two groups of participants were asked to read the advertising posters presenting anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic contents, respectively. Finally, the participants were asked to perform a manipulation check.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Anthropomorphism manipulation (Study 2). (a) Anthropomorphism, (b) Non-anthropomorphism.




5.1.3 Measures

The narrative transportation scale drew on the research of Escalas (2004) and was assessed using three items (i.e., “I feel immersed in this advertisement,” “When I think of this advertisement, I can easily describe what happened in it,” “I can imagine myself in this advertising scenario”). Following the research of Huang et al. (2020), a single item (i.e., “Your familiarity with brand ETORS/brand SEIIKY”) was used to measure brand familiarity. In addition, The scales for other key variables were consistent with Study 1 and used a 7-point Likert scale.




5.2 Results


5.2.1 Manipulation check

The ANOVA findings demonstrated that the advertising poster presenting anthropomorphic content stimulated a higher perception of anthropomorphism than that presenting non-anthropomorphic content [Mauth = 4.11, SD = 1.20, Mnonauth = 2.95, SD = 1.18; t (126) = 5.51, p < 0.001, d = 0.975]; the analysis did not reveal any significant variation in ETORS familiarity [Mauth = 2.34, SD = 1.50, Mnonauth = 2.05, SD = 1.40; t (126) = 1.051, p = 0.295, d = 0.199] and SEIKY [Mauth = 2.24, SD = 1.56, Mnonauth = 1.96, SD = 1.14; t (126) = 2.201, p = 0.147, d = 0.003] between the two groups of participants. The results of the one-sample t-test demonstrated that the brand familiarity level was situated beneath the scale’s median value [METORS = 2.18, SD = 1.45, t (127) = −14.14, p < 0.001; MSEIIKY = 2.09, SD = 1.37, t (127) = −15.69, p < 0.001, d = 0.064]. Therefore, the effect of brand familiarity on participants’ attitudes and intentions can be eliminated. Thus, the anthropomorphism operation was effective.



5.2.2 Main effect test

The one-way ANOVA findings suggested that cobrand anthropomorphism had a significant impact on product evaluation [F (1, 126) = 18.175, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.128] and purchase intention [F (1, 126) = 23.413, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.159]. The results of independent sample t-test showed that compared with non-anthropomorphism, anthropomorphism could stimulate consumers to have a higher product evaluation [Mauth = 6.06, SD = 1.28, Mnonauth = 4.98, SD = 1.52, t (126) = 4.33, p < 0.001, d = 0.769] and purchase intention [Mauth = 4.41, SD = 1.07, Mnonauth = 3.58, SD = 1.21, t (126) = 4.07, p < 0.001, d = 0.737]. Therefore, H1 was further effectively verified. Figure 5 shows the results.

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 The main effect of cobrand anthropomorphism (Study 2).





5.2.3 Mediating effect test

The influence of narrative transportation as a mediator was evaluated in this study. The assessment utilized the Bootstrap method described by Hayes and Scharkow (2013), where Model 4 was selected and estimated by the Bias Corrected Bootstrap method (5,000 times). The findings indicated that narrative transportation served as a mediator in the relationship between co-brand anthropomorphism and product evaluation at the 95% confidence level (β = 0.35, SE = 0.14, CI: [0.11, 0.67]). Upon incorporating the mediating variable (narrative transportation), the direct effect of co-brand anthropomorphism on product evaluation remained significant (β = 0.73, SE = 0.24, CI: [0.26, 1.20]), suggesting that narrative transportation exerted a partial mediating influence, and H2 was verified.

Similarly, the findings revealed a significant indirect effect of cobrand anthropomorphism on purchase intention at the 95% confidence level (β = 0.36, SE = 0.14, CI: [0.12, 0.66]). When narrative transportation was controlled for, the direct effect became non-significant (β = 0.46, SE = 0.18, CI: [0.11, 0.82]), suggesting that narrative transportation partially mediated the effects of the independent variables on the outcome variables. H2 was verified.



5.2.4 Alternative explanation

This study examined the mediating role of mental simulation. The Bootstrap analysis revealed that mental simulation did not significantly mediate the relationship between co-brand anthropomorphism and product evaluation at the 95% confidence level (β = 0.07, SE = 0.09, CI: [−0.04, 0.31]). Similarly, the mediating effect on purchase intention was also non-significant at 95% confidence (β = 0.08, SE = 0.08, CI: [−0.04, 0.27]). These findings suggest that mental simulation does not provide a viable alternative explanation for the observed effects.



5.3 Discussion

In Study 2, virtual brands were utilized to extend the examination of both the primary and mediating effects within the proposed model. Specifically, cobrand anthropomorphism led to higher evaluations and intentions compared to non-anthropomorphic conditions, reinforcing its efficacy. Additionally, Study 2 confirmed the mediating role of narrative transportation, showing that cobrand anthropomorphism enhances consumer responses through this mechanism. However, it remains unclear whether these findings hold across various co-branding appeal scenarios. To address this, Study 3 was designed to explore the boundaries within which the theoretical model applies, testing its consistency under different conditions.




6 Study 3: co-branding appeal as a boundary condition

Study 3 determined to scrutinize the effect of co-branding appeal at the brand level. To achieve this goal, a between-participants study design of 2 (cobrand anthropomorphism: with vs. without) × 2 (co-branding appeal: abstract appeal vs. specific appeal) was carried out. This study selected the real brands Oreo and Hershey’s Chocolate as the focal brand and partner brand, respectively, to verify the moderating effect of co-branding appeal.


6.1 Method


6.1.1 Design

Participants were recruited through Wenjuanxing,1 a widely used online survey platform in China. To ensure data quality, we included attention checks and restricted participation to respondents with a high completion rate (≥95%) on the platform. Recruitment criteria included: (1) being 18 years or older, (2) residing in China, and (3) being familiar with co-branded food products (e.g., Oreo or Hershey’s). The formal experimental procedure adopted a between-participants design with a single factor. We recruited volunteers from the Internet to participate in the experiment. A total of 256 valid participants (Mage = 29.48, SDage = 8.68, 44.9% male, refer to Table 3) were recruited. The group subjected to abstract appeal with anthropomorphic characteristics included 64 participants, that of the abstract appeal-non-anthropomorphic group was 63, that of the specific appeal-anthropomorphic group was 67, and that of the specific appeal-non-anthropomorphic group was 62.



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistical analysis (Study 3).
[image: Table3]



6.1.2 Procedure

To ensure the successful manipulation of co-branding appeal and that the two brands had the same level of familiarity, a pre-test was conducted on another 58 participants. This study selected the joint marketing material of Oreo and Hershey’s Chocolate for analysis. The study scenario was designed as follows: Oreo, a famous cookie brand, and Hershey’s, a renowned chocolate brand, are collaborating on a new product launch. Suppose you need to prepare some snacks during your winter vacation travels, and it so happens that you notice the content of the product’s advertisement, browse its content and price, and find that it just meets your needs and budget.

Participants were initially presented with the study materials and tasked with evaluating both advertising appeal types individually. Pre-test analyses confirmed the successful manipulation of co-branding appeal. Participants perceived higher levels of abstractness in the abstract appeal condition compared to the specific appeal condition [Mabstract = 4.65, SD = 0.80 vs. Mspecific = 4.08, SD = 0.96; t (254) = 5.17, p < 0.01, d = 0.645]. In contrast, the specific appeal condition resulted in higher perceptions of concreteness [Mabstract = 4.64, SD = 1.32 vs. Mspecific = 4.12, SD = 1.17; t (254) = 3.31, p < 0.01, d = 0.417].

Next, the participants were shown the introductions of the two brands and a study scenario. Then, the four groups of participants were shown four advertising contents, respectively. The pictures of cobrand anthropomorphism and non-anthropomorphism manipulation under abstract/specific appeals are shown in Figures 6, 7.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 Cobrand anthropomorphism manipulation under abstract appeal (Study 3). (a) Anthropomorphism under abstract appeal, (b) Non-anthropomorphism under abstract appeal.


[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Cobrand anthropomorphism manipulation under specific appeal (Study 3). (a) Anthropomorphism under specific appeal, (b) Non-anthropomorphism under specific appeal.




6.1.3 Measures

The manipulation of anthropomorphism, the measurement of narrative transportation, product evaluation, purchase intention, emotional state, and brand familiarity were the same as in Study 1 and Study 2. Among them, the co-branding appeal scale drew on the advertising orientation scale of Jin et al. (2021). The abstract appeal was measured by 3 items (i.e., “To what extent do you think the above advertising content is abstract?,” “When seeing this advertising content, I can easily feel that the two brands are trying to convey a certain common concept,” “When seeing this advertising content, I can feel the deep-seated information such as the values and visions that these two brands want to convey”). The specific appeal was measured by 3 items (i.e., “To what extent do you think the above advertisement is specific?,” “When seeing this advertising content, I can easily feel that the two brands are trying to convey a certain specific function or advantage,” “When seeing this advertising content, I can feel the specific details of the relevant products that these two brands want to convey”).




6.2 Results


6.2.1 Manipulation check

The results showed that the advertising picture presenting anthropomorphic content stimulated a higher perception of anthropomorphism than that presenting non-anthropomorphic content [Mauth = 4.55, SD = 1.08, Mnonauth = 3.79, SD = 1.17; t (254) = 5.35, p < 0.001, d = 0.675]; Participants showed similar levels of familiarity with Oreo [Mauth = 5.38, SD = 1.19, Mnonauth = 5.26, SD = 1.31; t (254) = 0.81, p = 0.126, d = 0.093] and Hershey’s [Mauth = 4.61, SD = 1.51, Mnonauth = 4.56, SD = 1.38; t (254) = 0.28, p = 0.061, d = 0.096] between the anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic groups. Therefore, the influence of brand familiarity on the participants’ attitudes and intentions could be eliminated. Thus, the manipulation of anthropomorphism in the study was effective.



6.2.2 Main effect test

The findings from the one-way ANOVA showed that in the abstract appeal group, co-brand anthropomorphism exerted a significant influence on the evaluation [F (1, 125) = 41.418, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.107] and purchase intention [F (1, 125) = 23.076, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.095]; the independent sample t-test analysis showed that compared with non-anthropomorphism, anthropomorphism could stimulate consumers to have a higher evaluation of co-branded product [Mauth = 6.36, SD = 1.11, Mnonauth = 5.14, SD = 2.21, t (125) = 3.71, p < 0.001, d = 0.724] and purchase intention [Mauth = 4.63, SD = 0.96, Mnonauth = 3.77, SD = 1.61, t (125) = 3.51, p < 0.01, d = 0.649].

In the specific appeal group, cobrand anthropomorphism also had no significant impact on product evaluation [F (1, 127) = 1.20, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.007] and purchase intention [F (1, 127) = 0.078, p > 0.05,η2 = 0.001]. The independent sample T-test results revealed that compared with non-anthropomorphism, anthropomorphism could not stimulate consumers to have an evaluation of differences [Mauth = 6.18, SD = 1.17, Mnonauth = 6.48, SD = 1.24, t (127) = − 1.91, p > 0.05, d = 0.249]. Additionally, the impact of anthropomorphism on purchase intention was not significant [Mauth = 4.64, SD = 1.05, Mnonauth = 4.85, SD = 1.05, t (127) = −1.13, p > 0.05, d = 0.189]. Figures 8, 9 illustrate the results.

[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 Interaction effect between anthropomorphism and co-branding appeal on product evaluation (Study 3).


[image: Figure 9]

FIGURE 9
 Interaction effect between anthropomorphism and co-branding appeal on product intention (Study 3).




6.2.3 Moderated mediation effect test

This study examined the mediating role of narrative transportation using Hayes and Scharkow’s (2013) Bootstrap method, where Model 8 was selected and estimated by the Bias Corrected Bootstrap method (5,000 times). The analysis revealed that: in the context of abstract co-branding appeal, narrative transportation significantly mediated the effect of co-brand anthropomorphism on both product evaluation at the 95% confidence level (β = 0.51, CI = [0.18, 0.83]) and purchase intention (β = 0.39, CI = [0.15, 0.67]). Conversely, in the setting of specific co-branding appeal, narrative transportation also played a significant mediating role, but with negative effects on product evaluation (β = −0.37, CI = [−0.63, −0.11]) and purchase intention (β = −0.29, CI = [−0.53, −0.08]). These findings further substantiate the mediating effect of narrative transportation across different types of cobranding appeals.




6.3 Discussion

Study 3 expanded on previous findings by examining how co-branding appeal moderates the effectiveness of anthropomorphism. Results showed that in abstract appeals, co-brand anthropomorphism significantly enhanced product evaluation and purchase intention, whereas in specific appeals, it had no significant effect. Narrative transportation mediated these effects in both contexts, underscoring its pivotal role. Our results did not fully support the hypothesis that non-anthropomorphic strategies excel under specific appeals, possibly due to anthropomorphism’s strong main effect in abstract appeals carrying over, enhancing warmth even in functional messages. The utilitarian focus of specific appeals may have also muted expected contrasts. Additionally, the snack food context (Oreo × Hershey’s) likely favored affective responses, limiting non-anthropomorphic messaging’s advantage. These insights, discussed clarify boundary conditions and deepen theoretical understanding of anthropomorphism’s limits.




7 General discussion


7.1 Research conclusions

Based on the relevant theories of anthropomorphism and narrative transportation, this paper provided strong evidence for the effectiveness of cobrand anthropomorphism through three studies. The findings extend prior single-brand anthropomorphism research (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007; Puzakova et al., 2013) by demonstrating that humanizing co-brands amplify consumer responses through synergistic narrative effects, a mechanism absent in single-brand contexts. The essential findings include that co-brand anthropomorphism can enhance consumers’ evaluations of products and their intention to purchase more than non-anthropomorphic approaches, with narrative transportation acting as a mediator; the type of co-branding appeal plays a moderator — a result aligning with Green and Brock’s (2000) transportation theory but revealing its heightened role in multi-brand storytelling. Notably, the study contrasts with schema congruity-based explanations for co-branding success (Johan Lanseng and Erling Olsen, 2012; Estes et al., 2012), showing that narrative transportation, not just cognitive fluency, drives consumer engagement when anthropomorphism is employed. In other words, when it comes to abstract co-branding appeal, giving human-like traits to the co-brand significantly influences how products are evaluated and the intention to purchase them. In a particular appeal scenario, co-brand anthropomorphism has no significant effect on product evaluation and purchase intention. Narrative transportation mediates in both situations. The research bridges gaps between anthropomorphism theory (traditionally focused on single brands) and co-branding literature (often centered on fit or equity transfer), offering a unified framework where narrative transportation explains how humanized brand interactions create value. The research conclusions have important marketing practice implications for how brands apply anthropomorphism strategies in co-branding marketing and enhance consumers’ in-depth perception and experience.



7.2 Theoretical contributions

First, prior studies have mainly explored the influence of product function complementarity, brand image consistency, and brand attribute complementarity on consumers’ attitudes and intentions toward the main and partner brands in co-branding based on schema congruity theory (Baumgarth, 2004; Johan Lanseng and Erling Olsen, 2012; Swaminathan et al., 2015; Jian et al., 2021). While these studies have advanced our understanding of co-branding success factors, they have largely overlooked the role of brand personality and humanized interactions in shaping consumer responses. Our paper examined how cobrand anthropomorphism affects consumer perception, evaluation, and willingness toward co-branded products, thereby extending the co-branding literature beyond static fit dimensions to dynamic, relationship-driven mechanisms (He et al., 2018; Han et al., 2023). This contributes to the understanding of factors leading to successful co-brandings from a consumer perspective and bridges the gap between single-brand anthropomorphism research (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007; Zhang and Wang, 2023) and multi-brand contexts.

Second, this study contributed to the literature on the psychological motivation and related mechanisms of cobrand anthropomorphism satisfaction. Prior research has demonstrated that brand anthropomorphism positively influences perceived fluency and brand ability (Johan Lanseng and Erling Olsen, 2012; Estes et al., 2012), yet these studies primarily focused on single-brand scenarios (Puzakova et al., 2013; Kim and Swaminathan, 2021). Moreover, while the importance of partner selection in co-branding is well-documented (Geylani et al., 2008), little attention has been paid to how anthropomorphism alters consumers’ interpretation of the co-branding relationship. This study showed that co-branding anthropomorphism could enhance the effect of co-branding marketing, not through traditional cognitive fluency pathways but through the narrative transportation mechanism (Green and Brock, 2000; Van Laer et al., 2019). By immersing consumers in a humanized brand story, anthropomorphism fosters emotional engagement and self-referencing (Debevec and Romeo, 1992; Escalas, 2004), thereby offering a novel explanatory framework for co-branding effectiveness that complements schema congruity theory.

Finally, this study proposed and verified the moderating effect of different types of co-branding appeals on the effect of cobrand anthropomorphism. Previous studies have emphasized that fit, congruence, and consistency are critical to co-branding success (Huang, 2017; Górska-Warsewicz, 2024), yet they seldom addressed how message framing interacts with anthropomorphism strategies. This study identified co-branding appeal as an important boundary condition and empirically demonstrated that abstract appeals (e.g., value-based narratives) synergize with anthropomorphism by leveraging interpersonal connection mechanisms (Guido and Peluso, 2015), whereas specific appeals (e.g., functional benefits) diminish its impact by shifting focus to utilitarian evaluations (Hornik et al., 2017). This finding extends the anthropomorphism literature by contextualizing its effectiveness within the co-branding appeal framework (Xiao and Lee, 2024) and provides actionable insights for marketers designing collaborative campaigns.



7.3 Practical contributions

First, within the realm of co-branding marketing practices, given the focus on the complementarity of product functions and the consistency of brand images, marketers are required to carry out a set of coordinated anthropomorphic communication tactics in line with the properties and features of each brand involved in the co-branding initiative. Marketers can use the anthropomorphism strategy to highlight the interactive behavior between brands, and make consumers generate emotions such as identification, trust, care, and mutual attachment. For example, in the case of a luxury fashion brand collaborating with a tech company, marketers could design anthropomorphic roles where the fashion brand embodies elegance and heritage, while the tech brand represents innovation and precision. Their interaction could be portrayed as a “dialogue” between tradition and futurism, reinforcing the complementary strengths of both brands. Marketers can choose appropriate anthropomorphic roles, create a brand anthropomorphic image exclusive to the enterprise, and integrate the anthropomorphic image into advertising, product packaging, shape, etc., creating a unique and inimitable popularity attribute, improving consumers’ preference for the cobrands.

Second, marketers can endow products with emotional value by telling brand stories and making consumers resonate. Marketers can create novel joint stories and theme contents to interpret the anthropomorphic brand image and its implied quasi-interpersonal relationship, combine brand characteristics and storylines, and make consumers regard the co-branding as an interpersonal interaction context full of emotions and stories, thus creating an emotional connection between consumers and the cobrands, shaping unique co-branded products. In addition, the core of the anthropomorphism strategy is to establish a closer emotional connection with consumers by endowing brands or products with human traits and emotions. Thus, brand managers should concentrate on strengthening the emotional connection with consumers. They can enhance the personality of brands or products through creative design, thereby encouraging consumers to resonate and emotionally identify with them. For example, a children’s product co-branding (e.g., Disney × LEGO) could adopt playful, friendly anthropomorphic characters (e.g., Mickey Mouse and a LEGO figure building adventures together) to evoke nostalgia and joy in both parents and children. As a result, it enhances positive evaluation of the product and the intention to purchase.

Third, when formulating joint marketing strategies, marketers should fully consider consumers’ perception of the co-branding appeal of both parties, reasonably extract, evaluate, and align the traits of the focal brand with the partner brand, better understand the relationship between the brands, and make a reasonable alliance according to their respective advantages. Brand marketers should clarify the type of joint story appeal of themselves and their partners, whether it is abstract or specific. For abstract appeals (e.g., sustainability collaborations like Patagonia × Starbucks), anthropomorphism could focus on shared values (e.g., “Earth Guardians” persona) to emphasize ethical alignment. For functional appeals (e.g., GoPro × Red Bull’s adventure-driven campaigns), anthropomorphism should highlight action-oriented traits (e.g., “Thrill-Seeking Duo”). According to different types of story appeals, brand marketers should timely display the deep-seated information such as the value concept and cultural perspective that the brand wants to convey; but in the context of abstract co-branding appeal, it is necessary to focus on showing the functional characteristics, innovative attributes, etc. of the product that reflect the specific expected benefits for consumers.



7.4 Research limitations and prospects

To begin with, past studies suggest that anthropomorphism does not always have beneficial effects and might negatively impact brand image (Puzakova et al., 2013). Brand collaboration is a strategy between companies that can lead to both positive and negative spillover effects. Nonetheless, our research did not examine the outcomes of this phenomenon from the reverse viewpoint. Further studies can uncover the dual impacts of brand cooperation anthropomorphism and offer more practical advice for businesses. Secondly, earlier studies primarily investigated the marketing impact of brand anthropomorphism via the cognitive fluency mechanism, whereas this research empirically confirmed the influence of cobrand anthropomorphism and narrative transportation. Thus, future research can conduct a comparative analysis. This paper focused on the use and mechanism of anthropomorphism in linking two brands instead of multiple brands (three or more). For complex brand alliances, anthropomorphism may influence consumers’ perceptions of brand group identity and their attitudes toward co-branded products. Future research should explore these psychological impacts to understand the effects of anthropomorphism on consumer behavior. Finally, it is important to acknowledge that the sample populations across the three studies were predominantly composed of young adults, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to broader demographic groups. Future research should incorporate more heterogeneous samples to validate the robustness of the results and enhance their applicability across different consumer segments.
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