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Cuteness conquest: how 
cuteness type and brand 
impression affect consumers’ 
brand evaluation in social media

Jia Wang , Jia Zhou , Jiawen Shen  and Xiaomei Wang *

School of Journalism and Communication, Hangzhou City University, Hangzhou, China

While cuteness has become a strategic tool for brands on social media, its effec-
tiveness remains inconsistent. This ambiguity stems from an oversimplified con-
ceptualization of cuteness and an incomplete understanding of the relational 
mechanisms of its operation. To fill this gap, we developed and tested a model 
based on consistency theory and stereotype content model (SCM). We distin-
guish kindchenschema and whimsical cuteness, and examine how their consis-
tency with brand impression (warmth and competence) shapes brand evaluation 
by promoting parasocial interaction (PSI). The results of three experiments show 
that a match (e.g., warmth with the kindchenschema, competence with whim-
sical) promotes PSI, thereby enhancing brand evaluation. Crucially, we identify 
social exclusion as a key boundary condition: this matching effect is significantly 
amplified among socially excluded consumers, for whom it serves a compen-
satory role, but is attenuated among socially included individuals. By moving 
beyond assessment of the cuteness intensity, this research provides actionable 
insights for strategically deploying brand personification on social media.

KEYWORDS

brand impression, cuteness, parasocial interaction, social exclusion, social media 

marketing

1 Introduction

In the landscape of digital marketing, cuteness has evolved from a mere aesthetic flourish 
into a strategic tool for brand communication (Gretry et al., 2017). Brands increasingly leverage 
cuteness—manifested through personified mascots, whimsical visual designs, affectionate 
communication styles, and playful interactions—on social media platforms to capture attention 
(Kringelbach et al., 2016) and foster consumer connections (Yang, 2023; Chen and Jia, 2023; 
Suci and Wang, 2023). This widespread phenomenon manifests in diverse forms, making it a 
timely and important subject for research, especially as brands increasingly seek to build genu-
ine engagement in a crowded, relationship-driven social media landscape.

However, using cuteness is risky, and the results are often mixed. While some cute appeals 
have helped build brand equity (Li and Eastman, 2024) and smoothed over service failures (Lv 
et al., 2021; Septianto and Kwon, 2022), others can backfire. Sometimes, it makes the brand 
look incompetent, which actually hurts its reputation (Stavropoulos and Alba, 2018; Yoon et 
al., 2022; Messer et al., 2024).

To understand these different influences, we need to appreciate the inner nature of cuteness 
and the unique relationship background of social media. On social platforms, the use of cute-
ness is not just about triggering a quick emotional reaction. Instead, it focuses more on building 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-02-27
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776
mailto:wangxiaom@hzcu.edu.cn
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776/full


Wang et al.� 10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1730776

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

long-term relationships through personal interaction (Yim et al., 
2024). In this way, consumers start to feel an emotional bond with the 
brand persona. This creates a sense of one-sided intimacy, known as 
parasocial interaction (PSI) (Horton and Wohl, 1956; Shen, 2020). 
This shift from “viewing” to “interacting” fundamentally alters the 
mechanism of cuteness. It is in this context of establishing relation-
ships that the childishness and dependence schema inherent in cute-
ness (Lorenz, 1943; Sherman and Haidt, 2011) may conflict with the 
professional and trustworthy image that the brand wants to convey 
(Waytz et al., 2010).

Although cute marketing is often studied through the lens of 
brand personification and schema consistency theory (Aggarwal and 
McGill, 2007; Jörling et al., 2020; Jeong and Kim, 2021), the existing 
research mainly focuses on the single prototype of Kindchenschema. 
This narrow focus fails to explain why many competence-oriented 
brands (e.g., in technology or finance) successfully leverage whimsical 
cuteness, which is characterized by humor and quirkiness. The differ-
ence between Kindchenschema and whimsical cuteness (Nenkov and 
Scott, 2014) has been acknowledged, and its differential effect in the 
presentation environment has been verified (Ye and Shi, 2020; Feng et 
al., 2022); however, this research idea has not been systematically 
applied to social media.

Furthermore, distinguishing between cuteness types makes their 
congruence with brand traits a critical factor. However, most studies 
on the matching effect conceptualize it as a static cognitive mechanism 
that directly affects aesthetics or product evaluation, mainly focusing 
on product attributes or specific behavior areas [for example, tourism 
destination evaluation, Li and Zhou (2023); Pro-environmental 
behavior, Xu et al. (2025)]. This static perspective overlooks the 
essence of social media marketing. Social platforms are defined by 
dynamic, two-way interactions focused on relationships. On these 
platforms, consumers do not merely evaluate a product; they interact 
with the brand almost like a social partner. Consequently, the way 
cuteness functions differs and becomes more evident in social media 
contexts. Marketing effectiveness depends less on direct persuasion 
and more on cultivating such connections. Simply applying insights 
from earlier studies on packaging or product designing is insufficient, 
as this overlooks the relationship-oriented nature of social platforms. 
Thus, we must reconsider the role of consistency: only when the style 
of cuteness authentically aligns with the brand’s identity will consum-
ers transition from passive viewers to active participants in PSI.

To address these gaps, we propose a relationship-centered media-
tion framework that moves beyond a static understanding of matching 
effects. Using the stereotype content model (SCM), we operationalize 
brand impression into two main dimensions: warmth and competence 
(Fiske and Neuberg, 1990) and examine how they relate to kindchen-
schema and whimsical cuteness. This approach shifts the matching 
logic from simple ‘attribute consistency’ to a more human-like ‘per-
sonified impression consistency,’ while pointing out the key role of 
PSI. This fits the relationship-focused nature of social media well and 
broadens the understanding of matching effects in this field.

Besides brand strategy, the effect of being cute also depends on the 
consumer’s state of mind (Nittono and Ihara, 2017). Belonging is a basic 
need, and feeling socially excluded can deeply affect how people think 
and behave (Gardner et al., 2000; Wang et al., 2017). People who feel 
excluded are more sensitive to signs of connection (Maner et al., 2007), 
so they might react differently to different types of cuteness. Previous 
studies on relationships (Gardner et al., 2000), brand personification 
(Chen and Yang, 2017), and tourism (Su and Li, 2023) have all noted 

this shift. Since kindchenschema is biologically known to trigger attach-
ment (Lorenz, 1943; Yim et al., 2024), we assume socially excluded 
consumers might find more comfort in it. Therefore, it is important to 
look at the consumer’s social context as a moderating factor.

In summary, as brands increasingly invest in building relation-
ships on social media and as cute appeals become more common yet 
risky, this study responds to the absence of a clear system for linking 
types of cuteness with varied brand impressions on these platforms. 
By clarifying how different forms of cuteness relate to brand percep-
tions in a relationship-based context, the research provides practical 
and timely insights for marketers who wish to use cuteness strategi-
cally while reducing its potential drawbacks.

To provide these insights, this study aims to: (1) shift the focus 
from product to brand impression matching; (2) reconceptualize the 
core mechanism from improving evaluation to establishing relation-
ships, and explain how matching indirectly affects brand evaluation 
through PSI; and (3) contextualize the matching effect by examining 
social exclusion as a moderator, revealing how the efficacy of cuteness 
marketing depends on consumers’ psychological needs.

To this end, we designed three experiments: Study 1 examined the 
baseline effect of different cute appeals (kindness, whimsical and a non 
cute control) on PSI; In Study 2, brand impression (warmth and com-
petence) was introduced to investigate the intermediary path of 
matching → PSI → brand evaluation. Study 3 further incorporates a 
social exclusion scenario to explore the boundary conditions of this 
pathway. Through these studies, we aim to integrate the consistency 
theory and SCM into the context of social media anthropomorphism, 
so as to build a more refined and dynamic theoretical framework to 
understand cute marketing.

2 Literature review

2.1 Cuteness appeals and PSI

In social media, the relationship between brands and consumers 
is increasingly established through emotional and anthropomorphic 
communication (Labrecque, 2014). This method uses personification, 
that is, humans tend to attribute intentions and emotions to non-
human entities such as brands (Epley et al., 2007). Parasocial interac-
tion (PSI), a concept from media studies, describes the one-sided, 
personal connection an audience feels toward media figures (Horton 
and Wohl, 1956). This concept is also applicable to social media, in 
which brand accounts usually play a media role with unique and con-
tinuous personality (Labrecque, 2014). The concept of computer as a 
social actor (CASA) holds that people unconsciously use social norms 
to interact with these brands (Nass and Moon, 2000). Therefore, con-
sumers may evaluate the brand’s personality and behavior as they do 
their human peers. This perceived one-sided social relationship is the 
essence of PSI (Horton and Wohl, 1956).

2.1.1 The dual nature of cuteness

Although cute appeal can effectively trigger personification and 
PSI, cuteness itself is not a single structure. Existing research indicates 
that cuteness stems from two distinct types that diverge significantly 
in their evolutionary origins, neural mechanisms, and cognitive pro-
cessing pathways: kindchenschema cuteness and whimsical cuteness.
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Specifically, kindchenschema cuteness is rooted in the evolution-
ary “Baby Schema” (Lorenz, 1943), characterized by a specific set of 
infantile morphological features such as round faces, large eyes, and 
small noses. Neuroimaging studies demonstrate that viewing such 
faces rapidly activates brain regions associated with reward, emotion, 
and attention (e.g., the nucleus accumbens and orbitofrontal cortex), 
eliciting feelings of warmth and triggering caretaking and approach 
impulses. Functioning as an Innate Releasing Mechanism 
(Kringelbach et al., 2016), this response precedes complex cognitive 
evaluation and directly activates the nurturant instinct and desire to 
protect. Consequently, its core social function lies in signaling vulner-
ability and harmlessness (Sherman and Haidt, 2011).

In contrast, whimsical cuteness is more closely aligned with the 
evolution of play, humor, and human intelligence. Rather than relying 
on fixed morphological features, it elicits liking through cognitive 
incongruity, wit, or unexpected playfulness (Nenkov and Scott, 2014; 
Gorn et al., 2008). Its cognitive processing involves evaluation and 
comprehension recruited by the prefrontal cortex, requiring the reso-
lution of unconventional elements and the appreciation of humor 
(Warren and McGraw, 2016). This pleasure comes from cognition, not 
biological instinct. Therefore, it reflects cognitive flexibility and play 
interaction rather than simple vulnerability (Li et al., 2022).

2.1.2 Cuteness appeals as antecedents of PSI

The link between cuteness and PSI rests on two connected theo-
ries. First, the theory of anthropomorphism posits that people tend to 
attribute human characteristics to nonhuman objects to facilitate 
easier connection with them (Epley et al., 2007).

Cuteness, whether kindchenschema or whimsical, makes brands 
appear warm, vulnerable, or playful—all traits that resonate with 
human patterns. Second, the CASA perspective suggests that people 
unconsciously perceive mediated entities as social beings and apply 
social norms to them (Nass and Moon, 2000). Cute brand cues acti-
vate social scripts such as caring or companionship, prompting con-
sumers to engage in social interactions rather than transactions. In 
essence, personification induced by cuteness and social engagement 
forms the foundation of PSI. Compared with a plain informational 
appeal, a cute one lowers the barrier to social perception and invites 
relational interaction. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1a: Brand appeals featuring cuteness will elicit higher levels of 
PSI than non-cute appeals.

In addition, cuteness is a matter of degree, not an all or nothing 
quality. Emotionalism shows that more stimuli will trigger more emo-
tional responses (Lazarus, 1991). Applying this principle, a brand per-
ceived as cuter should evoke positive emotions and a more intense 
approach motivation. This strengthened emotional connection should 
also foster a higher level of PSI. Therefore, we assume that:

H1b: The cuteness degree of the brand is positively correlated 
with the PSI level.

2.2 The matching effect of cuteness types 
and brand impressions

The effectiveness of cute appeal on social media is significantly 
affected by consumers’ pre-existing brand impressions (Li and 

Eastman, 2024). Although the Consistency Theory holds that indi-
viduals tend to accept information consistent with their existing cog-
nitive schema (Osgood and Tannenbaum, 1955), it only regards cute 
marketing as a simple visual match, ignoring the uniqueness of cute 
as a special psychological stimulus.

Unlike neutral product shapes or functional attributes, cuteness 
is a potent relational social signal (Shen, 2020). Its core function is 
to activate specific social relational scripts and role expectations. 
Therefore, when a brand launches a cute appeal, it initiates a rela-
tionship invitation, inviting consumers to enter a defined emo-
tional role play (e.g., caregiver or playful companion). Whether 
consumers will accept the invitation depends on the overall impres-
sion of the brand they have formed (Gidaković et al., 2021). 
According to SCM, brand impressions is mainly composed of two 
basic dimensions: “warmth” and “competence” (Fiske and Neuberg, 
1990): the former conveys sincerity and friendliness, while the 
latter reflects efficiency and skills. It is these two dimensions that 
constitute the core of understanding of personified brands (Kervyn 
et al., 2012).

SCM provides a key perspective for us to understand the differen-
tiation effect of two cute types (Fiske and Neuberg, 1990). 
Kindchenschema cuteness is rooted in theevolutionary formed”baby 
schema” (Lorenz, 1943), which can automatically transmit signals that 
are harmless, fragile and need to be cared for (Sherman and Haidt, 
2011). Therefore, this signal can naturally fit with the role of “care-
giver” that warm brands try to shape, so as to effectively strengthen its 
sense of authenticity as a trusted partner. In contrast, the core mecha-
nism of whimsical cuteness lies in resolving cognitive dissonance 
through humor and wit (Nenkov and Scott, 2014), conveying signals 
of fun, creativity and a sense of intellectual participation. This is more 
naturally in line with the role of competence brand that aim to dem-
onstrate efficiency and wisdom. It can not only show a surplus of capa-
bilities (Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018), but also avoid the risk of 
appearing naive (Shin and Mattila, 2021).

Empirical research has repeatedly confirmed the effect distinction 
between these two types of cute: whimsical cuteness usually performs 
better in improving perception (Ye and Shi, 2020), improving product 
quality perception (Li et al., 2022) or in luxury marketing and other 
scenarios that emphasize ability (Feng et al., 2022); On the contrary, 
in the scene where trust and emotional connection need to be estab-
lished, the kindchenschema cuteness has more advantages (Sun et al., 
2025). Notably, a recent study affirms that the effect of kindchen-
schema (vs. whimsical cuteness) is specific to shaping particular sen-
sory expectations, such as sweetness, thereby driving consumer choice 
(Bruckdorfer and Büttner, 2025). The reason for this difference lies in 
the fact that the two are, respectively, rooted in emotional instinct and 
cognitive assessment, which determines that they will be combined 
with different dimensions of brand impression in a targeted manner.

In summary, this study proposes the “Cuteness-Impression 
Consistency Model, “whose core is to deepen the matching logic from 
the traditional level of functional attributes to the fit between relation-
ship signals and social roles. The model advocates that the maximiza-
tion of brand evaluation depends on the coherence between the 
interactive script implied by the cuteness type and the social role car-
ried by the brand impression. From this, we derive the following 
assumption:

H2a: For a brand perceived as warm, using kindchenschema (vs. 
whimsical) cuteness will lead to more positive brand evaluation.
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H2b: For a brand perceived as competent, using whimsical 
(vs. kindchenschema) cuteness will lead to more positive brand 
evaluation.

2.3 The mediating role of PSI

As mentioned above, the matching between cuteness type and 
brand impression constitutes the consistency between relationship 
signals and social roles. This deep-seated consistency not only defines 
the internal credibility of the personalised role of the brand, but also 
triggers a series of predictable and positive psychological reactions in 
the process of consumer information processing. These psychological 
reactions form the bridge through which the matching effect is trans-
formed into a sustainable, mediated interpersonal relationship—
namely, PSI.

Specifically, when the cuteness type is successfully aligned with 
the expected brand role (for example, the whimsical cuteness and 
“capable partner”), this relationship consistency first produces a 
smooth cognitive experience: information becomes easier to process 
and classify. According to processing fluency theory (Reber et al., 
2004), the experience of fluency itself can automatically elicit positive 
affect (Winkielman and Cacioppo, 2001). Further research indicates 
that the positive affect arising from fluent processing of a stimulus is 
directly translated into preferences and favorable attractiveness evalu-
ations of that stimulus (Winkielman et al., 2006). In the context of 
anthropomorphism, consumers tend to mistakenly attribute the plea-
sure brought by smooth processing to the social attraction of brand 
personas (Halberstadt, 2006). Therefore, processing fluency is not a 
simple explanation for the matching effect; rather, it is the concrete 
psycho-affective mechanism through which successful relational con-
gruence operates at the individual level. It transforms abstract role fit 
into tangible attraction and authenticity, thereby providing the direct 
psychological impetus for PSI to develop.

In addition, the attractiveness and logical coherence generated by 
successful matching jointly construct the anthropomorphic authentic-
ity of perception. This sense of authenticity enhances perception of 
credibility and predictability, thus effectively reducing consumers’ 
psychological defense in social media interaction (Beverland and 
Farrelly, 2010). When users no longer question the plausibility of the 
brand persona, they become more willing to suspend disbelief and 
proactively engage with the brand’s interactive invitations (Escalas and 
Bettman, 2017). This shift from appreciation to participation in inter-
action encourages users to invest emotional resources in behavior, 
such as comments and likes (Golonka et al., 2023), thereby fostering 
a one-sided intimate bond—the core of PSI formation. Based on this 
reasoning, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: PSI mediates the interactive effect of cuteness type and 
brand impression on brand evaluation.

2.4 The moderating role of social exclusion

Social exclusion is a strong negative experience that is ignored or 
rejected, which directly threatens the basic belonging needs of human 
beings (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Williams, 2007). Acting as a com-
pensatory mechanism, this experience sensitizes individuals to cues 
of social warmth (Maner et al., 2007). Specifically, excluded individu-
als prioritize social information (Gardner et al., 2000), cultivate deeper 
PSI with media figures (Dibble et al., 2016), and demonstrate 

heightened attachment needs (Schoch et al., 2015). This drive extends 
to consumption, where individuals seek emotional reconnection 
through nostalgic products (Wu and Jiang, 2019) or warm, personified 
brands (Chen and Yang, 2017).

However, the precise role of social exclusion in the context of cute 
marketing remains largely unexplored. Although some studies have 
provided preliminary clues-for example, cuteness can have a greater 
“healing effect” on excluded individuals (Su and Li, 2023), or that con-
sumers with strong motivational tendencies are more sensitive to 
kindchenschema clues (Wang et al., 2017) - but lack of systematic 
understanding. Specifically, it is unclear how social exclusion might 
alter consumer responses to different types of cuteness, especially 
when considering the congruity with a brand’s established impression. 
This study aims to address this theoretical gap.

According to the Compensatory Consumption Theory, we believe 
that consumers’ choices are usually driven by the need to repair psycho-
logical deficits (Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010). For an individual experi-
encing a deficit in belonging, the warmth and caregiving instincts evoked 
by kindchenschema cuteness represent the most direct and potent signal 
of social connection available. Therefore, we predict that social exclusion 
will amplify the need for such warmth cues. Consequently, the positive 
effect of the “warm-brand and kindchenschema-cuteness” match will 
differ significantly between groups, being more favorable among 
excluded individuals. This specific combination offers the most effective 
way to restore their damaged sense of belonging and alleviate negative 
feelings (Chou et al., 2022; Lv et al., 2021). For socially included consum-
ers, in contrast, the same content might simply be perceived as amusing 
rather than emotionally restorative. We therefore propose:

H4: Social exclusion moderates the interactive effect of cuteness 
type and brand impression. Specifically, for a brand perceived as 
warm, the positive effect of kindchenschema (vs. whimsical) 
cuteness on brand evaluation will be more significant for socially 
excluded consumers than for socially included consumers.

The dynamic may differ for a brand known for its competence. 
When an excluded individual encounters content from such a brand, 
their psychological response is less certain. If the competent brand 
uses kindchenschema cuteness, the warmth signal might feel forced 
or inauthentic due to the incongruity with its core image, potentially 
failing to provide comfort. In contrast, whimsical cuteness repairs 
mood through humor. This approach relies on distraction and amuse-
ment, rather than fulfilling a need for warmth. The direction and 
strength of this effect are theoretically ambiguous. Therefore, we pose 
this as an exploratory research question:

RQ: For a brand perceived as competent, does social exclusion 
influence how consumers evaluate kindchenschema cuteness 
versus whimsical cuteness?

Figure 1 displays the study’s conceptual model.

3 Study 1: the main effect of cuteness 
appeals

We conducted a one-factor experiment to assess the impact of 
different cute stimuli (kindchenschema, whimsical, vs. a non-cute 
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control) on PSI. The study aimed to determine if cute appeals elicit 
greater PSI than non-cute ones (H1a), verify a positive relationship 
between perceived cuteness and PSI (H1b), and explore any significant 
difference in PSI between the two cuteness types.

3.1 Design and participants

The questionnaire survey was conducted via an online platform1. 
Data screening rules were established to assure high-quality collecting. 
After excluding subjects who did not pass the attention check and 
logical verification tests, 240 valid responses were obtained from par-
ticipants (Mage = 30.14 years, SD = 8.12 years; 101 men, 139 women) 
and placed in one of the above three conditions. All studies were con-
ducted within a simulated scenario of the Chinese social media plat-
form Weibo. The platform type was held constant across all 
experiments and was not manipulated as a variable.

3.2 Procedures and manipulations

Participants first reported their baseline emotional state [i.e., posi-
tive and negative affect using items from Watson et al. (1988)] before 
being assigned to one of three experimental conditions randomly. 
Subsequently, they were instructed to imagine themselves considering 
purchasing pour-over coffee and came across the Weibo page of a 
fictional brand “Niso Coffee.” Coffee was selected as the product cat-
egory due to its affectively neutral and low-involvement nature (e.g., 
Dhar and Wertenbroch, 2000; Chao, 2022), which helps to isolate the 
effects of the cute appeals.

The experimental stimuli consisted of three versions of the Weibo 
homepage. Following the approach of Yoon et al. (2022), all non-crit-
ical elements (e.g., links, videos, interaction data) were removed to 
focus solely on the core appeals. The stimuli were desgined to capture 
the psychological essence of each cuteness type and to ensure each 
dimension was distinctly and fully represented. The kindchenschema 
cuteness stimulus aims to activate nurturing instincts. It featured visu-
als, emojis, and text aligned with infant schemas (e.g., round eyes). 
The whimsical cuteness stimulus aims to evoke funny and humor. It 
utilized funny emojis, witty text, and unconventional design elements 
(e.g., “eye masks”) to convey a quirky and playful tone. The control (no 
cute elements) condition employed a neutral, product-focused style 
with standard product photos and objective descriptions. Full 

1  Available online at: www.wjx.cn.

stimulus materials are presented in Supplementary Appendix A. After 
viewing their assigned page for at least 30 s, participants completed a 
questionnaire measuring the dependent variables, manipulation 
checks, and demographic information.

3.3 Variable measurement

A 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
was employed across all studies. Perceived cuteness is a holistic, evalu-
ative construct that reflects an individual’s overall judgment of how 
“cute” a stimulus is, reflecting the intensity or degree of cuteness. It 
was measured using three items adapted from Nenkov and Scott 
(2014): cute, adorable, endearing (α = 0.84). Kindchenschema schema 
cuteness and whimsical cuteness are analytical, descriptive constructs 
that refer to the specific style or type in which cuteness is expressed—
that is, the manner of cuteness. Also drawing on Nenkov and Scott's 
(2014), kindchenschema cuteness was measured through “vulnerable, 
naive, and caretaking” (α = 0.80), whereas whimsical cuteness was 
measured with “whimsical, playful, and fun” (α = 0.81). Although 
some terms may appear to overlap with general cuteness judgments, 
when presented within distinct theoretical constructs and scale sets, 
participants distinguish them based on specific instructions. This 
approach has been applied in previous research (Nenkov and Scott, 
2014; Ye and Shi, 2020; Feng et al., 2022; Yim et al., 2024; Sun et al., 
2025). Emotional state was measured with four items from Watson et 
al. (1988) (α = 0.84). To measure PSI, we used a scale from Shen 
(2020), which was adapted from foundational work by Perse and 
Rubin (1989) and Rubin et al. (1985) (α = 0.83). Finally, participants 
provided their demographic information. All scale items are listed in 
Supplementary Appendix B.

3.4 Results

3.4.1 Discriminant validity of the measurement 
scales

First, to establish the discriminant validity of our core con-
structs—perceived cuteness, kindchenschema cuteness, and whimsi-
cal cuteness—we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We 
compared three competing models: a three-factor baseline model, a 
two-factor model (combining kindchenschema and whimsical cute-
ness), and a one-factor model. As shown in Table 1, the three-factor 
model demonstrated good fit to the data (χ2/df < 2, CFI > 0.99, 
RMSEA ≈ 0). In contrast, both the two-factor and one-factor models 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual model.
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showed substantially poorer fit. Chi-square difference tests confirmed 
that the three-factor model fit significantly better than the two-factor 
model [Δχ2(2) = 60.114, p < 0.001] and the one-factor model 
[Δχ2(3) = 89.609, p < 0.001]. Furthermore, The square root of the AVE 
for each construct (ranging from 0.71 to 0.82) exceeded its correla-
tions with the other constructs. These results confirm that the three 
constructs are psychometrically distinct.

3.4.2 Experimental manipulations

As intended, participants in the kindchenschema condition 
reported higher perceptions of kindchenschema cuteness (M = 4.94, 
SD = 0.54) than those in the whimsical condition (M = 4.35, 
SD = 1.29), t (158) = 3.75, p < 0.001. Conversely, the whimsical group 
rated their stimuli as more whimsically cute (M = 5.43, SD = 0.87) 
than the kindchenschema group did (M = 3.61, SD = 0.65), t 
(158) = −15.03, p < 0.001.

A one-way ANOVA on perceived cuteness revealed a significant 
effect of the experimental condition, F (2, 237) = 43.52, p < 0.001. 
Post-hoc tests confirmed that participants in the kindchenschema 
(M = 5.78) and whimsical cuteness (M = 6.03) conditions perceived 
the stimuli as significantly more cuteness than those in the control 
condition (M = 4.58). This indicates our cuteness manipulation was 
successful.

Finally, the groups did not differ on initial mood, F (2, 237) = 0.10, 
p = 0.904, or brand familiarity, F (2, 237) = 0.28, p = 0.758, ruling 
them out as potential confounds.

3.4.3 Gender distribution and control

A total of 240 participants (101 men, 139 women) were included 
in the Study 1. Independent-samples t-tests showed no significant 
gender differences in PSI (p = 0.372) or perceived cuteness (p = 0.952). 
To ensure the robustness of the results, gender was controlled for as a 
covariate in the main analyses. A one-way ANCOVA performed on 
PSI confirmed that the main effect of condition remained significant, 
F(2, 236) = 5.50, p = 0.005, while gender was not a significant covari-
ate (p  = 0.305). Similarly, a hierarchical regression predicting PSI 
showed that after controlling for the non-significant effect of gender 
(p = 0.338), perceived cuteness remained a strong positive predictor 
(β = 0.43, p < 0.001). These results confirm that gender did not signifi-
cantly influence the findings related to H1a and H1b.

3.4.4 Hypothesis testing

To test H1a, a one-way ANOVA was performed on PSI. The 
results showed the main effect is significant, F(2,237) = 5.39, 

p = 0.005. Specifically, participants exposed to the kindchen-
schema (M = 4.99, SD = 1.09) and whimsical (M = 5.08, 
SD = 0.55) stimuli reported significantly higher PSI than those in 
the control group (M = 4.60, SD = 1.15). These results sup-
port H1a.

To test H1b, a linear regression analysis was performed. The 
results showed that perceived cuteness significantly and positively 
predicted PSI (β = 0.43, t = 7.35, p < 0.001), supporting H1b.

4 Study 2: The matching effect of 
cuteness type and brand impression

Study 2 employed a 2 (brand impression: warmth vs. compe-
tence) × 2 (cuteness type: kindchenschema vs. whimsical) between-
subjects design. Its primary goal was to test the interaction between 
brand impression and cuteness type on brand evaluation (H2a and 
H2b). Additionally, we examined the underlying mechanism by test-
ing the mediating role of PSI (H3).

4.1 Design and participants

We recruited 321 participants (Mage = 29.58, SD = 6.42; 110 male) 
from a major Chinese online survey platform (WJX.cn). The final 
sample consisted of participants after excluding those who failed 
embedded attention checks. Participants were randomly assigned to 
one of the four experimental conditions.

4.2 Procedure and manipulations

The procedure was similar to Study 1. After reporting their base-
line emotional state, participants were randomly assigned to one of 
the four conditions. We created four versions of a fictional brand’s 
Weibo page to manipulate brand impression and cuteness type.

4.2.1 Brand impression

We manipulated brand impression by varying the product cate-
gory and brand description. The warmth brand, “Mizhiyun,” was a 
honey company. Its profile emphasized “pure and natural” to convey 
a gentle and sincere image. The competence brand, “Zhihuijie,” was a 
smartphone company. Its profile highlighted “cutting-edge technology 
and exceptional performance” to convey an image of innovation and 
industry leadership. This design choice was based on the Continuum 
Model of Impression Formation (Fiske and Neuberg, 1990). According 
to this model, people form impressions of a brand in two ways: by 
quickly categorizing it and by paying attention to its specific features. 
Typically, consumers first use product categories as a mental frame-
work to understand a brand’s attributes, which helps them form an 
overall impression. The approach of using distinctly different stimuli 
to represent a concept is well established in prior consumer behavior 
studies (e.g., Park et al., 1986; Chandon et al., 2000; Bellezza et al., 
2014). Crucially, to ensure that the observed effects are attributable to 
the psychological brand impression rather than the product category 
per se, we (a) held all other stimulus elements (platform, layout, cute-
ness type) constant, and (b) included direct manipulation checks for 
perceived warmth and competence to validate the success of our 
manipulation on the intended constructs.

TABLE 1  Comparison of fit indices for competing CFA Models in Study 1.

Model χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Three-factor 

model
0.98 1.00 1.00 0.00 0.10

Two-factor 

model
3.21 0.77 0.69 0.15 0.20

One-factor 

model
4.19 0.66 0.55 0.18 0.17
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4.2.2 Cuteness type

The manipulation of cuteness type (kindchenschema vs. whimsi-
cal) was identical to that in Study 1.

After viewing the assigned page for at least 30 s, participants com-
pleted a questionnaire containing dependent variable measurement, 
manipulation test and demographic information.

4.3 Variable measurement

The measurement item of brand impression is adapted from the 
scale developed by kervyn et al. (2012). Two items measured brand 
warmth (e.g., “warm,” “friendly”; α = 0.83) and two measured brand 
competence (e.g., “competent,” “capable”; α = 0.91). Brand evaluation 
was assessed using Aaker’s (1997) five-item scale (α = 0 0.87). 
Measures for kindchenschema cuteness (α = 0.87), whimsical cuteness 
(α = 0.89), perceived cuteness (α = 0.81), and PSI (α = 0.80) were 
identical to those in Study 1. We also included emotional state 
(α = 0.89) and brand familiarity as control variables, using the same 
measures from Study 1. Finally, participants provided demographic 
information.

4.4 Results

4.4.1 Discriminant validity of the measurement 
scales

The three-factor model again showed acceptable fit (χ2/df = 1.76, 
CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.09) and fitted the data significantly better 
than both the two-factor model [Δχ2(2) = 59.04, p < 0.001] and the 
one-factor model [Δχ2(3) = 156.48, p < 0.001]. The square root of 
the AVE for each construct (ranging from 0.76 to 0.91) exceeded its 
correlations with the other constructs, supporting discriminant 
validity.

4.4.2 Manipulation and confound checks

The manipulations were successful. For cuteness type, a t-test con-
firmed that participants in the kindchenschema condition reported 
higher kindchenschema cuteness perceptions (M = 4.64, SD = 0.93) 
than those in the whimsical condition (M = 3.90, SD = 1.05), t 
(319) = 6.78, p < 0.001. Conversely, the whimsical group rated their 
stimuli as more whimsically cute (M = 4.32, SD = 0.94) than the kind-
chenschema group did (M = 3.45, SD = 1.11), t (314.37) = −7.56, 
p < 0.001.

For brand impression, the warmth brand was rated as significantly 
warmer (M = 4.88, SD = 0.85) than the competence brand (M = 3.81, 
SD = 1.17), t (301.13) = 9.42, p < 0.001. Conversely, the competence 
brand was rated as more competent (M = 5.06, SD = 0.97) than the 
warmth brand (M = 3.84, SD = 1.28), t(285.82) = −9.59, p < 0.001.

Importantly, the four experimental groups did not differ in initial 
emotional state, F (3, 317) = 1.72, p = 0.163, or brand familiarity, F (3, 
317) = 1.68, p = 0.172, ruling these out as potential confounds.

4.4.3 Hypothesis testing

First, replicating the findings from Study 1, a linear regression 
showed that perceived cuteness positively predicted PSI (β = 0.21, 
t = 3.83, p < 0.001), further supporting H1b.

To test our main hypotheses, we conducted a 2 (cuteness type) × 2 
(brand impression) ANOVA on brand evaluation. The analysis 
revealed no significant main effect for either cuteness type (p = 0.799) 
or brand impression (p = 0.069). However, as predicted, there was a 
significant interaction effect, F (1,317) = 9.65, p = 0.002, η2 = 0.03. We 
decomposed this interaction using simple effects analysis (see 
Figure 2). For the warmth brand, kindchenschema cuteness (M = 5.49, 
SD = 0.84) led to significantly higher brand evaluation than whimsical 
cuteness (M = 5.21, SD = 0.89), F (1, 317) = 3.92, p = 0.048, η2 = 0.01. 
This supports H2a. For the competence brand, whimsical cuteness 
(M = 5.33, SD = 0.90) led to significantly higher brand evaluation than 
kindchenschema cuteness (M = 4.99, SD = 0.94), F (1, 317) = 4.68, 
p = 0 0.016, η2 = 0.02. This supports H2b.

To rule out the possibility that the observed effect was driven 
merely by differences in the overall perceived cuteness level between 
the two cute conditions (rather than their distinct types), we con-
ducted a robustness check. We performed an analysis of covariance 
(ANCOVA) using perceived cuteness as a covariate. The results indi-
cated a significant effect for the covariate, F(1, 317) = 14.25, 
p < 0.001, confirming that perceived cuteness itself is a significant 
predictor of brand evaluation. Importantly, after controlling the 
overall level of perceived cuteness, the interaction effect of “cuteness 
type × brand impression” was still significant, F(1, 317) = 11.47, 
p = 0.001. This shows that a particular type of cuteness is not only 
“whether something is cute” or “how cute it is”, but also has a unique 
explanatory power in the interaction with the brand impressions.

4.4.4 Moderated mediation analysis

To test for moderated mediation (H3), we used the PROCESS 
macro of SPSS (Model 7, 5,000 bootstrap samples) to examine 
whether PSI mediated the interaction between cuteness type and 
brand impression on brand evaluation. First, regarding the regres-
sion paths (see Table 2), the results indicated that the interaction 
between cuteness type and brand impression significantly predicted 
PSI (B = 0.47, SE = 0.17, p < 0.001). Additionally, PSI significantly 
predicted brand evaluation (B = 0.67, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), control-
ling for the independent variable. These significant paths provided 
the preliminary basis for the moderated mediation effect.

As detailed in Table 3, the analysis revealed a significant index of 
moderated mediation [Index = 0.68, 95% CI (0.46, 0.91)]. The condi-
tional indirect effect was negative and significant for the warmth brand 
[Effect = −0.38, 95%CI (−0.56, −0.21)], suggesting that kindchenschema 

FIGURE 2

Interaction effect of cuteness type and brand impression on brand 
evaluation.
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TABLE 3  Moderated mediation analysis.

Path: cuteness type-PSI -brand evaluation

Moderator Conditional indirect effects Index of moderated mediation

Coefficient SE 95% CI Index SE 95% CI

Warmth −0.38 0.09 −0.56, −0.21
0.68 0.12 0.46, 0.91

Competence 0.30 0.07 0.16, 0.44

N = 321. Cuteness type was coded as 0 (kindchenschema) and 1 (whimsical). Brand impression was coded as 0 (warmth) and 1 (competence). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

cuteness enhances brand evaluation through increased PSI. For the com-
petence brand, the indirect effect was positive and significant 
[Effect = 0.30, 95% CI (0.16, 0.44)], suggesting that whimsical cuteness 
works better through PSI in this context. Thus, H3 was supported.

5 Study 3: Generalizing the effect and 
testing the boundary condition of 
social exclusion

Study 3 had two primary goals: first, to test the generalizability of 
the matching effect observed in Study 2 using new product categories; 
and second, to examine social exclusion as a key boundary condition 
(H4). We employed a 2 (social exclusion: exclusion vs. inclusion) × 2 
(brand impression: warmth vs. competence) × 2 (cuteness type: kind-
chenschema vs. whimsical) between-subjects factorial design.

5.1 Design and participants

A total of 503 participants (Mage = 28.74, SD = 8.06; 206 male) 
were recruited from a reputable online panel (Jianshu.cn). Participants 
who failed embedded attention checks were excluded prior to the 
analysis. All participants were randomly assigned to one of the eight 
experimental conditions.

5.2 Procedure and manipulations

The procedure began with the social exclusion manipulation. 
Participants were randomly assigned to either the exclusion or inclusion 
condition and completed a writing task based on the classic paradigm by 

Williams et al. (2000). Those in the exclusion condition were asked to 
recall and write about a personal experience of being rejected or 
excluded. Those in the inclusion condition wrote about an experience of 
being accepted or included. Afterward, they completed scales to check 
the manipulation and to measure their current mood state.

Next, participants were presented with brand stimulation. In order 
to enhance the universality of our findings, we use new product catego-
ries for brand impression manipulation. Warm brand is a fictional 
towel company (“Rou Rong”), representing low-involvement products. 
The competence brand was a fictional electric vehicle company (“Zhi 
Chuang”), representing a high-involvement, high-risk product. This 
selection enables us to test whether the matching effect extends at dif-
ferent levels of consumer participation. The operation of cuteness type 
is the same as that in previous studies. The remainder of the procedure 
mirrored Study 2. After viewing their assigned page for at least 30 s, 
participants completed a questionnaire with the same measures for 
dependent variables, manipulation checks, and demographics.

5.3 Variable measurement

The Social Exclusion Manipulation Check Scale draws on the 
research of Williams et al. (2000) and uses three items to measure 
feelings of exclusion (α = 0.91). Warmth perception (α = 0.88), com-
petence perception (α = 0.86), kindchenschema cuteness (α = 0.81), 
whimsical cuteness (α = 0.80), as well as PSI (α = 0.81), brand evalu-
ation (α = 0.72) were measured and studied identically to Study 2. In 
addition, mood state (α = 0.91) and brand familiarity were also mea-
sured as control variables, using the same methods as in Study 2. 
Demographic information was also collected.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Discriminant validity of the measurement 
scales

The three-factor model demonstrated excellent fit (χ2/df = 1.12, 
CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.04) and was significantly superior to the two-
factor model [Δχ2(2) = 153.71, p < 0.001] and one-factor model 
[Δχ2(3) = 170.99, p < 0.001]. The square root of the AVE for each con-
struct (ranging from 0.71 to 0.85) exceeded its correlations with the 
other constructs, supporting discriminant validity.

5.4.2 Manipulation checks

5.4.2.1 Cuteness type

Participants in the kindchenschema condition reported higher 
kindchenschema perceptions (M = 4.47, SD = 0.83) than those in the 

TABLE 2  Regression analysis of mediating effects.

Predictor Mediator = PSI DV = Brand 
Evaluation

B SEB B SEB

Cuteness type −0.56*** 0.12 0.06 0.08

Brand impression −0.55*** 0.12 - -

Cuteness type x 

Brand impression
0.47*** 0.17 - -

PSI - 0.67*** 0.05

N = 321. Cuteness type was coded as 0 (kindchenschema) and 1 (whimsical). Brand 
impression was coded as 0 (warmth) and 1 (competence). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.001.
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whimsical condition (M = 3.99, SD = 0.89), t (501) = 6.57, p < 0.001. 
Conversely, the whimsical group rated their stimuli as more whimsi-
cally cute (M = 4.41, SD = 0.85) than the kindchenschema group did 
(M = 3.44, SD = 0.78), t (501) = −10.40, p < 0.001.

5.4.2.2 Brand impression

The warmth brand was perceived as significantly warmer 
(M = 5.85, SD = 0.75) than the competence brand (M = 4.67, 
SD = 1.21), t(429.27) = 13.27, p < 0.001. The competence brand was 
also rated as more competent (M = 5.27, SD = 1.02) than the warmth 
brand (M = 4.68, SD = 0.95), t (501) = −6.79, p < 0.001.

5.4.2.3 Social exclusion

Participants in the exclusion condition reported significantly higher 
feelings of social exclusion (M = 5.06, SD = 0.98) than those in the inclu-
sion condition (M = 1.96, SD = 0.55), t (395.66) = −43.75, p < 0 0.001.

5.4.3 Replication of the matching effect

To test the robustness of our findings, we reran our analyses from 
Study 2, omitting the social exclusion variable. First, a 2×2 ANOVA 
replicated the pivotal “cuteness type × brand impression” interaction 
on brand evaluation, F(1, 499) = 19.83, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.04. Simple 
effects analysis further confirmed that kindchenschema cuteness was 
preferred for warmth brands (M = 5.37 vs. 5.22), F(1, 499) = 18.25, 
p < 0.001, whereas whimsical cuteness was preferred for competence 
brands (M = 5.32 vs. 5.16), F(1, 499) = 11.22, p = 0.001. Moreover, 
after accounting for perceived cuteness, the “Cuteness Type × Brand 
Impression” interaction effect remained significant, F(1, 499) = 25.10, 
p < 0.001. Second, the moderated mediation model (H3) also proved 
robust. The overall index remained significant [Index = 0.11, 
SE = 0.03, 95% CI (0.06, 0.17)]. Consistent with our primary findings, 
the conditional indirect effect of cuteness type on brand evaluation 
(via PSI) was negative for warmth brands [Effect = −0.06, 95% CI 
(−0.09, −0.03)] and positive for competence brands [Effect = 0.05, 
95% CI (0.02, 0.09)], supporting H3.

5.4.4 The moderating role of social exclusion

A 2 (social exclusion) × 2 (cuteness type) × 2 (brand impression) 
ANOVA was conducted to test H4 and RQ. The analysis yielded a 
significant three-way interaction, F (1, 495) = 2.59, p = 0.036, 
η2 = 0.02, indicating that social exclusion moderated the matching 
effect between cuteness type and brand impression.

To probe this interaction, we first examined the social exclusion 
condition. As predicted by H4, the “cuteness type × brand impression” 
interaction was highly significant, F (1, 248) = 20.78, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.08. Simple effects analysis revealed that excluded participants 
evaluated warmth brands more favorably when paired with kindchen-
schema cuteness (M = 5.48) than with whimsical cuteness (M = 5.22), 
p < 0.001. Conversely, they rated competence brands higher when 
matched with whimsical cuteness (M = 5.36) versus kindchenschema 
cuteness (M = 5.16), p = 0.004. These results support H4, suggesting 
that excluded consumers seek belonging via a warmth-kindchen-
schema match and may seek emotional repair via a competence-
whimsical match. In contrast, and in answer to RQ, the two-way 
interaction was not significant for the social inclusion group, F (1, 

247) = 3.08, p = 0.081. This suggests the matching effect is not acti-
vated when the need for belonging is met (Figure 3).

6 Conclusion

6.1 Discussion

Through three experiments, this study systematically investigates the 
psychological mechanisms by which different types of cuteness influence 
brand evaluation on social media, and examines key boundary condi-
tions of these effects. Our findings provide a comprehensive perspective 
for the complexity of cute marketing, and reveal that its effectiveness 
does not depend on cuteness itself, but on the fit between cuteness type, 
brands and consumers’ psychological needs in a given context.

First, we find that the effectiveness of a cute appeal is highly con-
tingent on its alignment with the brand impression. Study 1 estab-
lished a key baseline: in the context without a brand, there was no 
significant difference in the ability of kindchenschema and whimsical 
cuteness to evoke PSI. However, their effects diverged significantly 
when situated within different brand contexts. Study 2 and 3 consis-
tently showed that brands perceived as “warm” benefit more from 
kindchenschema cuteness, whereas brands perceived as “competent” 
are better suited to whimsical cuteness. This finding helps to explain 
the inconsistent results of cute marketing activities in practice and 
extends previous studies on the matching effect between cuteness and 
product categories (Ye and Shi, 2020; Feng et al., 2022; Ye et al., 2023).

Second, our study reveals that a successful match enhances con-
sumers’ PSI with the brand. We propose that a cute appeal consistent 
with the personified image of the brand is more likely to form an emo-
tional connection with consumers. The improved PSI level will cor-
respondingly bring more favorable overall brand evaluation. This 
results confirms the intermediary role of PSI in digital marketing 
(Shen, 2020; Golonka et al., 2023).

Finally, this study defines an important boundary condition of the 
matching effect: social exclusion as a moderator will significantly 
amplify the effect, but the effect is not significant in the non excluded 
individuals. This shows that the threatened state of the need for 
belonging will increase individuals’ sensitivity to social cues and make 
them actively seek compensation. Accordingly, the matching of 
“warmth-kindchenschema” can play a particularly prominent social 
compensation function by transmitting care and intimacy. This find-
ing not only supports the Compensatory Consumption Theory 
(Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010), but also echoes the previous literature 
on the preference of excluded individuals for warm brands (Chen and 
Yang, 2017; Chou et al., 2022; Su and Li, 2023). It is worth noting that 
we also observed that excluded individuals have similar preferences 
for the “competence-whimsical” combination. This shows that for 
these consumers, in addition to directly making up for the lack of a 
sense of belonging, humor and novel elements can also be used to 
regulate emotions, which may also be an alternative regulation 
mechanism.

It should be noted that although the core matching effect and its 
mediating path have been confirmed to be significant in many experi-
ments, the observed effect size was in the small to moderate range. 
This means that in the social media information stream, the psycho-
logical impact of one-time and properly matched cute content expo-
sure is subtle rather than transformative. This points out the limit of 
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cute marketing effect: it is a variable highly dependent on the situa-
tion, and its value can be fully displayed only under the long-term 
brand content ecology and specific user psychological background.

6.2 Theoretical implications

This study aims to solve the practical paradox of “when cute mar-
keting works”. By integrating the SCM, consistency theory, and PSI 
theory, and introducing social exclusion as a boundary condition, we 
constructed a comprehensive model that explains the mechanism of 
cuteness becoming effective in the relational context of social media. 
It provides new insights on the following interrelated levels.

First, through an analysis of cuteness as a distinct relational signal, 
this study proposes a conceptual link to the “Cuteness-Impression 
Consistency Model.”

Although the matching effect in the literature (e.g., Feng et al., 
2022) is well documented, we argue that cuteness is not merely an 
aesthetic attribute, but a powerful relationship invitation signal. 
Kindchenschema cuteness and whimsical cuteness are rooted in evo-
lutionarily formed caregiving instincts and cognitively driven humor 
perception, respectively. Their core function is to activate specific 

relationship scripts. Therefore, matching depends on the consistency 
between the brand’s relationship invitation and its projected social 
role. This perspective extends the application of consistency theory 
from superficial feature similarity (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007) to the 
deeper level of social cognition and relationship construction. It 
explains why not all forms of cuteness are effective, and advances the 
application of consistency theory in digital marketing from simply 
determining “whether there is a match” to a more predictive stage of 
identifying “what kind of functional match is needed”.

Second, it elucidates the complete psychological path from cogni-
tive congruence to relationship building, establishing PSI’s mediating 
role as a conditional outcome. Although existing studies generally 
regard PSI as the automatic result of social interaction (Labrecque, 
2014; Shen, 2020), this study explicitly assumes and verifies PSI as the 
results of conditional relationship depending on matching quality. The 
psychological pathway can be interpreted as follows: when the cute-
ness type and brand impression achieve “relational signal-social role” 
congruence, it first optimizes the consumer’s processing fluency. The 
pleasure derived from this fluency is unconsciously attributed to the 
attractiveness and authenticity of the personified brand. This enhanced 
perception of charm and authenticity lowers the consumer’s 

FIGURE 3

Three-way effects among cuteness type, brand impression, and social exclusion on brand evaluation. N=503. Cuteness type was coded as 0 
(kindchenschema) and 1 (whimsical). Brand impression was coded as 0 (warmth) and 1 (competence). Social exclusion was coded as 0 (exclusion) and 1 
(inclusion). *p<0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p<0.001.
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psychological defenses, making them more willing to accept the 
brand’s invitation for relational interaction, thereby leading to emo-
tional investment and the development of one-sided intimacy.

Third, this study examines social exclusion as a moderating factor, 
which helps clarify the psychological conditions under which the 
matching effect works. The results show that the effect is significantly 
stronger mainly among individuals who feel socially excluded. This is 
more than just a simple interaction; it offers an explanatory account 
of the underlying motivation within the theoretical model. Specifically, 
the reason why consistency between cuteness types and brand impres-
sions promotes PSI and positive evaluations is that it can address cer-
tain psychological needs—particularly the need for belonging among 
those who lack it. These findings extend compensatory consumption 
theory by incorporating a social-motivational boundary condition. 
For the warm-kindchenschema match, it directly provides emotional 
solace and social substitution; for the competent–whimsical match, it 
offers emotion regulation through cognitive pleasure.

Fourth, this study applies the SCM to anthropomorphic brand 
communication, offering a better way to manage brand personality. 
We turn the SCM dimensions of warmth and competence into rela-
tionship roles to guide the use of cuteness in marketing. The research 
shows the link between the two types of cuteness and these SCM 
dimensions. This gives a theoretical path for brands—especially com-
petent brands facing the “cuteness paradox” (Shin and Mattila, 2021).

6.3 Managerial implications

This study suggests that managers should focus less on whether to 
use cuteness, and more on how to use the right type. Our findings 
show that matching the cuteness type with the brand’s impression is a 
practical and valuable part of content design. Although the impact of 
a single post might be small in a busy feed, this consistency becomes 
important when maintained over time as part of a broader marketing 
strategy.

First, for brands seen as warm (e.g., in food or hospitality), kind-
chenschema cuteness—using soft visuals and affectionate language—
works best. For brands viewed as competent (e.g., in technology or 
finance), whimsical cuteness—using humor and wit—is generally the 
better fit. A mismatch risks making the brand feel inauthentic and 
confusing the message.

Second, managers should look beyond simple numbers like page 
views and evaluate success based on relationship building. PSI is a 
useful indicator for this. The goal is to shift from corporate broadcast-
ing to genuine interaction, helping consumers feel they are connecting 
with a relatable personality rather than an impersonal organization.

Third, cute marketing can help with targeting specific groups. We 
found that consumers who feel socially excluded respond more posi-
tively to matching cute appeals. Marketers can identify these users 
through online behavioral cues (such as their language or community 
engagement) and adjust content accordingly. For this group, a well-
matched cute strategy acts as “emotional comfort,” building a type of 
loyalty that goes beyond simple transactions. This makes cuteness a 
practical tool for brands aiming to build community and emotional 
connections.

6.4 Limitations and future research

First, we use laboratory experiments to ensure internal validity while 
limiting the external validity we find. Forced contact with static images 

is an idealization of the dynamic social media environment. In the future, 
we should test our model in more real environments. For example, the 
A/B test is used to measure how the matching of cuteness type and brand 
impression on a real brand account affects the real-world consumer 
behavior, such as sharing and conversion. Meanwhile, methods like eye-
tracking could offer direct evidence of attention and cognitive fluency 
during browsing, moving beyond self-report measures.

Second, as for the manipulation of cuteness type, although we 
strictly abide by the established paradigm, we must admit that the 
whimsical cuteness and kindchenschema cuteness may not be com-
pletely orthogonal visual design. In the future, neural marketing 
methods (e.g., fMRI or EEG) can be used to more accurately verify the 
uniqueness of these structures by distinguishing the neural activation 
patterns related to “emotional cultivation response” and “cognitive 
humor response”.

Third, as noted in the method section, we use different product 
categories to manipulate brand impressions. This approach, while 
grounded in impression formation theory and prior research, inherently 
couples product category with the intended psychological construct. 
Although the consistent results of different product categories in our 
study support the robustness of brand impression effect, future research 
should aim to replicate these findings while keeping the product catego-
ries constant to more strictly isolate the influence of brand variables.

Furthermore, although our theoretical framework assumes that 
processing fluency and perceived authenticity are the cognitive ante-
cedents of PSI, the current research does not empirically measure 
these mediating variables. In the future, a series of mediation models 
can be introduced to directly measure processing fluency, perceived 
authenticity or anthropomorphism, so as to provide an empirical test 
of the detailed psychological path from impression consistency to PSI.

Moreover, our study focused on positive outcomes. A crucial next 
step is to investigate the potential “dark side” of cuteness. For example, 
during service failures, cute appeal may be seen as trivial and inap-
propriate, causing damage to the brand, especially for a competence-
centered brand.

Finally, our study was conducted in a single cultural context. The 
East Asian concept of “moral cuteness,” where prosocial corporate 
actions are viewed as “cute,” offers a fascinating direction for cross-
cultural research.
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