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According to a recent survey of more than 1,200 chief
executive officers in 60 countries, 66% of business leaders
believe that incorporating the consumer’s voice in manage-
rial tasks is of the highest priority for the success of both
managers and their companies (PwC 2012). In the same
vein, a survey of global marketing executives indicates that
understanding consumer preferences and taking a consumer
view in managerial decision making is the key marketing
challenge that firms currently face (Frost & Sullivan 2012).

To make the consumer’s perspective central to manage-
rial decision making, both marketers and researchers have
emphasized that managers must develop empathy for the
consumer (e.g., Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and Gorn 1999;
Dietvorst et al. 2009; Franke and Park 2006; Grant 2011;
Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann 2009; Rifkin 1994).
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Managerial empathy is defined as the mental process of tak-
ing consumers’ perspective in an effort to understand their
needs.! For example, a manager at Mercedes-Benz recently
stressed that gl employees of the company must “look at
things from the customer’s perspective ... to see what the
customer wants” (Kurylko 2012). Simifarly, Stauffer (2001,
p. 3) argues that “front-line workers aren’t the only ones
who need to see things from the customer’s perspective. ...
All employees must have an external focus.” Moreover,
Rifkin (1994; see also Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and Gom
1999) posits that, in the case of designing a new product,
managers should be empathic by imagining a consumer
using the product to successfully create market-oriented
offerings. Despite the prominence of the belief that empathy
is important, surprisingly little research has examined the
influence of managers' empathy on their decision processes.

In this research, we therefore examine the impact of
empathy on one of the most important managerial tasks:
predicting consumer preferences (Faro and Rotienstreich
2006; Hsee and Weber 1997). Specifically, we examine how
empathy affects the influence of managers’ personal con-
sumption preferences on their predicted consumer prefer-
ences. Convenlional wisdom suggests that empathy
decreases self-referential preference predictions because
perspective taking “allows us to overcome our usual ego-
centrism” (Decety and Lamm 2006, p. 1151); moreover,
“the feature shared by all instantiations of perspective tak-
ing is the need to get beyond one’s own point of view to
consider the world from another’s perspective™ (Epley and
Caruso 2009, p. 299; see also research on perspective taking
in social interactions, e.g., Epley, Caruso, and Bazerman
2006; Higgins 1981; Kurt and Inman 2013). This common
belief also seems to be prevalent among practitioners, as a
pilot study we conducted with 43 marketing managers
(mean age = 43.1 years; 72.1% male) indicated. indeed,
76.7% of the participants were convinced that managers
who put themselves into the shoes of consumers would be
less affected by their personal consumption preferences
when making consumer-related decisions.

Our research, however, shows exactly the opposite: that is,
empathy ironically accelerates self-referencing in managerial
predictions of consumer preferences. In particular, building
on multiple identity research (e.g., Ashforth and Johnson
2001; Ichnson et al. 2006; Mandel 2003; Puntoni, Sweldens,
and Tavassoli 2011}, we assume that managers have at least
two jdentities: their professional identity as managers and
their personal identity as consumers. Empathic managers
put themselves into consumers’ shoes, which means that
they play the role of a consumer and imagine acting and
feeling like a consumer; in this way, they simulate con-

IAlthough empathy has sometimes been conceptualized as o multi-
dimensional concept that includes affective (e.g., empathic concern) and
cognitive (i.c., perspective taking; Davis 1983) components, we limit our
theorizing lo the cognitive component because it is predominant in the
manager-consumer context we study here (ie., in which managers often do
not know their consumers personally or have no direct contact), whereas
uffective components play a minor role (e.g., Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and
Gorn 1999; Homburg, Wiescke, and Bormemann 2009). Thus, the term
“empathy™ in this rescarch exclusively refers to the cognitive process of
perspective taking (Epley, Savitsky, and Gilovich 2002). Moreover, we
take a situation-specific view on empathy and do not conceptualize it as an
individual-difference varinble {for a discussion, see Duan and Hil} 1996).
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sumers’ product and service experiences (Dahl, Chattopad-
hyay, and Gorn 1999; Stotland 1969). We argue that as
empathic managers assume the mental processes of a con-
sumer, they unwittingly activate their own consumer iden-
tity. With an increased activation of their consumer identity,
empathic managers’ personal consumption preferences
become more accessible (Bolton and Reed 2004; Forehand,
Deshpandé, and Reed 2002; Reed 2004; Zhang and Khare
2009}, thereby influencing their construal of consumer pref-
erences. Thus, although empathic managers try to overcome
their egocentric processing as professional decision makers,
their well-intentioned efforts actually backfire by increasing
self-referential consumer preference predictions.

Moreover, our findings indicate that empathic managers
are less likely to consider the resuits of objective market
research because of their self-referential preference predic-
tions. This result is not in line with with the notion that
empathy is positively related to managers’ market orienta-
tion (e.g., Gebhardt, Carpenter, and Sherry 2006), which
includes responsiveness to market intelligence (e.g., Kennedy,
Goolsby, and Arnould 2003; Kohli and Jaworski 1990
Moorman, Deshpandé, and Zaltman 1993),

Finatly, our investigation explores whether marketing
managers are able to suppress their consumer identity to pre-
vent an egocentric bias when empathizing. Our results sug-
gest that making managers aware of the egocentric bias and
explicitly instructing them to suppress their consumer iden-
tity in the process of perspective taking can indeed elimi-
nate the self-referential effect of empathy. Thus, when man-
agers are more mindful of the danger of this self-referential
effect, they are better able to use empathy to make consumer
preference predictions.

In the following sections, we develop our theorizing and
present supporting evidence from four studies with 480
experienced marketing managers (Perkins and Rao 1990).
To enhance the generalizability of our findings, we investi-
gate the relationship between empathy and self-referential
preference predictions in different decision making con-
texts: product development, communication management,
pricing, and celebrity endorsement.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Managerial Empathy and Self-Referential Predictions of
Consumer Preferences

Over the past few decades, researchers have investigated
how people predict the preferences of others, specifically in
the fields of social psychology (e.g., Ames and Iyengar
2005; Krueger and Clement 1994); consumer research (e.g.,
Lerouge and Warlop 2006; Orhun and Urminsky 2013);
and, more recently, in the management literature (e.g., Faro
and Rottenstreich 2006). In this line of research, studies in
various contexts—such as risk preferences (e.g., Hsee and
Weber 1997; Lee and Andrade 2011), product preferences
(e.g., Ames and Iyengar 2005; Orhun and Urminsky 2013),
and preference predictions of either familiar (e.g., Lerouge
and Warlop 2006) or unfamiliar (e.g., Faro and Rottenstre-
ich 2006; Hsee and Weber 1997) others —have consistently
demonstrated that people often build on their own prefer-
ences in predicting those of others.

In overcoming self-referential preference predictions,
extant research has suggested that empathy might support
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people in abstracting away from their personal preferences
(e.g., Decety and Jackson 2004; Epley, Caruso, and Bazer-
man 2006; Kurt and Inman 2013; Regan and Totten 1975).
This is because empathy is defined as the mental process of
taking the perspective of others in an effort to understand
their needs (Davis 1980; Epley, Savitsky, and Gilovich
2002; Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann 2009; Regan and
Totten 1975), which "has been contrasted with egocentrism
in which a person is embedded in his or her own point of
view" (Higgins 1981, p. 120; see also Piaget 1926).

At first glance, the rationale that empathy can help a mar-
keting manager abstract away from personal consumption
preferences when predicting consumer preferences seems
plausible. However, in this context, in which the indepen-
dence between marketing manager and consumer can some-
times be blurred, there is reason to expect the opposite.
Indeed, according to identity research, people can hold multi-
ple identities, such as that of a friend, parent, or colleague
(e.g., Ashforth and Johnson 2001; Johnson et al. 2006; Man-
del 2003; Puntoni, Sweldens, and Tavassoli 2011). Drawing
from this research, we assume that marketing managers
have at least two identities: their professional identity as
managers and their private identity as consumers. Although
both identities are part of the manager’s self, the momentary
activation of each identity is considered variable. Indeed,
previous research has shown that several factors influence
the situational activation of a person’s multiple identities
(e.g., Reed et al. 2012). For example, studies have found
that cue stimuli such as gender (Puntoni, Sweldens, and
Tavassoli 2011), morality (Aquino et al. 2009}, and ethnic
primes (Forehand, Deshpandé, and Reed 2002) trigger spe-
cific identities germane to the prime.

Yet how might a manager’s empathy influence the activa-
tion of each identity? Managers who put themselves into the
shoes of a consumer woulid try 1o play the role of a typical
consumer, attempting to act and feel as a consumer, and they
would simulate consumers’ product and service experiences
(Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and Gorn 1999; Stotland 1969). For
example, a manager at Starbucks might visualize a con-
sumer’s experience in a Starbucks café, beginning with the
consumer entering a café, interacting with personne!, order-
ing a beverage and a snack, and enjoying the atmosphere in
the café. At the same time, an empathic Starbucks manager
might conduct systematic thought experiments in which she
mentally varies certain components of the service offer to
anticipate consumers’ reactions, such as the impact of price
adjustments or the introduction of a new blend of coffee.

Although the process of empathizing is exclusively
directed to the experiences of a typical consumer in the mar-
ket, it can also be considered a prime of a manager’s con-
sumption mindset or identity. For example, the aforemen-
tioned Starbucks manager’s visualization of consumers
enjoying a drink or snack might also trigger consumption-
related thoughts on the part of the manager, such as his or
her favorite beverage or snack. Thus, the mental process of
taking the consumer’s perspective might push managers
into their own consumption microcosm and activate their
own consumer identity, which in turn brings their personal
consumption preferences to the surface (Forehand, Desh-
pandé, and Reed 2002; Reed 2004; Zhang and Khare 2009).
In contrast, a Starbucks manager who does not engage in
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perspective taking is less likely to activate her personal con-
sumer identity, and thus, her personal consumption prefer-
ences are relatively less salient.

Overall, we argue that empathizing with consumers not
only helps managers visualize and anticipate consumers’
product and service experiences but also makes managers’
consumer identity and their personal consumption prefer-
ences more salient, which can interfere with their construal
of consumer preferences. Although the Starbucks manager’s
personal preference for a certain product is & questionable
predictor of a consumer’s evaluation of the same product,
we hypothesize that the manager’s perception of consumer
preferences is clouded by his or her personal consumption
preferences. This is consistent with prior research demon-
strating that salient information is likely to be used in deci-
sion making, even when the information is not relevant for a
particular judgment (e.g., Jacoby et al. 1989; Menon and
Raghubir 2003; for a review, see Higgins 1996).

Figure | summarizes our theorizing. Our main argument is
that empathizing with consumers activates a manager’s con-
sumer identity, which in tum is likely to lead to self-referential
consumer preference predictions. Formally,

Hj: Compared with nonempathic managers’ predictions, empathic
managers’ predictions of consumer preferences are more
influenced by their personal consumption preferences.

Ha: The activation of a manager’s consumer identity mediates
the relationship between empathy and the influence of a
manager’s personal consumption preferences on predicted
consumer preferences.

Managerial Empathy and Consumer Identity Suppression

Assuming that our theorizing is correct, a question that
arises is whether decision makers can reap the benefits
of empathizing with consumers without generating self-
referentia] preference predictions. Specifically, and in light
of H,, it is of particular interest to investigate whether man-
agers are capable of suppressing their consumer identity
while empathizing to avoid self-referencing. A straight-
forward strategy to answer this research question is to make
managers aware of the self-referential effect of empathy and
to explicitly instruct them to suppress their consumer iden-
lity while empathizing with consumers.

Initial evidence for the effectiveness of identity suppres-
sion instructions in the context of preference predictions can
be found in Bolton and Reed’s (2004) work on neutralizing
identity-driven judgments. In their second study, the authors
primed participants’ identity as business executives and
tested whether the positive effect of this identity on pre-
dicted attitudes of others toward emissions trading would be
reduced by activating a “counter identity” (an environmen-
talist identity). The authors found that participants’ initial
business identity was successfully deactivated when they
were instructed to suppress this identity and assume an
environmentalist identity. This finding suggests that people
can indeed put an initially activated identity aside when
forming judgments of others’ opinions. Thus, we hypothe-
size the following:

Hj: Explicitly instructing managers to suppress their own con-
sumer identity in the process of perspective taking mitigates
the self-referential effect of empathy on consumer prefer-
ence predictions,
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Figure 1
CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND STRUCTURAL RELATIONSHIPS IMPLIED BY H, AND H,
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Notably, empirical support for H; would imply that deci-
sion makers are capable of suppressing their consumer iden-
tity when empathizing, and moreover, simply communicat-
ing the results of the present investigation could help
immunize managers against self-referential effects. Impor-
tantly, support for this hypothesis would also provide addi-
tional evidence for the postulated process (activation of
managers’ consumer identity} behind the self-referential
effect of empathy (Spencer, Zanna, and Fong 2005).

Managerial Empathy and Use of Market Research

We have not yet elaborated on the fact that, in practice,
managers are often provided with objective market research
on consumer preferences (Moreau, Krishna, and Harlam
2001). Naturally, the question arises whether the hypothe-
sized self-referential tendencies realized through empathy
can shape the way managers process objective market
research on consumer preferences.

According to previous research, empathic (vs. nonem-
pathic) managers might be motivated to use objective mar-
ket research in their decision making (e.g., Gebhardt, Car-
penter, and Sherry 2006). However, if our theorizing that
empathy can cause self-referential preference predictions is
correct, the opposite might be true as well. Specifically, tak-
ing the perspective of consumers to understand their needs
is equivalent to conducting “mental market research” on
consumer preferences. According 10 Hy, the result of this
mental market research process is highly seif-referential
and, thus, in line with the manager’s personal consumption
preferences. Moreover, it is conceivable that mental and
objective market research diverge becanse managers' per-
sonal consumption preferences are unlikely to be in line
with the consumption preferences of a typical consumer. In
this case, empathic managers are forced to make a trade-off
between mental and objective market research, whereas
nonempathic managers do not engage in mental market
research and therefore do not need to make such trade-offs,

As a result, nonempathic managers might be motivated to
construe consumer preferences on the basis of objective
market research only. Thus,

H,: Compared with noncmpathic managers, empathic managers
discount the value of objective market research on con-
sumer preferences.

Note that managers’ responsiveness to market intelli-
gence is a key dimension of market orientation (e.g.,
Kennedy, Goolsby, and Amould 2003; Kohli and Jaworski
1990; Moorman, Deshpandé, and Zaltman 1993). There-
fore, evidence for a detrimental effect of empathy on the
value of market research would be inconsistent with the
notion that empathy is positively related to a manager’s
market orientation.

Summary

Our research makes several contributions to the extant lit-
erature. This investigation is the first to explore whether
managerial empathy increases or decreases self-reference in
predictions of consumer preferences. Importantly, we study
the role of managers’ personal consumer identity in forming
self-referential predictions of consumer preferences. More-
over, we examine whether managers are able to suppress
their personal consumer identity in the process of empathiz-
ing and to reduce self-referential preference predictions,
Finally, we explore whether empathy increases or decreases
managers’ responsiveness to other available consumer
information (i.e., objective market research results).

Next, we present the resulis of four studies with 480 mar-
keting managers in different decision-making contexis,
Specifically, Study 1 demonstrates that empathy increases
seff-reference in predictions of consumer preferences in a
product development context using a self-reported measure
of empathy. Moreover, we find that the more empathic man-
agers are, the more they discount the value of objective mar-
ket research on consumer preferences. Study 2 replicates
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and extends these findings in a communication management
setting by experimentally manipulating managers’ empathy.
Study 3 investigates the effect of empathy on self-referential
preference predictions in a pricing task and shows that the
activation of a manager’s consumer identity mediates this
effect. Finally, Study 4 uses the context of celebrity
endorsement to examine the impact of consumer identity
suppression instructions on the self-referential effect of
empathy. The findings here suggest that the self-referentiat
cffect dissipates when managers suppress their consumer
identity in the process of empathizing.

STUDY 1

The main purpose of Study | is to investigate whether
empathy increases the influence of a manager’s personal
consumption preferences on predicted consumer prefer-
ences, Specifically, we invited experienced marketing man-
agers to complete a case study on a product development
process in the automotive industry. To ensure a realistic case
study, we consulted marketing managers of a teading inter-
national car manufacturer and modified the case write-up
according to their recommendations.

Method

Ninety-three marketing managers (mean age = 41.4
years; 84.9% male) were recruited from a farge alumni pool
of a Eurcpean management school to take part in the study.
Participants were given information on a hypothetical car
manufacturer, the CarGroup. Furthermore, they learned that
the board of the CarGroup has decided 1o develop a new car
model.

Participants were then asked to take the role of a market-
ing manager of the CarGroup. More specifically, they were
members of the strategy team responsible for the develop-
ment of the new car model. To prepare for a meeting of the
strategy team, participants were provided with the results of
a recent market research project on the most important car
attributes for a typical consumer in the target market, To
familiarize participants with the market research data, we
asked them to fill out the corresponding questionnaire them-
selves. As a result, they had to indicate their personal prefer-
ences for several car attributes. Specifically, they were
asked to assign 100 points to the following product attri-
butes that characterize the car market (Horsky and Nelson
1992): design, performance, dependability, comfort, sus-
tainability, and prestige. We used a constant sum scale to
explicitly capture trade-offs between the product attributes
(Krosnick and Alwin 1988). This measure is used as the
independent variable in our analysis.

Subsequently, participants were provided with the results
of the market research project, presented in the form of a
line chart that depicted consumers’ average point attocation
to the six aforementioned product attributes. The point allo-
cation? is in line with actual market research reports in the
automotive industry and with statements by the managers
we consulted when designing this study. Then, participants
were asked to steer the product development process by
assigning 100 points to the six car attributes. In particular,

2Design = 20 points, performance = |5 points, dependability = 21 points,
comfort = 14 points, sustainability = 14 points, prestige = 16 points,
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we asked them to define the character of the new car model
in line with the preferences of a typical consumer in the
market. This measure was the dependent variable in our
analysis.

Next, we measured managerial empathy using the follow-
ing four items {(adapted from Davis 1980): (1) “I tried to
take the perspective of a typical consumer in this market,”
(2) "It was very easy for me to put myself into the shoes of a
typical consumer,” (3) *1 tried to understand what a typical
consumer’s needs are by imagining how things look from
his/her perspective,” and (4) “1 tried to imagine how a con-
sumer would feel in this market.” For all items, we used
seven-point scales (1 = “completely disagree,” and 7 =
“completely agree™). We formed an empathy index by aver-
aging the items (a = .716). This measure served as a modey-
ator variable in our analysis.

Finally, we used the following item to measure the degree
to which participants considered the market research results
as valuable: “The market research results shown were
extremely valuable™ (I = “completely disagree,” and 7 =
“completely agree”). Participants also indicated their age,
gender, work experience in market research, the year in
which they bought their current car, and the brand of their
current car. Finally, they completed an open-ended suspi-
cion probe question on the purpose of the study.

Results

Preliminary checks. An examination of the responses to
the suspicion probe question revealed that none of the par-
ticipants was aware of the true purpose of the study. Further-
more, the measured covariates (age, gender, work experi-
ence in market research, the year in which participants
bought their current car, and the brand of their current car)
did not affect the results of our analyses. Therefore, we do
not discuss these variables further.

Test of H). We tested H, by regressing assigned weights
in the management task on participants’ personal impor-
tance weights, empathy, and the interaction of both
variables. The results of the six regression analyses for the
corresponding product attributes appear in Table 1 and Fig-
ure 2. For each product attribute, we find a positive main
effect of participants’ personal importance weights on pre-
dicted consumer preferences, indicating that, on average,
participants draw on their personal consumption prefer-
ences in predicting the preferences of a typical consumer in
the target market. Furthermore, with the exception of the
attribute performance, none of the main effects of empathy
is significant. Importantly, there is a positive interaction
effect for each attribute, in support of H;: empathy increases
the influence of participants’ personal preferences on pre-
dicted consumer preferences. Although the interaction effect
is highly significant for five of six product attributes, the
term is only marginally significant for the attribute prestige.

In addition, we explored the interaction effects more closely
by conducting simple slope analyses at one standard devia-
tion unit above (high empathy) and below (low empathy)
the mean of empathy. For the atiribute design, we find that
the slopes for both low empathy (by,,, = .207,t=2.55,p <
{05) and high empathy (byg, = .559,t = 5.45, p < 001) are
significant. We find similar results for the attribute prestige
(bh,w =.229,1= 182,p < .07; bhigh = 506,t=4.60, p<
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Table 1
RESULTS OF REGRESSION ANALYSES (STUDY 1)
Parameter 1-Value p-Value

Weight Assigned 1o Design in Management Task (R? = 274)

Intercept 20323 36.106 D00

Manager’s personal preference for design 383 5449 000

Empathy =228 =454 651

Interaction term 156 2941 004
Weight Assigned to Performance in Management Tusk (R? = 254)

Intercept 15.566 31934 000

Manager’s personal preference for performance 293 4,905 000

Empathy 889 2045 044

Interaction term A75 3386 001
Weipht Assigned to Depemdahility in Management Task (RF = 104)

Intercept 20909 34317 000

Manager’s personal preference for dependability 141 201 047

Empathy -8i2 ~1.488 140

Inicraction term 137 2,164 033
Weight Assigned to Comfort in Munagement Task (R? = .076)

Intercept 14.752 30.369 000

Manager's personal preference for comfornt 149 2.140 035

Empathy =121 =279 81

Interaction term 439 2015 047
Weight Assigned to Sustainabilicy in Management Task (R? = 303)

Intercept 15429 24.716 000

Manager's personal preference for sustainability 352 5.112 D00

Empathy 549 990 325

Interaction term 209 3.630 D00
Weight Assigned to Prestige in Management Task (R? = 208}

Intercept 13.095 22.687 000

Munager's personu) preference for prestige 367 4.250 000

Empathy -210 -408 685

Interaction term 22 1.729 087

Notes: Unstandardized betas are shown. Manager's personal preference and empathy are mean-centered,

.001), although the slope for low empathy is only margin-
ally significant. For the remaining attributes — performance
(biow = 094, 1= 130, p > 20; by = 491, 1=524,p <
001), dependability (byo,, ==015,t=~.15, p > .88; by =
297,t=2.79, p < 01), comfort (by,,, =-009,t=-09,p >
93; bygy = 306, 1= 2.70, p < .01), and sustainability (bo,, =
J15,1=126,p> 215 by, = 588, 1=598, p < 001)—we
find that the effect of personal consumption preference on
predicied consumer preference is significant for high empa-
thy but not for low empathy,

Finally, we applied the Johnson-Neyman technique to
isolate the values of empathy for which the simple slopes
are statistically significant (Hayes and Matthes 2009; John-
son and Fay 1950; Johnson and Neyman 1936; Spiller et al.
2013). As Figure 3 illustrates, the results based on a 95%
confidence band suggest that participants begin Lo project
their personal preference onto consumers at moderate levels
of empathy (Johnson-Neyman points of significance:
design = 3 4, performance = 3.8, dependability = 4.7, com-
fort = 4.6, sustainability = 3.8, prestige = 3.7).

Test of Hy. As Figure 2 shows, highly empathic man-
agers' predictions of consumer preferences deviate substan-
tially from the market research results (dashed lines), while
the predictions of less empathic managers are fargely in line
with the market research results. To further corroborate this
finding, we regressed the value participants assigned Lo the
market research results on the empathy index. Consistent
with the pattern in Figure 2, we find a negative and signifi-

cant effect (b=-.453,t=-2.99, p < .0!): empathic (vs. non-
empathic) managers discount the value of market research
on consumer preferences, in support of H,.

Overall, the results of Study | suggest that managers pre-
dict consumer preferences by finding a trade-off between
objectjve market research results and their personal con-
sumption preferences. In other words, their predictions of
consumer preferences can be interpreted as a point lying on
a continuum between purely market research-driven predic-
tions and purely egocentric predictions. Furthermore, H,
and Hy imply that empathizing shifts this point away from
markel research~based predictions toward egocentric pre-
dictions. The size of this empathy-caused shift along the
market research-personal preference continuum can be
inferred from the results of our regression analyses. For
example, assume that a manager’s personal importance rat-
ing for the attribute design is 40, while the market research
results imply that, on average, consumers’ importance rating
for this attribute is 20. As Figure 2 shows, this manager's
predicted consumer preference is approximately 25 for low
empathy and approximately 32 for high empathy. Because
the score of 25 is at 25% of the continuum between market
research (20 points, or 0%) and personal preference (40
points, or 100%) and a score of 32 is at 61% of the contin-
uum,} the relative shift caused by empathy is 36%. This

3The minor difference between 61% and 60% (=12/20) results from
rounding.
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Figure 2
REGRESSION PLOTS (STUDY 1)
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eccording 1o the market research results presented to the participants.

result implies a substantial reduction in managers’ use of personal consumption preferences onto consumers, whereas
objective market research results and a significant increase nonempathic managers are less affected by their personal
in egocentric consumer preference predictions. Similar consurnption preferences. This finding is clearly at odds
analyses for the remaining attributes revealed comparable with the lay belief that empathic managers are able to
relative shifts from market research—driven preference pre- abstract away from their own tastes to gain superior insights
dictions toward egocentric preference predictions (perfor- about the preferences of their consumers. Qur results also
mance = +47%, dependability = +22%, comfort = +25%, imply that empathic managers are less likely to rely on mar-
sustainability = +45%, prestige = +34%; for details, see ket research results when forming predictions of consumer
Web Appendix A)4 preferences. This finding is not in line with the notion that
. . empathy is positively related to managers’ market orienta-
Discussion tion, which includes responsiveness to market intelligence.
This study provides support for our main hypo[hesis that Although the ﬁl‘ldil‘lgs of Sll.ldy 1 pruvide initial suppaort
managerial empathy can backfire when predicting consumer for our main hypothesis, they are based on self-selection
preferences. Specifically, the results suggest that taking a into high- and low-empathy groups. Strictly speaking, with-
consumer perspective increases the influence of managers’ out random assignment and experimental control, we cannot
personal consumption preferences on predicted consumer assert that empathy causes self-referential preference pre-
preferences. In other words, empathic managers project their ~ dictions. To corroborate the findings of Study 1, we thus use

an explicit manipulation of managers’ empathy in Studies

e P —— | . o 24, We also expand the generalizability of our results by
or purposes of simplification, we only repol e tesults for a . feion .

manager's personal preference score of 40 for each product atribute. How. using other decision-making contexts and other measures of

* H 3
ever, nole that we obtained similar shift sizes for other personal preference managers’ personal consumption preferences and predicted
scores. consumer preferences,
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Figure 3
JOHNSON-NEYMAN REGIONS OF SIGNIFICANCE {STUDY 1)
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STUDY 2

In Study 2, we experimentally manipulated managerial
empathy. Furthermore, to enhance the generalizability of
our initial findings, we used a communication management
context in this study.

Method

We recruited 233 marketing managers (mean age =452
years; 76.4% male) from an international marketing asso-
ciation. Participants were told that they would complete two
independent studies. The first study took place under the
cover of a psychological investigation of the relationship
between personat identity and advertisement perceptions.
More specifically, participants first answered questions on
their personal identity; subsequently, they watched several
advertisements, including two real ads of the luxury watch
manufacturer Rolex. Then, they indicated their personal lik-
ing of each advertisement on an 11-point scale (1 = *I
strongly dislike this advertisement,” and 11 = *1 strongly
like this advertisement™).

Afier completing a filler task, participants were asked to
move on to the second study. Simitar to Brown (1999), par-
ticipants were told that the second study investigates strate-
gic decision making under uncertainty. They were asked to
assume the role of the head of marketing of Rolex who
attends a final meeting on the launch of a new Rolex adver-
tisement. They were informed that because of increased
competition in the market, Rolex has recently been con-
cerned about consumers’ perceptions of its advertisements.
Participants learned that there are two advertisements Rolex's
management can choose from. Subsequently, they were
shown the two Rolex advertisements from the first study.
The first advertisement featured a sailing context (“sailing
ad”; length = 32 seconds), and the second advertisement
used a golf context (*golf ad™; length = 29 seconds).

Participants were then randomly assigned to either an
“empathy™ or a “no-empathy” condition (Davis et al, 2004).
Participants in the empathy group were asked to describe a
typical target customer of Rolex, to imagine a target cus-
tomer’s thoughts when watching the two advertisements,
and to anticipate potential reactions to the advertisements.
We assumed that participants would have a clear impression
of a prestige-oriented target customer of Rolex (Puligadda,
Ross, and Grewal 2012). Participants in the no-empathy

243

condition did not receive such instructions. All participants
were then provided with the results of market research on
customers’ evaluations of both ads.5 Subsequently, partici-
pants estimated target customers’ attitudes toward each
advertisement on an l1-point scale (1 = “the target customer
strongly dislikes this advertisement,” and 11 = “the target
customer strongly likes this advertisement™),

Finally, participants completed a short questionnaire. As
a check of the empathy manipulation, they indicated their
Ievel of empathy on the same four-item scale that was used
in Study 1 (@ = .851). Furthermore, we measured the degree
to which participants considered the market research results
as valusble (using the same itemn as in Study 1). Moreover,
participants indicated their age and gender and responded to
an open-ended question on the purpose of the study.6

Resulis

Preliminary checks. Responses to the open-ended question
revealed that none of the participants was able to infer the true
goal of the study, and they were not aware of a link between
both tasks, The manipulation of empathy was successful: an
analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the measure of empathy
as the dependent variable and the manipulation of empathy
as the independent factor showed a significant effect
(Moo empathy = 341, Memaqny = 5.76; F(1,231) = 5.60, p < 05).

Test of H;. To test H, for each advertisement, we regressed
predicted consumer evaluations on participants’ personal
liking scores, the empathy manipulation, and the interaction
of both variables. The results appear in Table 2 and Figure
4. For both advertisements, we find a positive main effect of
participants’ personal liking scores, indicating that man-
agers’ personal evaluations influence their predictions of
consumer evaluations, Furthermore, there was no main
effect of empathy on predicted consumer evaluations. For
both advertisements, the analyses revealed a positive inter-
action effect between managers’ personal evaluations and
the empathy manipulation on predicted consumer evalua-

“Average consumer rating on an 11-point scale: sailing ad = 8.6, golf nd =
76.

6In Studies 2-4, we also included the following confounding checks:
cognitive load, perceived similarity to target consumer, perceived close-
ness to target consumer, merging of a manager’s self and target consumer,
decision confidence, and decision difficulty (for additional, study-specific
confounding checks, see Web Appendix B). We found no significant effecis
for any of these variables in Studies 24,

Table 2
RESULTS OF REGRESSION ANALYSES (STUDY 2)
Parameter t-Value p-Value

Predicted Consumer Evaluation of Sailing Ad (R? = 201)

Intercept B.470 55.857 000

Manager's persenal evaluation of sailing ad 257 3.700 000

Empathy =201 -923 357

Interaction term 203 2061 040
Predicted Consumer Evaluation of Golf Ad (R? = .197)

Intercept 7938 56238 000

Manager’s personal evaluation of golf ad 178 2984 003

Empathy =129 -638 524

Interaction term 236 2.768 006

Notes: Unstandardized beta coefficients are shown. Manager's personal evaluation is mean-centered, Empathy is dummy-coded (0 = no-empathy condition,

and | =empathy condition).
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Figure 4
REGRESSION PLOTS (STUDY 2)
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Notes: The dashed line represents consumers® average evaluation of advertisement, according to market research resulis presented to the participants.

tions. That is, empathy seems to increase the influence of
managers’ personal tasies on predicted consumer prefer-
ences. This result is in line with H,. Simple slope analyses
revealed positive effects of managers’ personal preferences
on predicted consumer preferences for both experimental
conditions (sailing ad: bpg empainy = 257, t=3.70, p < 001;
Bempany = 460, t = 6.59, p < .001; golf ad: by, empany = -178,
1= 298,p < O1; begany = 415, 1= 6.81,p < 001},

Test of Hy. The results in Figure 4 show that predictions
of managers in the empathy condition deviate substantially
from the market research results {(dashed lines). The differ-
ence between consumer preference predictions and market
research results is smaller for managers in the no-empathy
condition. This observation is consistent with the effect of
empathy on the value participants assigned to the market
research results: an ANOVA with indicated market research
value as the dependent variable showed a negative and sig-
nificant effect of the empathy manipulation (M, cpahy =
3.96, Mempathy = 3.54; F(1, 231) = 440, p < 05). These
results support H,.

Finally, we used the same method as in Study 1 to quantify
the size of the empathy-caused shift from market research—
based to egocentric consumer preference predictions. On a
scale ranging from purely market rescarch—driven prefer-
ence predictions (0%) to purely egocentric preference pre-
dictions (§00%), managers’ predictions in the empathy con-
dition (sailing ad = 49%; golf ad = 28%) were substantially
more egocentric and less market research-based than in the
control condition (sailing ad = 26%; golf ad = 5%; for more
details, see Web Appendix C).7

TFor purposes of simplification, we only report the results for 2 manager's
personal evaluation score of 4 for each advertisement. However, note that
we obtained similar shift sizes for other personal evaluation scores.

Discussion

In contrast to Study 1, we used an experimental manipu-
[ation of empathy in Stedy 2 and investigated its effect on
self-referential preference predictions in a communication
management setting. Consistent with Study 1, we find that
empathy increases the influence of a manager’s personal
consumption preferences on predicted consumer prefer-
ences. Furthermore, the results again imply that empathy
decreases managers’ perceived value of objective market
research on consumer preferences.

STUDY 3

In support of H,, Studies 1 and 2 indicate that empathy
increases the influence of managers® personal consumption
preferences on predicted consumer preferences. However, the
underlying mechanism of this effect remains to be investi-
gated. Thus, we designed a third study to achieve the follow-
ing three goals. First, we aimed to replicate the empathy-
caused self-reference effect in a third decision-making
context while using another measure of managers’ personal
consumption preferences. Specifically, Study 3 was based
on a pricing task, and managers’ personal consumption pref-
erences were measured by their willingness to pay for prod-
ucts. Second, in Studies | and 2, we provided managers
with market research information to support their prediction
process. In Study 3, we aimed (o test the robustness of the
self-referential effect of empathy against a context in which
managers are not provided with market research informa-
tion. Third, and most importantly, we tested Ha, which indi-
cates that the activation of a manager’s consumer identity
mediates the effect of empathy on self-referential preference
predictions.
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Method

For Study 3, we recruited 61 marketing managers from the
alumni association of a European management school (mean
age =45.] years; 86.2% male). Participants were told that they
would participate in two unrelated investigations. The first
investigation was framed as a pretest of a new and simple
approach to measure consumers' willingness to pay for prod-
ucts. The actual purpose of the first investigation, however,
was 10 measure participants’ personal willingness to pay—
that is, their personal preference for several products. They
were shown ten products (e.g., a marketing journal, a chicken
sandwich) and asked to indicale their willingness to pay for
each product. The order of the products was randomized.

Afler a filler task, the second investigation took place. It
was framed as a case study on strategic pricing under uncer-
tainty. Participants were given information on a fictitious
coffechouse company, UniCafé, and were asked to take the
role of its marketing manager. They were told that UniCafé
is about to open its first coffechouse near a university and
that its target consumers are the university’s students, Fur-
thermore, they were told that they are responsible for pric-
ing UniCafé's products.

We manipulated managerial empathy as in Study 2
(Davis et al. 2004), and thus, participants were randomly
assigned to either an “empathy” or a “no-empathy” condi-
tion. Managers in the empathy condition were asked to
describe a typical student of the university and to imagine a
student consuming coffee and other products at UniCafé.
Participants in the no-empathy condition did not receive
such instructions. Then, participants set the price for eight
products offered by UniCafé (e.g., blueberry muffin, raisin
bagel, cup of coffee). To test our hypotheses, we also
included one product from the first investigation, the
chicken sandwich. The order in which the products were
presented was again randomized,

Finally, all participants completed a short questionnaire
that included empathy items, measures of the proposed
mediator, potential confounding factors, and questions
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regarding the goal of the study. To assess managerial empa-
thy, we used the same items as in Studies 1 and 2 (a = ,723).
In addition, we used three items to measure managers’ acti-
vation of their consumer identity (1 = “completely dis-
agree,” and 7 = “completely agree™): “When making my
decisions, I was wondering about what I would like to...”
(1) “...drink in this coffeehouse,” (2) “...eat in this coffee-
house,” and (3) “...consume in this coffeehouse.” The three
items were averaged to form an index (& = .845). Finally,
participants indicated their age, gender, education, and
income and completed an open-ended suspicion probe on
the purpose of the study.

Results

Preliminary checks. An analysis of the responses to the
suspicion probe revealed that none of the participants was
able to infer the true purpose of the study. Furthermore,
none of the participants realized that the two investigations
were related. Importantly, the manipulation of empathy was
successful (Mg empathy = 4.96, Mempathy = 5.58; F(1, 59) =
5.54,p < 05). Conlro{ling for age, gender, education, and
income did not affect the resulls reported in the following
subsections,

Test of H;. We tested H, by regressing the price for a
chicken sandwich in the management task on participants’
personal willingness to pay for a chicken sandwich, the
empathy manipulation, and the interaction of both variables,
We provide the results of this analysis in Table 3 (Regres-
sion 2) and Figure 5.

We find a positive effect of managers’ personal willing-
ness {0 pay on the product price in the management task
(.193,t=2.72, p < 01). Furthermore, there was a marginally
significant main effect of empathy (-.413,1=~1.84,p < .10).
In support of H,, the analysis revealed a positive interaction
effect between managers® personal willingness to pay and
the manipulation of empathy on the price in the management
task (.222, t = 2.06, p < .05). Furthermore, simple slope
analyses indicated that the effect of managers’ personal

Table 3
RESULTS AND MEDIATION ANALYSIS (STUDY 3)

Regression 1: Activation of Manager's Consumer Idenvity (R? = 069}

Beta t-Value  p-Value
Empathy 8602 2056 044
Price for Chicken Sandwich in Managerent Task
Regression 2 Regression 3 Regression 4
Parameter 1-Value  p-Value Parameter 1-Value  p-Value Parameter -Value  p-Vulue

Intercept 5.907 39473 000 5.802 52473 000 5969 41,155 000
Manager’s willingness 10 pay .193 217 009 321 6.039 000 264 3.664 000
Empathy -413 -1.837 071 -389 -1.769 082
Empathy x manager’s willingness 1o pay 222 2.059 044 1220 1.141 239
Activation of manager’s consumer identity =079 ~1.168 248 =044 ~647 521
Activation of manager’s consumer identity

x manager's willingness 1o pay 1320 3.505 000 .116b 2979 004

Rl= 443 RI= 484

3Estimates path a in Figure 6.

bEstimates path b in Figure 6.

cEstimates path ¢ in Figure 6.

Notes: Unstandardized betas are shown. Manager’s {personal) willingness to pay and activation of manager's consumer identity are mezn-centered. Empa-
thy is dummy-coded (0 = no-empathy condition, and | = empathy cenditicn).
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Figure 5
REGRESSION PLOT (STUDY 3)
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willingness to pay is positive and significant for both the no-
empathy condition (byo empainy = -193,1=2.72, p < 01) and
the empathy condition (berppany = 415, t=5.13, p < 001).
Test of H,. We proposed that empathy activates a
manager’s consumer identity, which in turn increases the
effect of a manager’s personal consumption preferences on
predicted consumer preferences (see Figures 1 and 6). To
lest H», we ran a series of four regression rmodels (see Table
3) and performed a bootstrap-based significance test of
mediation. Specifically, H, is supported if five conditions
are met. First, empathy must increase the activation of a
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manager's consumer identity (path a in Figure 6). The cor-
responding coefficient in Regression | is positive and sig-
nificant. Second, there should be a positive interaction
effect between empathy and willingness to pay on product
price. As we show in the preceding section (H,), the corre-
sponding coefficient in Regression 2 is positive and signifi-
cant. Third, there should be a positive interaction effect
between the activation of a manager’s consumer identity
and willingness to pay on product price (path b). The corre-
sponding coefficient in Regression 3 is positive and signifi-
cant. Fourth, the interaction effect between empathy and
willingness to pay (path c) should vanish when controlling
for the interaction effect between the activation of a
manager’s consumer identity and willingness to pay (path b).
Regression 4 shows that the former interaction effect is not
significant and the latter interaction effect remains positive
and significant. Finally, we used a bootstrap-based analysis
(e.g., Preacher and Hayes 2008) 1o test whether the indirect
effect a x b is significant, Because of the unconventional
structure of our mediation model, we used the general statis-
tics software R (Venables, Smith, and the R Core Team 2012)
to generate 5,000 resamples and applied the bias-corrected,
accelerated bootstrap method (DiCiccio and Efron 1996).
The 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect (ax b=
860 x .116 = .100) does not include zero (confidence inter-
val [CI] =[.011, 281]), and thus, the indirect effect is sig-
nificant. Overall, these findings suggest that the effect of
empathy on self-referential preference predictions is fully
mediated via activation of a manager’s consumer identity.
These results are in line with Hj.8

#We found no indirect effects for other potential mediators; perceived
similarity to target consumer (a x b = ~ 006, 95% CI = [~.115, .098]), per-
ceived closeness to target consumer (a x b = 008, 95% CI = [-.033. .t10]),
merging of a manager’s self and target consumer (a x b= .004,95% Cl =
[=.025; 082)), decision confidence {a x b= =011, CI = |-.108, 0I9]),
decision difficulty (o x b = =026, 95% CI = [-.165, .015]}, and decision
accountability (a x b=-.022,95% Cl = [-.118, .013)).

Figure 6
MEDIATION MODEL (STUDY 3)
Manager’s Personal 3 Product Price
Willingness to Pay N in Management Task
Activation of Manager’s "
Consumer Identity

Manager’s
Empathy
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Discussion

Ovenall, Study 3 replicates the main finding of Studies 1
and 2 in a pricing context. Specifically, Study 3 again sup-
ports H; by showing that empathy increases the influence of
a manager's personal consumption preferences on predicted
consumer preferences. This effect holds in a context in which
managers are not provided with objective market research
information (cf. Studies 1 and 2). Importantly, Study 3 also
sheds light on the mechanism behind the self-referential
effect of empathy. Our mediation analysis suggests that
empathy activates a manager’s consumer identity, which in
turn increases seif-referential preference predictions.

STUDY 4

The purpose of Study 4 is threefold. First, we aim to fur-
ther the generalizability of our resuits and investigate the
self-referential effect of empathy in another decision-making
context (i.e., celebrity endorsement}. Second, in Studies 1—-
3, managers indicated their personal preferences before pre-
dicting consumer preferences, but we do not yet know
whether the results presented thus far are robust against
order effects. In Study 4, we therefore randomized the order
in which managers indicated personal preferences and pre-
dicted consumer preferences. Third, we test whether man-
agers are capable of suppressing their private consumer
identity in the process of perspective taking, thereby avoid-
ing self-referential predictions (H;).

Method

Overview, Ninety-eight marketing managers were recruited
from the alumni association of a European management
school to participate in two allegedly unrelated studies. The
cover story stated that one study (“ceiebrity study™)
explores people’s attitude toward celebrities, whereas the
other study investigates strategic decision making under
uncertainty (“decision-making study”). In reality, we designed
the celebrity study to measure participants’ personal attitude
toward five celebrities, including the soccer player Cristiano
Ronaldo, who was the target celebrity in this investigation.?
In the decision-making study, we manipulated managerial
empathy and asked participants to predict consumer reac-
tions toward Cristiano Ronaldo as a product endorser. The
two studies were separated by a filler task, and we random-
ized the order of both swudies. Thus, Study 4 was a 3 (empa-
thy condition: nc empathy, empathy, modified empathy) x 2
(order: personal preferences first, predicted consumer pref-
erences first) between-subjects experiment.

Before participants began the two studies, they were
shown five celebrities, including Cristiano Ronaldo, and
were asked to indicate whether they knew each celebrity.
Five participants did not know the target celebrity and were
thus excluded from the studies, leaving 93 participants who
completed both studies (mean age = 46.4 years; 86.2%
maie).

9We chose Cristiano Ronaldo as the target celebrity because the study
took place three wecks before FIFA, the international soccer association,
announced the world soccer player of the year. At this time, European
media reported daily about the voting. with Cristiano Ronaldo being the
top candidate {=.g.. http:/iwww.bbe.com/sportQifootbal 125300076},
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Celebrity study. In the celebrity study, participants were
shown pictures of the five celebrities. Each celebrity
appeared on a separate page, and the presentation order was
randomized. Participants were asked to indicate their per-
sonal attitude toward each celebrity by responding to four
seven-point ilems (“unfriendly-friendly,” *“wnpleasant—
pleasant,” “nat likabie-likable,” and “negative—positive™).
For the target celebrity, Cristianc Ronaldo, we averaged
these items to obtain a personal attitude index (0. = .858).

Decision-making study. In the decision-making study,
participants received information on a fictitious company
producing video games, PGames, and were asked to take
the role of its marketing manager. They were told that
PGames was in the process of launching a new soccer game
and that the management is considering hiring Cristiano
Ronaldo as a celebrity to endorse the video game, Further-
more, participants were informed that it is their job as a
marketing manager to anticipate consumers' reactions to
this specific celebrity.

Next, we randomly assigned participants to one of three
empathy conditions (no empathy, empathy, or modified
empathy). As in Studies 2 and 3, participants in the empathy
condition were asked to describe a typical user of the new
video game and to imagine a user’s thoughts when seeing
Cristiano Ronaldo as an endorser of the video game. Again,
participants in the no-empathy condition did not receive
such instructions. Participants in the modified-empathy con-
dition received the same instructions as those in the empa-
thy condition and were additionally instructed to suppress
their personal consumer identity in the process of perspec-
tive taking. The additional identity-suppression instruction
reads as follows: “Recent research has shown that when tak-
ing the perspective of consumers, managers frequently fail
to suppress their own consumption preferences, needs, and
attitudes. Therefore, please do not think about your personal
consumplion preferences, needs, and attitudes when taking
the perspective of the consumer and only focus on the target
consumer's preferences, needs, and attitudes.”

After the empathy manipulation, participants were asked
to estimate consumers’ attitudes toward the target celebrity
Cristiano Ronaido. We used four seven-point items
(“unfriendly-friendly,” “unpleasant-pleasant,” “not likable—
likable,” and “negative-positive™) to measure predicted
consumer evaluations of the celebrity. We averaged the
items to form an index (o = .503).

At the end of the decision-making study, we used the
same items as in Studies 1-3 to measure managerial empa-
thy (o = .798), Furthermore, we used three items to assess
managers’ consumer identity activation (1 = “completely
disagree,” and 7 = “completely agree™): “During the task, I
was wondering whether [, as a customer, would like...” (1)
“...to see Cristiano Ronaldo as an endorser of the video
game,” (2) “...to see Cristiano Ronaldo on the cover of the
video game,” and (3) “...the video game cover with a picture
of Cristiano Ronaldo on it.” We averaged the items to form
an index (o = .802). In addition, we measured potential con-
founding factors.

After completing both studies, participants indicated their
age, gender, and whether they owned a video game console.
Finally, they completed an open-ended suspicion probe on
the purpose of the studies.
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Results

Preliminary checks. None of the participants was aware
of the true purpose of the studies. Furthermore, an ANOVA
with perceived empathy as the dependent variable revealed
a significant effect of the empathy manipulation (F(2, 90) =
521, p < .01). As we expected, participants in the no-empathy
condition (Mg empathy = 4.57) displayed significantly less
empathy than those in the empathy (M¢gpany = 5.10: F(1,
90) = 3.98, p < .05) and modified-empathy (Moqified empathy =
5.41; F(1,90) = 9.12, p < .01) conditions. The difference
between the latter two conditions was not significant (F(1,
90) = .94, p > .33); thus, the additional identity suppression
instruction did not affect participants’ level of empathizing.
Furthermore, there were no effects of age, gender, and own-
ing a video game console.

Test of H; and H;. Because there are three empathy con-
ditions, we defined two dummy variables that were used as
independent variables in a series of regression analyses
{Dummy1: | for participants in the empathy condition, and
0 otherwise; Dummy?2: 1 for participants in the modified-
empathy condition, and 0 otherwise). The effect of Dummy|
represents the difference between the empathy and the no-
empathy condition, and the effect of Dummy?2 represents
the difference between the modified-empathy and the no-
empathy condition. To test our hypotheses, we regressed
managers’ predicted consumer attitude toward Cristiano
Ronaldo (measured in the decision-making study) on their
personal attitude toward Cristiano Renaldo (measured in the
celebrity study), the two dummy variables, and the inter-
action of each dummy variable and participants’ personal
attitude toward Cristiano Ronaldo. Table 4 (Regression 1)
and Figure 7 present the results of this analysis,

As expected, managers’ personal attitude toward the tar-
get celebrity had a positive and significant effect on esti-
mated consumer attitude (.296,t = 2.52, p < 05). The two
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dummy variables exhibited no significant main effects. In
support of H,, the interaction between Dummy! and man-
agers’ personal attitude was positive and significant (.868,t =
3.48, p < .001); that is, empathizing increased manager’s
self-reference when predicting consumer preferences. Most
importantly, however, the interaction between Dummy?2 and
managers’ personal attitude was not significant (.035,t =
.15, p> .89), indicating that empathizing did not increase
self-reference for managers in the modified-empathy condi-
tion (see Figure 7). Simple slope analyses revealed that the
effect of managers’ personal attitude toward the celebrity is

Figure 7
REGRESSION PLOT (STUDY 4)
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Table 4
RESULTS OF REGRESSION ANALYSES (STUDY 4)

Predicted Consumer Evaluation of Cristiano Ronaldo

Regression |

Regression 2

Paramerer t-Value p-Value Parameter t-Value p-Value

Intercept 4424 37970 000 4362 28.166 000
Manager’s personal attitude toward Cristiano Ronaldo 296 2515 014 316 205 047
Dumrmy | 156 154 A53 178 606 547
Dummy2 =107 -485 629 A77 593 353
Dummy] x Manager’s personal attitude toward

Cristiano Ronaldo 868 3481 001 939 2212 030
Dummy2 x Manager's personal attitude toward

Cristiano Ronaldo 035 .145 885 =113 -319 51
Order 191 757 451
Order x Manager’s personal attitude towand

Cristiano Ronaldo -.108 -423 673
Order x Dummy1 -.168 -307 759
Order x Dummy2 =701 ~1.523 A3
Order x Dummy| x Manager’s personal attitude

toward Cristiano Ronaldo =039 -062 951
Order x Dummy2 x Manager's personal attitude

toward Cristiano Ronaldo 3Tt 147 ASB

R*= 301 R?= 323

Notes: Unstandardized betns are shown. Manager's personal attitude is mean-centered. Dummy| (coded as 1 for participants in the empathy condition, and
0 otherwise), Dummy?2 {coded gs 1 for participants in the modified-empathy condition, and 0 atherwise), and Order {coded as 0 when managers indicated per-
sonal attitude first and as | when managers indicated predicted consumer anitude first) are dummy-coded variables.
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positive and significant for the no-empathy (bpg empathy =
296, t =2.52, p < .05) and empathy (bempainy = 1.164,1 =
5.29, p < .001) conditions, while the simple slope for the
modified-empathy condition is positive but not significant
(bmodiﬁed empathy = 330, t= 160.p >.11).

The results suggest that managers in the modified-empathy
condition were indeed able to suppress their consumer iden-
tity, which in turn eliminated the self-referential effect of
empathy, in support of Hy. To further this interpretation, we
conducted an ANOVA with managers’ indicated consumer
identity activation as the dependent variabie and the three
empathy conditions as the independent factor. This analysis
revealed a significant effect (F(2, 90) = 3.60, p < .05), and
contrast analyses show a pattern consistent with our inter-
pretation (Figure 7): participants in the empathy condition
indicated significantly more thoughts about their consumer
identity (Mcpmpay = 4.93) than those in the no-empathy
(M cmpathy = 3.9%: F(1,50) = 6.74, p < .03) and modified-
empathy (Mmodiﬁ=d empathy = 402: F(l 5 90) =411 Ny 05)
conditions. The difference between the latter two conditions
was not significant (F(1, 90) = .02, p > 80).

Order effects. To test whether the order in which man-
agers indicated their personsl attitudes and their predictions
of consumer attitudes affected the results, we estimated a
second regression equation that included an additional
dummy variable. The dummy variable “Order” has the
value of 0 (1) for managers who indicated their personal
attitudes before (after) estimating consumer attitudes. As we
show in Table 4, Regression 2, our results hold when con-
trolling for order effecits.

Discussion

Study 4 again replicates the basic finding that empathy
increases the influence of managers’ personal consumption
preferences on predicted consumer preferences. Enhancing
the validity of this finding, this study shows the effect in the
context of celebrity endorsement and its robustness against
switching the order in which managers’ personal consump-
tion preferences and their predicted consumer preferences
are assessed.

More importantly, this study identifies how one can miti-
gate the self-referential effect of empathy in the context
studied here. It seems that a consumer identity suppression
instruction successfully removes the very element from the
process of perspective taking that is hypothesized to cause
the self-referential effect of empathy. In other words, the
empathy-caused self-reference is eliminated when the pro-
posed mechanism (consumer identity activation) is held con-
stant. This line of reasoning is in the spirit of experimental
mechanism analysis (Spencer, Zanna, and Fong 2005) and
provides further evidence for the process postulated in H,.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Marketing practitioners and researchers have recognized
the importance of bringing the consumer’s voice to the cen-
ter of managerial decision making by recommending execu-
tives to put themselves into the shoes of consumers (i.e., to
be empathic). In line with this notion, research has shown
that empathy supports, for example, & product manager in
creating appealing products {e.g., Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and
Gorn 1999). However, to the best of ocur knowledge, no
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prior work has explored how empathy affects a manager in
performing one of the most important managerial tasks: pre-
dicting consumer preferences, The present investigation
addresses this rescarch question, and in the following sub-
sections we discuss theoretical contributions, practical
implications, and opportunities for further research.

Theoretical Implications

Our research makes several theoretical contributions.
First, although common wisdom suggests that empathy
reduces the influence of personal preferences in construing
preferences of others, our investigation implies exactly the
opposite. Specifically, the findings of four studies across a
variety of marketing decision contexts (i.c., product devei-
opment, communication management, pricing, and celebrity
endorsement), using different preference measures (i.c.,
constant sum scales, semantic differential items, and wili-
ingness to pay) and drawing either on self-reported or
experimentally manipulated empathy, show that empathy
increases the influence of a manager's personal preferences
on predicted consumer preferences.

Second, we explain the self-referential effect of empathy
by combining research on perspective taking and the litera-
ture on multiple identities. In particular, we argue that man-
agers have two identities, their professional identity as a
manager and their private identity as a consumer, which can
differ in their momentary activation. We show that empathy
activates managers’ private consumer identity and, thus,
their personal consumption preferences. The activation of
their personal preferences, in turn, leads to self-referential
preference predictions.

Third, we contribute to the literature by showing that
managers are capable of suppressing their private consumer
identity in the process of perspective taking, thereby avoid-
ing self-referential preference predictions. Specificalty, our
research shows that managers who are explicitly instructed
to avoid thinking about their private consumer identity do
not fall victim to the self-referential effect of empathy.

Fourth, research has largely neglected to investigate the
relationship between managers’ empathy and their use of
objective market research results. The findings of Studies 1
and 2 suggest that empathic managers are less likely to rely
on objective market research as a consequence of their self-
referential preference predictions. This finding is alarming
because responsiveness to market intelligence is considered
a key dimension of managers’ market orientation (e.g.,
Kennedy, Goolsby, and Arnould 2003; Kohli and Jaworski
1990; Moorman, Deshpandé, and Zaltman 1993). Notably,
the basic finding of empathy-caused self-referencing when
predicting consumer preferences also remains in contexts
where managers are not provided with market research
information (Studies 3 and 4).

Fifth, and more generally, the marketing literature has
predominantly considered decision makers’ professional
behavior as independent from their private consumption
behavior. However, our results indicate that managers’ pro-
fessional decisions are strongly influenced by their personal
consumption preferences. In other words, our work con-
tributes to the literature by linking two areas in marketing
research (Wierenga 2011 ): managerial decision making and
consumer research. By investigating a manager's dual role
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as a professional decision maker and as a consumer, we
were able to identify a previously unknown and unfortu-
nately undesirable effect: managerial empathy facilitates
cgocentric predictions of consumer preferences.

Managerial Implications

The research presented in this article offers important
insights for marketing practice. Every day, marketers form
predictions of consumer preferences, for example, when
developing new products, designing advertisements, or
pricing products, Previous work has argued that taking a
consumer perspective can support markelters in the process
of construing consumer preferences. Our findings, however,
suggest that marketers should be aware of the self-referential
effect that is triggered by empathic activities. Furthermore,
empathy is likely to reduce managers’ responsiveness to
objective market research information. Decision makers
who are aware of these undesirable effects may be able to
protect themselves against self-referential tendencies, In
particular, our research shows thal managers can suppress
their personal consumer identity during the empathic pro-
cessing if they actively try to do so. Active management of
the process is shown to mitigate self-referential tendencies.
Thus, marketing managers reading or being informed about
the results of the present research will be better prepared for
effective empathizing activities focused on consumers,

Limitations and Future Research Opportunities

In this subsection, we highlight limitations of our studies
and point out several research opportunities. First, in this
research, we considered empathy as a situation-specific
concept rather than an enduring individual ability (e.g., Faro
and Rottenstreich 2006). Although we anticipate a similar
pattern of results, further research could explore the effect
of a manager’s enduring tendency to empathize with con-
sumers on self-referential preference predictions.

Second, we did not directly measure the accuracy of man-
agers’ preference predictions and its relationship to empa-
thy. Although it appears that personal consumption prefer-
ences are questionable predictors of consumer preferences,
more research on this topic using explicit measures of pre-
diction accuracy seems warranted.

Third, in Studies 1 and 2, we found empathic managers’
predictions to deviate substantially from market research
results on consumer preferences, whereas nonempathic
managers’ predictions were largely in line with market
research results. Further research could broaden the investi-
gation of empathy and the use of market research results, for
example, by examining the role of different forms of market
research information (e.g., qualitative vs. quantitative mar-
ket research results).

Finally, because incorporating the consumer’s view by
putting oneself into the shoes of consumers has surged in
popularity in management practice, more research, particu-
larly field research, is needed to fully elucidate the identified
self-referential tendency triggered by empathy. In general, it
is our hope that the current research provides a rationale and
stimulus for future investigations into managerial decision
making and, particularly, when and how bringing the con-
sumer's perspective to the center of decision makers’ pro-
cesses can provide both positive and negative outcomes.

JOURNAL OF MARKETING RESEARCH, APRIL 2015

REFERENCES

Ames, Daniel R. and Sheena S. Iyengar (2005), “Appraising the
Unusual: Framing Effects and Moderators of Uniqueness-Seeking
and Social Projection,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychol-
agy,41 (3),271-82.

Aquino, Karl, Dan Freeman, Americus Reed It, Vivien K.G. Lim,
and Will Felps (2009), “Testing a Sociat-Cognitive Model of
Moral Behavior: The Interactive Influence of Situations and
Moral Identity Centrality,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 97 (1), 12341

Ashforth, Blake E. and Scott A. Johnson (2001), “Which Hat to
Wear? The Relative Salience of Multiple Identities in Organiza-
tional Contexts,” in Social Identities Processes in Organiza-
tional Contexts, Michael A. Hogg and Deborah 1. Terry, eds.
Philadelphia: Psycholagy Press, 3148,

Bolton, Lisa E. and Americus Reed 11 (2004), “Sticky Priors: The
Perseverance of Identity Effects on Judgmen,” Journal of Mar-
keting Research, 4] (November), 397-410.

Brown, Christina L. (1999), “Do the Right Thing: Diverging
Effects of Accountability in a Managerial Context,” Marketing
Science, 18 (3), 230-46.

Dahl, Darren W., Amitava Chattopadhyay, and Gerald J. Gorn
(1999), “The Use of Visual Mental Imagery in New Product
Design,” Journal of Marketing Research, 36 (Febsuary), 18-28.

Davis, Mark H. (1980), “A Muhidimensional Approach to Individ-
ual Differences in Empathy,” JSAS Catalog of Selected Docu-
menis in Psychology, 10, (accessed November 25, 2014),
[available at http:/iwww.eckerd edu/academics/psychology/files/
Davis_1980.pdf].

(1983), “Measuring Individual Differences in Empathy:

Evidence for a Multidimensional Approach,” Journal of Person-

ality and Social Psychology, 44 (1), 113-26.

. Tama Soderlund, Jonathan Cole, Eric Gadol, Maria Kute,
Michael Myers, et al. (2004}, “Cognitions Associated with
Attempis to Empathize: How Do We Imagine the Perspective of
Another?” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30 (12),
1625-35.

Decety, Jean and Philip L. Jackson {2004), “The Functional Archi-
tecture of Human Empathy,” Behavioral and Cognitive Neuro-
science Reviews, 3 (2), 71=-100.

and Claus Lamm (2006}, “Human Empathy Through the
Lens of Social Neuroscience,” Scientific World Journal, 6,
1146-63.

DiCiccio, Thomas J. and Bradley Efron (1996}, “Boolstrap Confi-
dence Intervals,” Staristical Science, 11 (3), 189-212,

Dictvorst, Roeland C., Willem J.M.I. Verbeke, Richard P, Bagozzi,
Carolyn Yoon, Marion Sinits, and Aad van der Lugt (2009), “A
Salesforce-Specific Theory of Mind Scale: Tests of Its Vatidity by
Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix, Confirmatory Factor Analysis,
Structural Equation Models, and Functional Magnetic Resonance
Imaging.” Journal of Marketing Research, 46 (October}, 653-68.

Duan, Changming and Clara E. Hill (1996), “The Current State of
Empathy Research,” Jonrnal of Counseling Psychology, 43 (3).
261-74,

Epley, Nicholas and Eugene M. Caruso (2009), “Perspective Tak-
ing: Misstepping into Others’® Shoes,” in Handbook of Imagina-
tion and Mental Simulation, Keith D. Markman, William M.P,
Klein, and Julie A. Suhr, eds. New York: Psychology Press,
295-309.

; . and Max H. Bazerman (2006), “When Perspective

Taking Increases Taking: Reactive Egoism in Social Inter-

action,” Journal of Personality and Svcial Psychology, 91 (5),

872-89.

. Kenneth Savitsky, and Thomas Gilevich (2002), “Empathy

Neglect: Reconciling the Spotlight Effect and the Correspon-

dence Bias,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83

(2),300-312.




Egocentric Predictions of Consumer Preferences

Faro, David and Yuval Rottenstreich (2006), “Affect, Empathy,
and Regressive Mispredictions of Others’ Preferences Under
Risk,” Managemeni Science, 52 (4), 52941,

Forchand, Mark R., Rohit Deshpandé, and Americus Reed 11
(2002), “Identity Salience and the Influence of Differential Acti-
vation of the Social Self-Schema on Advertising Response,”
Journal of Applied Psychology, 87 (6}, 1086-99.

Franke, George R. and Jeong-Eun Park (2006), “Salesperson
Adaptive Selling Behavior and Customer Orientation: A Meta-
Analysis,” Journal of Marketing Research, 43 (November),
693-702.

Frost & Sullivan (2012), “Assessing the Value Proposition: 2012
Marketing Priorities Survey Results,” (nccessed November 25,
2014), {available at hip://iwww. growthconsulting.frost.com/
web/images.nsf/0/F31C98B216FA9FFDR62579EIN05TF599/
3$File/2012Global%20MarketingPriorities.pdf].

Gebhardt, Gary F., Gregory S. Carpenter, and John F. Sherry
{2006}, “Creating a Market Orientation: A Longitudinal, Multi-
firm, Grounded Analysis of Cultural Transformation,” Journal
of Marketing, 70 (October), 37-55,

Grant, Adam M. (2011), "How Customers Can Rally Your
Troops,” Harvard Business Review, 89 (6}, 96-103.

Hayes, Andrew and Jtrg Matthes (2009), “Computational Proce-
dures for Probing Interactions in OLS and Logistic Regression:
SPSS and SAS Implementations,” Behavior Research Methods,
41 (3), 924-36.

Higgins, E. Tory (1981}, “Role Taking and Social Judgment: Alter-
native Developmental Perspectives and Processes,” in Social
Cognitive Development: Frontiers and Possible Futures, Johan
H. Flavell and Lee Ross, eds. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 119-53.

{1996), “Knowledge Activation: Accessibility, Applicabil-
ity, and Salience,” in Social Psychology: Handbook of Basic
Principles, E. Tory Higgins and Arie W. Kruglanski, eds. New
York: Guilford, 133-68.

Homburg, Christian, Jan Wieseke, and Torsten Bornemann (2009),
“Implementing the Marketing Concept at the Employee-Customer
Interface: The Role of Customer Need Knowledge,” Journal of
Marketing, 73 (luly), 64-81.

Horsky, Dan and Paul Nelson (1992), “New Brand Positioning and
Pricing in an Oligopolistic Market,” Marketing Science, 11 (2),
133-53.

Hsee, Christopher K. and Elke U. Weber (1997), “A Fundamental
Prediction Error: Self-Others Discrepancies in Risk Preference,”
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 126 (1), 45~53.

Jacoby, Larry L., Colleen Keliey, Judith Brown, and Jennifer
Jasechko (1989), “Becoming Famous Overnight: Limits on the
Ability 1o Avoid Unconscious Influences of the Past,” Journal of
Personality and Secial Psychology, 56 (3), 326-38.

Johnson, Michael D., Frederick P. Morgeson, Daniel R. ligen,
Christopher J. Meyer, and James W. Lloyd (2006}, “Multiple
Professional Identities: Examining Differences in Identification
Across Work-Related Targets,” Journal of Applied Psychology,
91 (2), 498-506.

Johnson, Palmer O. and Leo Fay (1950), “The Johnson-Neyman
Technique, Its Theory and Application,” Psychometrika, 15 (4),
349-67.

and John Neyman (1936), “Tests of Certain Linear
Hypotheses and Their Application to Some Educational Prob-
lems,” Sratistical Research Memoirs, 1,57-93.

Kennedy, Karen Norman, Jerry R. Goolsby, and Eric J. Arnould
(2003}, “Implementing a Customer Orientation: Extension of
Theory and Application,” Journal of Marketing, 67 (October),
67-81.

Kohli, Ajay K. and Bernard J. Jaworski (1990), “Market Orienta-
tion: The Construct, Research Propositions, and Managerial
Implications,” Journal of Marketing, 54 (April), =18,

251

Krosnick, Jon A. and Duane F. Alwin (1988), “A Test of the Form-
Resistant Correlation Hypothesis,” Public Opinion Quarterly,
52 (4), 526-38.

Krueger, Joachim and Russell W. Clement (1994), “The Truly
False Consensus Effect: An Ineradicable and Egocentric Bias in
Secial Perception,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 67 (4}, 596-610.

Kurt, Didemn and I, Jeffrey Inman (2013), “Mispredicting Others’
Valuations: Self-Other Difference in the Context of Endow-
ment,” Journal of Consumer Research, 40 (1), 78-89.

Kurylko, Diana T. (2012), “Mercedes Aims for 6% Rise in Sales,”
AutomotiveNews.com, (February 13), (accessed November 25,
2014), [available at hitp://www.autonews.com/apps/pbes.dll/
articleTAID=/20120213/GEM03/302139986).

Lee, Chan Jean and Eduardo B. Andrade (2011), “Fear, Social Pro-
jection, and Financinl Decision Making,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 48 (Special Issue), S$121-5829,

Lerouge, Davy and Luk Warlop (2006), “Why It Is So Hard 10 Pre-
dict Our Partner’s Product Preferences: The Effect of Target
Familiarity on Prediction Accuracy,” Journal of Consumer
Research, 33 (3), 393402,

Mandel, Nacmi (2003), “Shifting Selves and Decision Making: The
Effects of Self-Construal Priming on Consumer Risk-Taking,”
Journal of Consumer Research, 30 (1), 3040,

Menon, Geeta and Priya Raghubir (2003), “Ease-of-Retrieval as
an Automatic Input in Judgments: A Mere-Accessibility Frame-
work?” Journal of Consumer Research, 30 (2), 230-43,

Moorman, Christine, Rohit Deshpandé, and Gerald Zaltman
(1993), “Factors Affecting Trust jn Market Research Relation-
ships,” Journal of Marketing, 57 (January}, 81-101.

Moreau, Page, Aradhna Krishna, and Bari Harlam (2001}, *The
Manufacturer-Retailer-Consumer Triad: Differing Perceptions
Regarding Price Promotions,” Journal of Retailing, 77 (4). 547-
69.

Orhun, A. Yesim and Oleg Urminsky (2013}, “Conditional Projec-
tion: How Own Evaluations Influence Beliefs About Others
Whose Choices Are Known,” Journal of Markering Research,
50 (February), 111-24,

Perkins, W. Steven and Ram C. Rao (1990}, “The Role of Experi-
ence in Information Use and Decision Making by Marketing
Managers,” Journal of Marketing Research, 27 (February), 1-
10.

Piaget, Jean (1926), The Language and Thought of the Children.
New York: Harcount, Brace & Company.

Preacher, Kristopher and Andrew Hayes (2008), “Asymptotic and
Resampling Strategies for Assessing and Comparing Indirect
Effects in Multiple Mediator Models,” Behavior Research
Methods, 40 (3), 879-91.

Puligadda, Sanjay, William T. Ross, and Rajdeep Grewal (2012),
“Individual Differences in Brand Schematicity,” Journal of
Marketing Research, 49 (February), 115-30.

Puntoni, Stefano, Steven Sweldens, and Nader T. Tavassoli (2011),
“Cender ldentity Salience and Perceived Vulnerability 1o Breast
Cancer,” Journal of Marketing Research, 48 (June), 413-24,

PwC (2012), “15th Annual Global CEO Survey 2012: Delivering
Results: Growth and Value in a Volatile World,” (accessed
November 25, 2014), [available at http://www.pwc.com/gx/en
fceo-survey/pdif1 Sth-global-pwe-ceo-survey.pdf].

Reed, Americus, I (2004}, “Activating the Sell-Importance of
Consumer Selves: Exploring Identity Salience Effects on Judg-
ments,” Journal of Consumer Research, 3] (2), 286-95.

» Mark R. Forehand, Stefano Puntoni, and Luk Warlop
(2012), “Identity-Based Consumer Behavior,” International
Journal of Research in Markering, 29 (4),310-21.

Regan, Dennis T. and Judith Totten (1975}, “Empathy and Attribu-
tion: Turning Observers into Actors,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 32 (5), 850-56.




252

Rifkin, Glenn (1994), “Product Development; Empathic Design
Helps Understand Users Better,” Harvard Business Review, 72
(2}, 10-11.

Spencer, Steven J., Mark P. Zanna, and Geoffrey T. Fong (2005),
“Establishing a Causal Chain: Why Experiments Are Often
More Effective Than Medintional Analyses in Examining Psy-
chological Processes,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, B9 (6), 845-51.

Spiller, Stephen A., Gavan I. Filzsimons, John G. Lynch Jr., and
Gary H. McClelland (2013), “Spotlights, Floodlights, and the
Magic Number Zero: Simple Effects Tests in Moderated Regres-
sion,” Journal of Marketing Research, 50 (April), 277-88.

Stauffer, David (2001), “What Customer-Centric Really Means:
Seven Key Insights,” Harvard Management Update (August),
(accessed November 25, 2014), [available at htips://hbr.org/
product/what-customer-centric-really-means-seven-key-
insights/an/U0108A-PDF-ENG].

JOURNAL OF MARKETING RESEARCH, APRIL 2015

Stotland, Ezra (1969), “Exploratory Investigations of Empathy,” in
Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 4, Leonard
Berkowitz, ed. New York: Academic Press, 271-314,

Venables, William N., David M. Smith, and the R Core Team
{2012), “An Introduction to R (Version 2.15.2)," (accessed
November 1, 2012), [available at hitp://www.r-project.orgf].

Wierenga, Berend (2011), “Managerial Decision Making in Mar-
keting: The Next Research Frontier,” International Journal of
Research in Marketing, 28 (2}, 89-101.

Zhang, Yinlong and Adwait Khare (2009), “The Impact of Acces-
sible identitics on the Evaluation of Global Versus Local Prod-
ucts,” Journal of Conswumer Research, 36 (3), 524-37.



