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ABSTRACT 

 

Managerial wisdom suggests that the more the employees behave like robots the 

more successful the service will be. From the perspective of service production, it is 

clear that dehumanization of service employees (i.e., firms asking employees to behave 

with limited capacity to think, plan, and have goals, and limited capacity to have 

emotions and feelings) can improve consistency, efficiency, calculability, productivity, 

and eventually profitability. However, from the consumer perspective, the extant 

literature is indeterminant on whether the downstream consequences on consumer 

intention and behaviour are favourable or unfavourable. This research directly addresses 

this problem. The authors hypothesize that the response is contingent upon the 

consumers’ political ideology, such that dehumanization induces stronger negative 

responses among liberal consumers, but it also evokes certain positive responses among 

conservative consumers. Five studies – a large-scale text-mining study, a quasi-

experiment, and three randomized experiments – confirm the central argument. 

Study 1 examining millions of online comments indicates that liberals are more 

likely to express a negative online stance against dehumanization than conservatives, 

while conservatives are more likely to express a supportive online stance on 

dehumanization than liberals. Studies 2, 3, and 4 provide further experimental evidence 

supporting that dehumanization of service employees reduces willingness to use the 

service among liberals while the effect is weaker or insignificant among conservatives. 

Study 3 also reveals that surface acting mediates the interactive effect on willingness to 

use the service such that liberals react more negatively towards surface acting induced 

by dehumanization. In contrast, Study 5 demonstrates the positive aspect of 

dehumanization such that dehumanization acts as a prominent signal of a prototypical 
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capitalist firm (i.e., capitalism associations). By activating capitalism associations, 

dehumanization can increase willingness to pay among conservatives, but not among 

liberals.  

We also show that, when the expectation of service interaction is high (vs. low) 

during a service encounter, both negative and positive aspects of dehumanization are 

heightened (vs. weakened). Particularly, Study 4 demonstrates that dehumanization 

reduces willingness to use the service of independent, family-run firms, especially 

among liberals, but this is not the case for willingness to use global chains. In contrast, 

Study 5 reveals that dehumanization increases willingness to pay for a personalized 

service, especially among conservatives, but this is not the case for willingness to pay 

for a standardized service. This research offers important managerial and theoretical 

implications for service management. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

We first discuss the phenomenon of dehumanization of service employees 

including its prevalence, importance, and urgency. By doing so, we discuss why this 

topic is managerially relevant and societally significant. Next, we review bodies of 

literature that are relevant to the topic. We illustrate that the contemporary literature, 

despite being a prerequisite to laying a theoretical foundation for this research, is still 

far from offering a comprehensive view of the research area of interest. Third, we 

provide our overarching research aim and derived research objectives. Based on that, we 

discuss overall empirical studies and potential research contributions of this research. 

Finally, we outline the structure of this dissertation.  

 

1.1. The Phenomenon  

 

Fast-food restaurants (e.g., McDonald's) require their employees to stick to the 

scripts that dictate almost every movement when dealing with customers. Amazon 

warehouse workers are asked to perform repetitive tasks without a toilet break 

(Mahdawi 2018), constantly monitored to ensure their working speed meets the robot-

like standard, and become a good Amazonian only when they become an Amabot 

("Ama-" from Amazon, "-bot" from robot; Kantor and Streitfeld 2015). Many 

restaurants (e.g., Hooter Inc., Cowgirls Espresso) outrageously sexualize and 

dehumanize their waitresses to a mindless walking-billboard to tempt customers. We 

can see this type of service practice – referred to as dehumanization of service 

employees – in virtually all service firms that are obsessed with efficiency, consistency, 

productivity, and profitability of service production.  
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This approach, nevertheless, has started provoking a backlash recently from many 

news media outlets (e.g., Boyle et al. 2017; Guendelsberger 2019; Leetaru 2019; Mason 

2016; Woodcock 2017; Yusuf 2019). Interestingly, thanks to the interactive nature of 

online news website, we can observe how people react to dehumanization of service 

employees in practice, and the reactions are strikingly polarized. As found in many 

comment sections under online news articles about this practice, many readers openly 

express their response to dehumanization while others express their support for it. For 

example, under an article about dehumanization of Amazon warehouse employees on 

Yahoo! News (Guendelsberger 2019) and dehumanization of Ryanair cabin crews on 

the Mail Online (Boyle et al. 2017), it is very simple to find many comments showing a 

negative stance on this practice (e.g., Yahoo! News: “Greed + abuse of technology. 

Shame on you, Bezo (or bozo?)!”, “CAPITALISM. Profits over people all the time...”; 

Mail Online: “Slave labour! Disgusting practices!”, “Bloody capitalist!”) and an equal 

or even larger number of other comments showing a supporting stance on this practice 

(Yahoo! News: “It's called a job for a reason”, “Quit, or quit crying!”, “Love Amazon, 

please just keep doing what they ask you to do.”, Mail Online: “So get another job ...”, 

“Why in this country do we so hate success that we have to criticise every aspect of a 

successful business.”). If the difference in consumer reactions towards dehumanization 

of service employees is systematic, it urges a thorough examination of this common 

practice, which then can provide important managerial insight for service firms that use 

(or plan to use) this practice. 

Alongside its importance for business, understanding how people perceive and 

react to dehumanization of service employees is also societally significant. Note that the 

recent media attention does not imply that dehumanization of service employees has 

only become operational lately. In fact, since the Industrial Revolution, human workers 
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have always been at risk of being transformed into human robots or being replaced by 

robots (Belk 2016); and this topic has always attracted great interest from sociologists 

ever since (e.g., Blauner 1964; Marx 1844; Ritzer 1983; Thompson 1983; Weber 1930). 

Two of the most influential sociologists of the 20th century, Karl Marx and Max Weber, 

even argue that the dehumanization of workers, and marketplace dehumanization in 

general, is an unremovable part of a capitalist system. Following their works, 

dehumanization and its peculiar relationship with capitalism seemed to continually 

capture the attention of academics, exemplified by the usages of the terms 

“dehumanization” and “capitalist system” in academic works after 1950. We found that 

a strikingly similar trend between the two words emerged after 1950 when using Google 

Books Ngram Viewer (2021) – an online search engine that calculates and charts the 

frequency of word strings that appear in books within a particular period – to chart their 

appearances in academic writing. If marketplace dehumanization is always intertwined 

with the most predominant political and economic system in the world, an investigation 

of whether individuals fight back or embrace this practice is obviously needed to direct 

society in moving forward.  
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Figure 1. The Usages of "dehumanization" and "capitalist system" in Books Written in 

English from 1930 to 2010 (Google Books Ngram Viewer 2021) 

 

1.2. Theoretical Problems  

 

Despite its importance, prevalence, and long-standing existence, recent empirical 

studies have just only started to document the roles of marketplace dehumanization and 

demonstrate its negative impacts in marketplace contexts (Castelo et al. 2019; Henkel et 

al. 2018; Herak et al. 2020; Hill et al. 2016). For example, Henkel et al. (2018) show 

that consumers with a price-conscious mentality (i.e., emphasize having low prices) are 

more likely to dehumanize service employees. Dehumanization then drives consumers 

to impose a harsher punishment on the employees when they receive an unsatisfactory 

service. Similarly, when dehumanizing a person who is paired with an object in an ad, 

people tend to have more negative attitudes towards the person and the ad (Herak et al. 

2020). However, as far as we are aware, no study to date has directly examined a 

service firm’s dehumanization of its employees.  
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It is noteworthy that the findings of the effects of dehumanization in other 

contexts are generally in line with the above findings in the marketplace. For example, 

in more general social interactions, previous studies show that dehumanization can lead 

to various detrimental consequences including increasing anti-social behaviours (e.g., 

Leidner et al. 2013; Rudman and Mescher 2012; Viki et al. 2013; Waytz and Epley 

2012), decreasing prosocial behaviours (e.g., Andrighetto et al. 2014; Cuddy et al. 2007; 

Terskova and Agadullina 2019; Vaes et al. 2003), and raising psychological costs 

(Bastian and Haslam 2011). In organizational contexts, recent investigations reveal that 

employees in various industries also feel dehumanized in many situations and such 

feeling leads to various negative effects (Bell and Khoury 2016; Caesens et al. 2019; 

Caesens et al. 2017; Väyrynen and Laari-Salmela 2018). However, like studies on 

marketplace dehumanization, the dehumanization studies across various disciplines 

focus on its effects on the dehumanizers (who dehumanize) and the dehumanized (who 

is dehumanized) but again entirely neglect the influence of dehumanization (e.g., a 

service firm dehumanizes its employees) on third-party observers (e.g., customers). 

One would suggest that consumers might perceive dehumanization of service 

employees as an adverse phenomenon and exert negative reactions accordingly. 

However, this notion has not yet been empirically examined. Furthermore, some studies 

show that dehumanization is sometimes a defensive mechanism or a psychological tool 

in certain contexts (Cameron et al. 2016; Lammers and Stapel 2011; Vaes and Muratore 

2013), suggesting the complexity of its effects beyond its harmful consequences. 

Similarly, dehumanization in the marketplace clearly has some practical values for 

service firms (e.g., boost efficiency, consistency and productivity), and presumably for 

consumers also. Given the success of many service firms (e.g., Amazon, Ryanair, 

McDonald's) which rely heavily on dehumanization of their employees to improve 
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service consistency, we expect some levels of consumer acceptance for this practice. 

Thus, important questions from both a managerial and theoretical perspective ask when 

and why consumers like or dislike dehumanization of service employees. 

The explosion of dehumanization studies across disciplines recently is, in part, 

thanks to the modern theories of dehumanization (Haslam and Loughnan 2014; Haslam 

and Stratemeyer 2016), such as the dual model of dehumanization (Haslam 2006), and 

the mind perception approach to dehumanization (Gray et al. 2007; Waytz et al. 2010b). 

The earlier research on dehumanization only conceptualizes dehumanization within its 

extreme form that can only emerge in extreme conflicts (e.g., Kelman 1973; Opotow 

1990; Staub 1989), while the modern theories incorporate its subtler forms – by 

attributing less human qualities to others – that can emerge from daily social 

interactions and which are extremely widespread (Bastian et al. 2011; Haslam 2006; 

Leyens et al. 2001). For instance, by default, individuals tend to attribute less human 

qualities to out-group members and more to themselves and their in-group members 

(Haslam et al. 2005; Leyens et al. 2001). In a similar vein, this research is also based on 

the contemporary theories of dehumanization. Particularly, we adopt primarily the mind 

perception approach to dehumanization to define the dehumanization of service 

employees as the service practice in which employees are instructed by their firm to 

behave during service interactions with a limited capacity to think, plan, and have goals 

and a limited capacity to have emotions and feelings.  

Based on practical examples and previous empirical findings, we predict that 

different types of consumers might react differently towards dehumanization. As 

discussed previously, not only has dehumanization been thoroughly studied from the 

psychological perspective, but (marketplace) dehumanization has also been securitized 

by sociologists and philosophers since the Industrial Revolution. Despite being based on 
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distinctive and some conflicting philosophical positions, especially between Marxist 

and Weberian philosophy, these thinkers have come to an agreement that 

dehumanization of employees is strongly associated with the capitalist system. 

Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that political ideology – that is, a “set of beliefs 

about the proper order of society and how it can be achieved” (Erikson and Tedin 2003, 

p.64) – should play an important role in shaping consumers’ responses to 

dehumanization of employees.  

Notably, an emerging body of literature on consumers’ political ideology also 

shows that liberals and conservatives react in a different way to various marketplace 

stimuli such as information about firms and products (Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018; 

Winterich et al. 2012), ad framing (Kidwell et al. 2013; Kim et al. 2018; Septianto et al. 

2019), product labelling (Irmak et al. 2020), and product and brand designs (Angle et al. 

2017; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018). However, while the literature seems to support 

our initiation prediction about the ideological difference in response to dehumanization 

of service employees, the previous studies about political ideology overlook its role in 

service contexts. Thus, investigating the relationship between dehumanization of service 

employees and political ideology can also enrich the political ideology literature in 

addition to the dehumanization literature. 

 

1.3. Research Aim and Objectives 

 

As we have just discussed, a service practice in which a service firm asks its 

employees to behave like robots is commonplace in practice and people seem to have 

largely different reactions to it. However, the extant literature on (marketplace) 

dehumanization remains indeterminant regarding how consumers react to this 
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phenomenon. Furthermore, because dehumanization of employees is closely connected 

to capitalism, we expect political ideology to have an influence on consumer reactions. 

Therefore, the general aim of this research is to examine consumer reactions towards 

dehumanization of service employees and how political ideology can shape these 

reactions. To this end, this research has the following objectives: 

▪ Incorporating psychology, sociology, and consumer literature to enrich the 

understanding of marketplace dehumanization 

▪ Examine the role of political ideology in moderating consumer reactions 

towards dehumanization of service employees 

▪ Investigate the process that underlines the consumer reactions by combining 

marketplace dehumanization and political ideology literature   

▪ Identify other situations in which the negative (positive) effects of 

dehumanization of service employees can be weakened or amplified 

 

1.4. Overview of the Empirical Studies 

 

To achieve the research aim and objectives, we conduct five studies comprising a 

large-scale text-mining study, a quasi-experiment, and three randomized experiments. In 

the text-mining study (Study 1), we collect more than 10 million online comments and 

use a combination of text mining and analysis techniques, namely manual coding and 

machine-learning supervised algorithm, to analyze the unstructured data. The study 

establishes the link between political ideology and dehumanization across different 

service settings (front-line, back-end) and different countries (United Kingdom, United 

States). Thus, this study gives great external validity to our findings. Additionally, the 

following experiments provide further causal evidence, achieving internal validity. In 
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Study 2, we vary political ideology using a non-randomizing method (i.e., identify two 

groups of participants regarding their political ideology before the main study) and 

show that liberals are less likely to select the dehumanization (vs. non-dehumanization) 

option than conservatives. In Study 3, we manipulate dehumanization and demonstrate 

that liberals are less likely to use the services of a dehumanizing firm and that surface 

acting mediates the effect. Study 4 replicates the main interactive effect using a subtle 

manipulation of dehumanization in another service setting. This study also demonstrates 

that the negative effect of dehumanization on willingness to use a service is also 

contingent upon whether consumers expect high (e.g., independent, family-run firms) or 

low (e.g., global chains) human interactions during service encounters. 

Study 5 focuses on the positive aspect of dehumanization and reveals that, 

because dehumanization signifies a prototypical capitalist enterprise stereotyped with 

great monetary values (i.e., capitalism associations), conservatives (vs. liberals) are 

more willing to pay higher for dehumanizing service. Furthermore, this study shows 

that, when the service encounters highly involve human interactions (i.e., service 

personalization), the effect of dehumanization on willingness to pay is also amplified. 

Finally, we strengthen the internal validity by eliminating the concern about the overlap 

between service standardization and dehumanization in producing the proposed effects.  

  

1.5. Research Contributions 

 

This research attempts to make several potential contributions to theory and 

methodology. Theoretically, we aim to extend dehumanization and political ideology 

literature substantially. Methodologically, we endeavour to offer a novel way to capture 
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political ideology using unstructured data. We provide an overview of the contributions 

of this research in the following sections.  

 

1.5.1. Theoretical Contributions 

 

We aim to make a major contribution to the emerging research on marketplace 

dehumanization (Castelo et al. 2019; Henkel et al. 2018; Herak et al. 2020; Hill et al. 

2016). First, while previous research focuses on the dehumanizing perceptions of 

consumers relating to other marketplace actors including other consumers (Castelo et al. 

2019), service employees (Henkel et al. 2018), and an ad actor/actress (Herak et al. 

2020), we focus on a service firm’s dehumanization of its employees. Particularly, our 

research aims to shed light on how consumers, as a third party, react to this service 

practice. We attempt to deepen the understanding of dehumanization even more by 

going beyond the main effect of dehumanization and introducing important moderators 

(i.e., political ideology, firm types, service personalization), thereby further deepening 

the understanding of this topic. Additionally, as current empirical findings and 

theoretical (and philosophical) arguments across different disciplines (psychology, 

marketing, management, sociology) show the negative consequences of dehumanization 

(e.g., Bell and Khoury 2016; Caesens et al. 2017; Henkel et al. 2018; Herak et al. 2020; 

Marx 1844; Weber 1930; for a comprehensive review in psychology see Haslam and 

Loughnan 2014, Haslam and Stratemeyer 2016), it is presupposed that consumers are 

more likely to react negatively towards dehumanization of service employees. Our 

research aims to empirically test this prediction using experimental data and large-scale 

unstructured data. Moreover, we also predict that the dehumanization of service 
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employees might have a functional aspect as it is strongly associated with the capitalist 

system. Therefore, we can offer a balanced overview of this widespread practice.  

Our research also aims to extend the current understanding of consumers’ political 

ideology (for a comprehensive review see Jung and Mittal 2020). While previous 

research highlights its role in shaping consumer responses to different types of firm 

stimuli such as product and firm information (Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018; 

Winterich et al. 2012), our research draws attention to its role in service interactions. By 

situating our research in service marketing, we also aim to offer interesting underlying 

mechanisms which differ in effects across the political ideology spectrum, thereby 

significantly extending the emerging body of political ideology literature.  

 

1.5.2. Methodological Contributions  

 

During the exploratory process, we found a great deal of diversity in online 

reactions under news articles about the dehumanization of employees in various service 

firms (e.g., Boyle et al. 2017; Guendelsberger 2019; Mason 2016; Yusuf 2019). Thus, 

we aim to conduct a text-mining study in which political ideology will be 

operationalized using large-scale unstructured data, namely online comments. 

Particularly, people tend to express their opinions strongly when commenting on 

articles about political issues or personalities (e.g., Donald Trump, Boris Johnson, 

Republican). We found that many people have more than hundreds of political-related 

comments in their comment histories (Boyle et al. 2017; Guendelsberger 2019). 

Therefore, we plan to collect and classify political-related comments using supervised 

machine-learning algorithms, and in turn, classify the readers using those labelled 

comments. Thus, our research can also offer a novel way to measure political ideology, 
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and thereby contribute significantly to the methodology as the measurement of political 

ideology heretofore has been involved with only structured data comprising mostly self-

report survey and sometimes secondary data (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Irmak et al. 2020; 

Jung et al. 2017a; Kim et al. 2018; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018). 

 

1.6.  Structure of the Dissertation  

 

As shown in Table 1, this dissertation first starts with an introduction. Second, we 

provide the theoretical background of this research comprising different bodies of 

literature related to the psychology of dehumanization, sociology of dehumanization 

(and capitalism), and political ideology literature. By doing so, we also highlight 

important problems and gaps in the literature that we endeavour to address in this 

research. Third, we propose and theoretically argue for our hypotheses. Fourth, we 

present the philosophical foundation and methodological approaches (i.e., large-scale 

text mining and experiments) of this research. Five, we provide an overview of the 

whole study before discussing each individual study in detail in the next five chapters. 

Six, we conclude the dissertation by summarizing the findings of all studies, offering 

theoretical contributions, methodological conditions, and practical implications. Finally, 

we discuss the limitations of this research while suggesting the potential area for future 

research. 
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Table 1. Structure of the Dissertation 

Chapter Synopsis 

Chapter 1: Introduction Discuss the phenomenon and theoretical problems, thereby 

explaining the importance of the research. 

State research aims and objectives, and propose the potential 

research contributions. 

Present how this dissertation is structured.  

Chapter 2: Theoretical 

Background 

Review the psychology of dehumanization, sociology of 

dehumanization under the capitalist system, and political 

ideology literature. 

Discuss gaps in the literature. 

Lay out the theoretical foundation of this research.  

Chapter 3: Hypotheses 

Development 

Propose the interaction between political ideology and 

dehumanization, the mechanisms operating this effect, and 

other important moderators. 

Chapter 4: Methodology Discuss the philosophical position of this research. 

Discuss key methodologies applied including text mining and 

experimental designs and overview of the data collection 

strategy. 

Chapter 5: Overview of 

Studies 

Discuss the general aim and basic design of the empirical 

studies and how the studies join together to comprehensively 

examine the proposed hypotheses. 

Chapters 6-10: Empirical 

Studies (Studies 1-5) 

Present the empirical studies of this research in detail 

including their aims, sample, procedures, stimuli, measures, 

results and analyses, and discussions. 

Chapter 11: Conclusion Provide a general discussion, theoretical contributions, 

methodological contributions, and practical implications. 

Acknowledge the limitations of this research and offer an 

avenue for future research.  
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

In this chapter, we review the literature relevant to this dissertation. The 

theoretical background comprises two main parts, specifically the literature about 

dehumanization (section 2.1 to section 2.4) and the literature about political ideology 

(section 2.5 to section 2.6). In the first part, we discuss the contemporary theories of 

dehumanization from the psychological perspective before concluding with a critical 

evaluation of those theories. Additionally, we review the sociological approaches to 

dehumanization, especially marketplace dehumanization and its long-standing 

association with capitalism. We then discuss how dehumanization manifests in the 

marketplace and especially the dehumanization of service employees – the main object 

of this dissertation. We conclude the first part with a discussion of the consequences of 

dehumanization demonstrated in the extant literature and the important gaps which we 

endeavour to fill. In the second part, we discuss the relevant literature about political 

ideology including an overview of this concept, the consumer research about political 

ideology, and important gaps that should be closed. Finally, we discuss the differences 

between conservatives and liberals in cognitive processing styles and prioritization of 

personal values. In so doing, we lay a theoretical rationale for our hypotheses. 

 

2.1. Psychological Theories of Dehumanization  

 

A systematic investigation of dehumanization can be found in the 1970s when 

Kelman (1973) tried to understand how moral constraint fails to stop people from 

committing extreme violence. Shortly after, psychologists started documenting 

dehumanization as a prerequisite or justification for violence (e.g., Bandura 1999; 
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Opotow 1990; Staub 1989). Overall, early research treats dehumanization as an 

extreme, explicit, and absolute phenomenon and one which can only be found in 

extreme conflicts such as wars and massacres (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). However, 

the contemporary theories of dehumanization have advanced significantly, and 

researchers have shifted their focus to more relative, subtler, and implicit forms of 

dehumanization which can manifest in everyday interactions (but see Bruneau et al. 

2018a; Bruneau et al. 2018b; Kteily and Bruneau 2017a; Kteily et al. 2015; Kteily and 

Bruneau 2017b). Similarly, we also focus on the subtle and relative forms and ground 

this research on the modern theories of dehumanization (but also unified with a 

sociological approach to dehumanization, see section 2.2). Therefore, we first review 

four predominant theories of dehumanization before providing our critical evaluations 

of those theories.  

 

2.1.1. Infrahumanization Theory 

 

Leyens et al.’s (2001) infrahumanization theory starts the theories of 

dehumanization in an important way that revitalizes the concept. Infrahumanization 

theory is grounded on psychological essentialism suggesting that people tend to 

attribute their in-groups with “essences” which can be used to define the very nature of 

the group. The essences can be used to consolidate the group coherence and 

differentiate the in-group from out-groups. In this line, infrahumanization theory 

suggests that ascriptions of uniquely human emotions are an important element of 

“human essence” which people are more willing to attribute to their group but not to 

others (Demoulin et al. 2004; Leyens et al. 2000). The theory suggests that secondary 

emotions (e.g., pride, nostalgia, compassion, shame, guilt, and embarrassment) but not 
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primary emotions (e.g., disgust, fear, joy) constitute the uniqueness of human emotions. 

This is because secondary emotions embody morality and cognition and emerge from 

human interactions whereas primary emotions are biologically inherent and shared with 

non-human species (Demoulin et al. 2004; Epstein 1984). Infrahumanization theory 

further suggests that people tend to infrahumanize –or dehumanize in a relative, subtle 

form – out-group members by attributing fewer secondary emotions to them. 

Infrahumanization theory advances the dehumanization literature in two important 

ways. First, because secondary emotions comprise both negative emotions (e.g., shame, 

guilt) and positive emotions (e.g., compassion, pride, love), infra-dehumanization can 

emerge independently of out-group dislike. Second, different from the earlier theories of 

dehumanization, infrahumanization theory proposes that dehumanization can occur in a 

subtler form in everyday social interactions, and conflicts are not a prerequisite for 

dehumanizing out-group members (Leyens et al. 2007). This is reflected in the term 

“infra-humanization” (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). Nevertheless, the terms 

“infrahumanization” and “dehumanization” have been used interchangeably in 

dehumanization literature (e.g., Čehajić et al. 2009; Cuddy et al. 2007; Miranda et al. 

2014). 

 

2.1.2. Haslam’s Dual Model of Dehumanization 

 

Unlike infrahumanization theory, which is based primarily on the human essence, 

that is, a set of secondary human emotions, the dual model of dehumanization 

developed by Haslam (2006) suggests that the comprehensive view on dehumanization 

requires a comprehensive conceptualization of humanness. Haslam et al. (2005) provide 

empirical evidence supporting two distinct senses of humanness, referring to human 
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uniqueness and human nature. Uniquely human traits such as refinement, rationality, 

and moral sensibility separate us from other animals, while human nature traits such as 

emotional responsiveness, individuality, and interpersonal warmth separate us from 

objects such as robots and machines. People also perceive that the uniquely human traits 

are less commonplace, culturally dependent, unrelated to emotionality, developed 

through socialization and later in life, while the human nature traits are commonplace, 

universal, related to emotionality, developed early in life, deeply rooted, and 

biologically based (Haslam et al. 2005; Haslam et al. 2004). Accordingly, 

dehumanization can take two forms as people can deny either sense of humanness 

(Haslam et al. 2005). Animalistic dehumanization emerges when one is seen as lacking 

refinement, self-control, and intelligence (i.e., a denial of uniquely human traits), and 

likened to an animal. Mechanic dehumanization emerges when one is seen as lacking 

emotionality, warmth, and individuality, and likened to a machine.  

As Haslam’s dual model of dehumanization can capture various forms of 

dehumanization such as subtle or blatant, implicit, or explicit forms of dehumanization, 

it extends the infrahumanization theory by incorporating it with earlier theories of 

dehumanization. Moreover, the model adds a mechanic dimension of dehumanization 

alongside the animalistic dimension which is mostly correspondent with the denial of 

secondary emotions in the infrahumanization theory.  

 

2.1.3. Mind Perception Theory 

 

From a completely different research paradigm, the mind perception theory of 

Gray et al. (2007) provides another conceptualization of the dehumanization concept. 

Factor analysis reveals that people perceive the minds of different entities (including 
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human and non-human) alongside two dimensions, namely experience – that is, a 

mental capacity to feel emotions such as pain, pleasure, pride, and embarrassment – and 

agency – that is, a mental capacity to plan, think, and self-control. Specifically, people 

perceive the minds of adult humans and the self as high in both agency and experience. 

In contrast, they perceive animals’ minds as high in experience but low in agency, while 

perceiving a social robot and a dead person as low in experience but moderate in 

agency. Accordingly, people can dehumanize (or dementalize) others by stripping away 

their mental capacities (Waytz et al. 2010b).  

Interestingly, despite belonging to different research paradigms, Haslam’s (2006) 

dual model and Gray et al.’s (2007) mind perception arrive at a consensus that whatever 

constitutes human can be represented in two dimensions, namely agency (corresponding 

to human uniqueness) and experience (corresponding to human nature), and, 

consequently, dehumanization emerges when either dimension or both dimensions are 

denied. Therefore, researchers who study dehumanization tend to use approaches 

interchangeably when conceptualizing and operationalizing dehumanization (e.g., 

Heflick et al. 2011; Henkel et al. 2018; Schroeder and Epley 2016; Waytz and Epley 

2012).  

Although the two approaches share important similarities, the mind perception has 

important conceptual leverage compared to the dual model, such that the former’s 

theoretical focus on all entities enables us to view dehumanization as a part of the mind 

attribution process rather than as an isolated process (Waytz et al. 2010a). Particularly, 

along the mind perception continuum, on the one hand, over-allocation of mind to non-

human entities (e.g., robots, animals) leads to anthropomorphism or humanization; on 

the other hand, under-allocation of mind to humans leads to dehumanization. Therefore, 

dehumanization literature and anthropomorphism/humanization literature can be unified 
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under a broader paradigm (i.e., mind perceptions), and thus inherit and expand each 

other (Waytz et al. 2010a). For instance, Schroeder and Epley (2016) are able to show 

that humanizing speech can convey the mental capacities of any entities using the mind 

perception approach and the interrelationship of dehumanization and 

anthropomorphism. This advantage might be particularly useful in consumer research as 

product and brand anthropomorphism and humanization is an important area of this 

research (MacInnis and Folkes 2017). For instance, the recent findings of Herak et al. 

(2020) show that people automatically anthropomorphize an object and in turn judge it 

more favourably when it is paired with a human (vs. only an object) in ads. In contrast, 

people dehumanize a person when the person is paired with an object (vs. a human 

only) in ads and in turn judge him/her less favourably.  

 

2.1.4. The Model of Stereotype Content Account  

 

From the neuroscience perspective, Harris and Fiske (2006) propose an interesting 

approach to dehumanization. They view dehumanization as a failure to activate a 

particular area in the brain network, namely the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), which 

has been shown to be activated whenever a person is thinking about human(s) (self and 

others). This approach is based on the stereotype content model (Fiske et al. 2002), 

which suggests that people form an impression of other groups and individuals along 

two dimensions, namely warmth and competence. Thus, there are four main groups 

based on the combination of these two dimensions: high warmth-high competence (e.g., 

in-groups), high warmth-low competence (e.g., elderly people, disabled people), low 

warmth-high competence (e.g., rich people), and low warmth-low competence (e.g., 

homeless people, drug addicts). Harris and Fiske (2006) show that a low-low group is 
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easily dehumanized by others, evidenced by the failure to active mPFC when people see 

such a group.  

This account offers a fascinating angle to conceptualize dehumanization and 

provides evidence beyond self-report data. Nevertheless, it is challenging for 

researchers to adopt this approach when studying dehumanization in other contexts due 

to technical constraints. Another important contribution of this model is that it indirectly 

provides evidence supporting the distinction between what constitutes (de)humanization 

including agency (or human uniqueness) and experience (or human nature) and what 

constitutes social cognition, comprising warmth and competence (Fiske et al. 2007). As 

such, to engage in social cognition, considering others as human beings is a pre-

condition. Later research also provides further empirical evidence for the differences 

between the dimensions of humanness and that of social cognition (e.g., Jones-Lumby 

and Haslam 2005; Martínez et al. 2017). 

 

2.1.5. Critical Evaluations of Theoretical Approaches to 

Dehumanization 

 

The four contemporary theories reviewed above have advanced the literature of 

dehumanization considerably and have been used as theoretical groundworks for most 

later dehumanization studies (see Table 2 in section 2.4 for example). Similarly, to 

define dehumanization of service employees, we also adopt the well-accepted bi-

dimensional approach to dehumanization, which suggests that people can dehumanize 

others by denying their capacities of thinking, planning, and having goals (agency or 

human uniqueness) and/or denying their capacities of feeling and having emotions 

(experience or human nature). Particularly, we define dehumanization of service 
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employees as the service practice in which employees are instructed by their firm to 

behave during service interactions with a limited capacity to think, plan, and have goals 

and a limited capacity to have emotions and feelings. Generally, the two forms of 

dehumanization can emerge independently, which is empirically supported and 

theoretically argued (e.g., Bain et al. 2009; Demoulin et al. 2004; Gray et al. 2007; 

Haslam et al. 2005; Haslam and Loughnan 2014; Jack et al. 2013). Nevertheless, in 

many cases, previous studies show that people tend to dehumanize others by denying 

both uniquely human and human nature traits altogether (e.g., Bastian et al. 2014; 

Henkel et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, while we agree with the notion of two senses of humanness, the 

metaphoric comparisons between human and animals, and especially between human 

and robots, might not always be aligned with the lay concept of dehumanization. While 

robots and objects are clearly lacking experience (i.e., human nature), they are in most 

cases also lacking agency (i.e., uniquely human traits), possibly except for advanced 

artificial intelligence. Robots can only execute and follow pre-defined scripts 

programmed into them; and thus they cannot possibly possess a capacity for thinking 

and planning on their own. This notion is aligned with a sociological and philosophical 

perspective on dehumanization which links workers and employees to robots by 

denying both agency and experience (Marx 1844; Ritzer 1983; Weber 1930). 

Importantly, this also seems to resonate with the lay concept of humanity and 

dehumanization. In the study of mind perception, people report social robots, which are 

already anthropomorphized and display some physical human attributes, as lower in 

both agency and experience than adult humans (Gray et al. 2007). Therefore, we argue 

that, when laypeople (e.g., consumers) use a metaphoric comparison between human 

and robots (e.g., “a firm asks its employees to behave like robots, “I feel I am being 
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treated like a robot”, “I feel the employee is being treated like a robot”), they refer to the 

denial of both agency and experience. Note that, for the sake of convenience, we still 

refer to the denial of agency as an animalistic form of dehumanization and the denial of 

experience as a mechanistic form of dehumanization in the following discussions. To 

solidify the theoretical foundation of this research and elaborate on this subject, in the 

next section, we review the sociological perspective of dehumanization of employees.  

 

2.2. Sociological Perspective on Dehumanization: The Relationship 

between Dehumanization and Capitalism 

 

Whereas dehumanization is an emerging stream of psychology-based research 

(Haslam and Stratemeyer 2016), the concept of dehumanization has been explored in 

sociological works since the Industrial Revolution as in its relationship with the 

capitalist system (e.g., Weber 1930). Given the long history and significance of the 

dehumanization-capitalism debate in sociology and philosophy, these works on 

dehumanization might have a stronger influence on the intuitive understanding of 

dehumanization of laypeople. Furthermore, while discussion of dehumanization from 

the psychological perspective centres around the internal feeling and thinking of 

dehumanizers and dehumanized, the philosophical and sociological questions related to 

dehumanization rather require the understanding of dehumanization as an external 

event. Thus, understanding the relationship between dehumanization and capitalism 

from the sociological perspective is a crucial tenet to lay theoretical groundworks for 

studying third-party consumers’ perception of marketplace dehumanization. We 

interpret two of the most influential works, namely Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts by Karl Marx (Marx 1844) and The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
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Capitalism by Max Weber (Weber 1930), regarding marketplace dehumanization, 

before briefly discussing their influence on the following sociological works and then 

collectively on laypeople’s (Western) understanding of the dehumanization of 

employees. Note that we by no means attempt to analyze comprehensively all aspects of 

Weber and Marx’s influential works or to debate their philosophical positions; rather, 

we only try to discuss how marketplace dehumanization and its relationship with 

capitalism have been examined in their works. 

Marx’s famous theory of alienation has long suggested the inseparability between 

the dehumanization of workers and the capitalist system (Marx 1844). Marx argues that 

the capitalist system alienates workers from (1) their product of labour, (2) from their 

activity of labour, (3) from their own humanity, and (4) from others. Not surprisingly, 

all these forms of alienation coincide closely with the dehumanization concept in the 

contemporary literature of dehumanization. The first two forms of alienation imply the 

animalistic form of dehumanization (i.e., a denial of agency) in which workers are 

separated from their goals (i.e., the products and goods which they produce) and their 

ability to act in their own free will (i.e., freedom in their behaviours), and are only the 

means to achieve the employers’ goal. The workers are reduced to behaving merely to 

fulfil their animalistic survival needs. The third aspect of worker alienation depicts more 

explicitly the dehumanizing aspect of the capitalist system: the workers are excluded 

from their own humanity and specifically their human sensibilities. Living too long 

under a capitalist system, workers transform themselves into machines, being numb to 

the intrinsically sensuous and aesthetic value of reality, and can only see the utility and 

capital means of themselves and other entities. Therefore, workers are interchangeable 

in the capitalist society where monetary value triumphs over everything else. The final 

aspect of worker alienation concerns the exclusion of the worker from others and 
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society as a whole because the capitalist system pits workers against each other to gain a 

higher wage. The two later forms of alienation correspond closely with the mechanic 

dehumanization (a denial of experience), referring to the denial of the capacity for 

feelings and having emotions, which are a fundamental element of human connections. 

Essentially, Marx (1844) suggests that workers under the capitalist system must be 

stripped of their unnecessary humanity and reduced to mere instruments to create wealth 

for the system.  

Weber (1930), on the other hand, argues that the rationalization of the capitalist 

society necessitates dehumanization of humans. According to Weber, the leading 

principle of capitalism is that “the making of money” is an end in itself and not “the 

means for the satisfaction” of material needs (p.18). Under a capitalist society, the 

rationalization of capital and that of organization of labour become dominant forces in 

daily economic activity. Any economic behaviours and decisions should be guided by 

rationality and reason (Elwell 1999). Rationalization gives rise to a bureaucracy that 

emphasizes efficiency, a specialized division of labour, impersonal rules, and 

hierarchical order. While rationalization is an underlying reason for unprecedented 

economic growth and the abundance of physical goods under the capitalist system, they 

ironically lead to irrationality (Freund 1968). One of the irrational aspects of the 

rationalized society is the dehumanization of human life, especially employees and 

workers, in a rationalized capitalist enterprise. Under the rationalized system, every 

action must be calculative, predictable, and rational to achieve the organization’s end 

goals (i.e., the making of money). During that process, employees must be reduced to 

robot-like actions (Ritzer 1983) and thus disregard their own personal goals and actions 

(Bell and Khoury 2011). Dehumanization in the Weberian sense, similar to Marxism, 

reflects the lack of humanity in both dimensions, experience and agency. In a 
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rationalized capitalist firm, there is no room for unpredicted human actions and 

creativity, for own personal goals (i.e., agency) and emotionally-driven decisions and 

actions (i.e., experience).  

Despite considerable disagreements on the many issues, Marx and Weber agree 

that, in the capitalist system, “the new world of rationalized efficiency has turned into a 

monster that threatens to dehumanize its creators” (Coser 1971, p. 232). The works of 

Marx (1844) and Weber (1930) still inspire the on-going debate about dehumanization, 

especially dehumanization of employees, under a capitalist society (Fromm 1974; 

Goldman and Falk 2003; Timmermans and Epstein 2010). Sociologists have drawn 

examples of dehumanization from various industries and domains such as fast-food 

restaurants (Leidner 1993; Ritzer 1983), dehumanization of factory and assembly-line 

workers (Blauner 1964; Thompson 1983), and consumption in general (Ritzer 2016). 

Overall, contemporary sociologists mostly agree that dehumanization is an inherent 

characteristic of the capitalist system. Therefore, given the enormous influences of 

Marxist and Weberian philosophy – followed by an extensive body of literature –on 

contemporary thinking in the West, we argue that most people who live and work under 

a capitalist system have formed the learned association between dehumanization and 

capitalism.  

It is also noteworthy that, similar to psychological accounts of dehumanization, 

sociologists also suggest this phenomenon is commonplace under the capitalist system. 

However, unlike a psychology perspective, sociological works on dehumanization use 

the metaphorical link between a person and a robot/machine to represent not only a lack 

of the capacity for feelings and having emotions but also a lack of the capacity for 

thinking and having goals (e.g., repetitive tasks, strict code of conduct). In this research, 

we adopt the use of this metaphor in the sociological work such that we refer to 
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“employees are treated as robots” as being denied both experience and agency, because 

laypeople seem to use this metaphor in a similar manner (also discussed in section 

2.1.5). Based on the psychological and sociological accounts of dehumanization, in the 

following sections, we contextualize the discussion of marketplace dehumanization by 

reviewing its common manifestations and then focusing on dehumanization of service 

employees, which is possibly the most common form of marketplace dehumanization.  

 

2.3. Dehumanization in the Marketplace 

 

The extant literature about dehumanization implies that both consumers and 

employees can be implicitly and explicitly dehumanized. Regarding dehumanization of 

consumers, previous studies suggest that certain service contexts and the social groups 

that consumers belong to can facilitate such dehumanization. Particularly in medical 

contexts, patients are frequently dehumanized by healthcare workers and doctors 

(Lammers and Stapel 2011; Vaes and Muratore 2013). Haque and Waytz (2012) suggest 

that this form of dehumanization in medicine can sometimes be driven by functional 

reasons such as mechanization (i.e., thinking about a patient’s body as a sum of body 

parts for diagnosis localization), or empathy reduction (i.e., reduce empathy for patients 

to increase problem-solving ability) and/or by non-functional reasons such as 

deindividalization of customers (i.e., seeing all patients dressed in the same way), or 

impaired patient agency (i.e., patients, in fact, lack the capacity for cognitive thinking). 

In other contexts, customers can also be dehumanized by service employees with whom 

they interact if the customers belong to particular social groups such as low social class 

groups (Loughnan et al. 2014), immigrant groups (Costello and Hodson 2010), racial 

and ethnical groups (Bain et al. 2009; Goff et al. 2008), or are female (Loughnan et al. 
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2010; Vaes et al. 2011). This path to dehumanization is frequently exposed because the 

cues of customers’ social groups can sometimes become immediately accessible for 

other marketplace actors during service interactions through their visual appearance 

(e.g., skin colour, work uniform, and gender), oral skills (speaking foreign languages), 

and nature of business (medical patients, criminal clients of lawyers). Sociologists also 

suggest that customers (although to a lesser degree compared to employees) under the 

capitalist system can also be reduced to robot-like actions to increase the efficiency, 

predictability, and calculability of service interactions (Ritzer 1983). 

An employee is also a common dehumanized target in the modern marketplace. 

Various sorts of employees can be dehumanized. For example, most sociological works 

on dehumanization exemplify the dehumanization of manufacturing workers to discuss 

the consequences of capitalism (Blauner 1964; Marx 1844). In more extreme forms, 

sweatshop workers are clearly being treated as sub-humans who must work under 

inhumane working conditions (e.g., Arnold and Bowie 2003; Arnold and Hartman 

2006; Snyder 2010). Nevertheless, another important manifestation of dehumanization 

that is subtler and less extreme, and hence more widespread, is dehumanization of 

employees (e.g., waiters, flight attendants, assembly-line service employees) in service 

industries. This form of dehumanization is also consequential because it might have 

important carryover effects on other marketplace entities (e.g., firms, consumers). This 

research focuses on this form of dehumanization and its downstream consequences. In 

the next section, we discuss the relevant literature on the dehumanization of service 

employees, thereby presenting how this practice can be visible and consequential during 

service interactions. 

 



28 

 

2.3.1. Dehumanization of Service Employees 

 

Although service employees can be dehumanized by consumers (Henkel et al. 

2018), we focus on a more common form of dehumanization of service employees, 

referring to the service practice that a service firm treats its employee like robots. While 

no research has systematically and explicitly studied this practice to date, the prevalence 

of dehumanization of service employees is shown in various ways that the firms instruct 

their employees to display, behave, and show their emotions.  

Denial of the human nature or experience of employees manifests strongly in 

various ways related to the requests a firm makes of its service employees and how it 

treats them. For example, employees in many service firms have to wear a uniform, 

whereby the firms can strip away their individual identity and transform them into 

merely dressed image carriers of the firm or a position (Haque and Waytz 2012). This 

speaks for the firm’s expectation of the homogeneity of employees’ appearances 

without any individual deviations, and thus its deindividualization perception of 

employees. Haslam (2006) suggests that deindividualization is an important component 

of mechanic dehumanization by seeing individuals as lacking individuality, and 

consequently as interchangeable. He argues that social categorization motives underpin 

deindividualization, enabling in-group members to make collective decisions about out-

group members. Similarly, earlier research on dehumanization also conceptualizes 

deindividualization as a part of dehumanization in inter-group contexts (Kelman 1973; 

Tajfel 1981). In our context, however, deindividualization rather functions as an 

efficient tool to impose a high level of controllability on individuals and to easily 

replace one with another.  
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Additionally, in many service industries, heavy usage of a strict service script also 

reflects an interchangeability aspect of mechanic dehumanization. Service scripts refer 

to behavioural and verbal prescriptions which specify task requirements, actions, or 

even words or phrases employees need to follow during service interactions (Nguyen et 

al. 2014; Victorino et al. 2012). Once service scripts dictate every aspect of how 

employees must behave and act during interactions (with customers), service employees 

can be easily replaced by others, and eventually robots/machines, by executing the 

scripts pre-assigned to the position. Furthermore, highly strict service scripts also 

explicitly show how employees should display their emotions, which are determined by 

firms rather than by their own internal emotional stages (Hochschild 1983). For 

example, a service firm might instruct its service employees through the service script 

to always warmly smile at their customers, regardless of any negative feelings 

associated with personal issues (e.g., death of a family member). These means of 

exerting complete control over employees’ behaviour and emotion demonstrate a firm’s 

dehumanization of its employees by denying their capacity for emotions and feelings. 

The rigidity level of service scripts can also indicate the dehumanization of 

service employees regarding the denial of the mental capacity of thought. Service 

scripts offer the cognitive schema that employees can mindlessly follow without the 

need to expend any cognitive efforts (Ashforth and Fried 1988). Put differently, through 

a service script, a service firm views its employees as a physical tool who can only have 

one duty, executing a written demand. This can be exemplified by a typical strategy 

employed in many fast-food restaurants. In the essay “The McDonaldization of 

society”, adopting the Weberian account of dehumanization, Ritzer (1983) argues that 

in an attempt to achieve the highest service rationalization which comprises the highest 

level of predictability, efficiency, calculability, and controllability, McDonald’s 
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employees are reduced to some robot-like actions dictated by rules (i.e., service scripts) 

and machines.  

In sum, both forms of dehumanization of service employees seem to be 

commonplace in many service practices. Arguably, service firms dehumanize their 

employees in order to increase service consistency and efficiency, and eventually 

maximize profitability (Ritzer 1983). One could argue further that there is a sociological 

reason underlying this form of dehumanization, such that a capitalist system compels 

firms to be more and more competitive, and accordingly more consistent and efficient, 

and eventually to exercise dehumanization of employees.  

If service employees are frequently dehumanized by their firms, the next 

important question is whether and how this practice affects the involved individuals and 

society as a whole. From a sociological perspective, understanding this widespread 

phenomenon in the capitalist society is important by itself. Additionally, recent 

empirical evidence has shown that, when employees felt dehumanized by their 

organization, they feel less satisfied with their jobs, emotionally exhausted, and 

experience psychosomatic strains (Caesens et al. 2017). Furthermore, in those cases, 

dehumanization is also associated with other negative effects related to the firm, such as 

low affective commitments and high turnover intentions (Bell and Khoury 2016; 

Caesens et al. 2019). While no research has systematically studied the effect of 

dehumanization of service employees from a consumer perspective, we speculate that it 

can also influence customer perceptions about the service interactions and the firms. In 

the next section, we review the current findings of the consequences of dehumanization. 

By doing so, we offer the theoretical rationale for our predictions and also identify the 

important gaps in the extant literature that this research attempts to bridge. 



31 

 

Other Related Theories and Concepts 

 

To build our theoretical foundation, we only draw literature on the sociology of 

dehumanization, service scripts, uniform, and emotional labour (in later chapters) as 

those bodies of literature is more relevant regarding displays of dehumanization to 

customers (e.g., uniform, service scripts) and the mechanism in which they react to 

dehumanization of service employees (i.e., dehumanization and capitalism link, 

emotional labour). However, it should be noted that there is a vast body of human 

resource and marketing literature on other dehumanization-related concepts such as job 

autonomy (e.g., Hackman and Oldham 1975; Morgeson et al. 2005; Ng et al. 2008; 

Parker et al. 2001; Wang and Netemeyer 2002), role clarity (e.g., Donnelly and 

Ivancevich 1975; Ivancevich and James H. Donnelly 1974; Kauppila 2014; Kohli 1985; 

Miles and Petty 1975; Teas et al. 1979; Whitaker et al. 2007), service and organizational 

improvisation (e.g., Barrett 1998; Chen et al. 2021; Ciuchta et al. 2021; Kauppila 2014; 

Secchi et al. 2019; Vera and Crossan 2005; Vera and Crossan 2004), emotional 

contagion (e.g., Barger and Grandey 2006; Du et al. 2014; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006; 

Howard and Gengler 2001; Liu et al. 2019a; Pugh 2001; Woo and Chan 2020), and 

emotional intelligence (e.g., Gabbott et al. 2011; Johnson and Spector 2007; Kidwell et 

al. 2011; Sy et al. 2006). Nevertheless, we expect that this body of literature is less 

likely to offer crucial insight regarding the displays of dehumanization and/or consumer 

reactions to dehumanization. First, dehumanization of service employees might be 

related to service and organizational improvisation – referring to the creative and 

spontaneous way of achieving an objective (Vera and Crossan 2005) – and employees’ 

emotional intelligence – referring to employee’s ability to monitor and use one’s and 

others’ emotions to generate favourable outcomes (Kidwell et al. 2011) – and emotional 
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contagion – referring to people’s likelihood of mimicking and synchronizing with 

others’ emotions (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006). However, dehumanization is clearly 

distinct from those concepts since it refers to a service practice rather than employees’ 

ability (i.e., emotional intelligence), tendency or behaviour (i.e., emotional contagion, 

improvisation).  

Second, one might conjecture that dehumanization of employees might be 

conceptually similar to job autonomy – referring to the extent to which the job allows 

freedom, independence and discretion to employees regarding the timing and working 

methods (Hackman and Oldham 1975) – and role clarity – referring to the extent to 

which information required for a job is provided (Donnelly and Ivancevich 1975). 

Particularly, dehumanization of service employees does not allow freedom of the job, 

but it provides a higher degree of job clarity. However, job autonomy and role clarity 

cannot capture the totality of the interested phenomenon because while both concepts 

tap into some aspects of the agency, they cannot capture the emotion-related aspect of 

dehumanization (e.g., denials of individuality and personal feelings). Furthermore, 

previous studies of job autonomy (e.g., Kohli 1985; Lang et al. 2007; Miles and Petty 

1975; Morgeson et al. 2005; Ng et al. 2008; Parker et al. 2001; Wang and Netemeyer 

2002) and employee’s role clarity (e.g., Donnelly and Ivancevich 1975; Ivancevich and 

James H. Donnelly 1974; Lyons 1971; Teas et al. 1979; Whitaker et al. 2007) focus 

primarily on the impact on employee-related outcomes rather than consumer 

perceptions and evaluations, thereby limiting their application to an answer to our 

research question.   

  

2.4. Empirical Evidence on the Consequences of Dehumanization 

and Marketplace Dehumanization 



33 

 

 

Empirical evidence suggests different harmful consequences of dehumanization 

(Haslam and Loughnan 2014, 2016; Haslam and Stratemeyer 2016). Table 2 

summarizes some key studies across disciplines that build on the four predominant 

theories of dehumanization to investigate the consequences of dehumanization. 
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Table 2. Summary of Key Empirical Research about the Consequences of Dehumanization 

Author Contexts 
Theory of 

Dehumanization 

Types of 

consequence 
Perspective Key findings 

Andrighetto et 

al. (2014) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer When perceiving natural disaster victims as lacking either human nature traits or 

uniquely human traits, people tend to feel less empathy towards the victims, which 

in turn decreases their willingness to help them. 

Bastian and 

Haslam 

(2011) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Psychological 

consequence 

Dehumanized The feeling of being mechanically dehumanized is associated with cognitive 

deconstructive states and feelings of sadness while the feeling of being 

animalistically dehumanized is associated with aversive self-awareness, self-blame 

and feelings of guilt and shame. 

Bell and 

Khoury 

(2016) 

Organizational 

Interactions 

Organizational 

dehumanization 

Other 

consequences 

Dehumanized Organizational injustice increases perceived dehumanization, which then increases 

turnover intention among employees. The effect is only significant for female (vs. 

male) employees. 

Caesens et al. 

(2017) 

Organizational 

Interactions 

Organizational 

dehumanization 

Other 

consequences  

Dehumanized Low (vs. high) perceived organizational support leads to employees' feeling of 

being dehumanized by the organization, which results in lower satisfaction.  

Caesens et al. 

(2019) 

Organizational 

Interactions 

Organizational 

dehumanization 

Other 

consequences 

Dehumanized Experiencing abusive supervision results in employees’ stronger feelings of being 

dehumanized by their organization, which in turn reduces their job satisfaction, and 

affective commitment, and increases their turnover intentions.  

Cameron et al. 

(2016) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Mind attribution Functional 

consequence 

Dehumanizer People might dehumanize stigmatized targets (e.g., drug addicts) to avoid affective 

costs (i.e., emotional exhaustion). 
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Castelo et al. 

(2019) 

Marketplace 

Interactions 

Dual model General 

attitudinal 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Consumers dehumanize people who use enhancement products to radically enhance 

their mental capacities. Dehumanization reduces the consumers’ interest in using 

those products.  

Čehajić et al. 

(2009) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Reminder (vs. no reminder) of in-group responsibility for past wrongdoings on out-

group increases dehumanization, which in turn decreases the feeling of empathy to 

the out-group. 

Cuddy et al. 

(2007) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer People infer lower uniquely human emotions of out-group victims than of in-group 

victims, which leads to a lower tendency to help the infrahumanized victims. 

Greenhalgh 

and Watt 

(2015) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization General 

attitudinal 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Dehumanization towards asylum seekers tends to have a more negative attitude 

towards the seekers. 

Henkel et al. 

(2018) 

Marketplace Dual model 

Mind attribution 

Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Consumers who adopt a price-conscious mentality tend to dehumanize service 

employees, which leads to harsher punishment of the employees when service 

failures occur.  

Herak et al. 

(2020) 

Marketplace Mind attribution General 

attitudinal 

consequence 

Dehumanizer When a human and an object are paired in an ad (vs. human only), people tend to 

dehumanize the human, which leads to a negative attitude towards the human and 

the ad. In contrast, when comparing the ad with an object-only ad, people tend to 

anthropomorphize the object, which leads to a higher attitude towards the object 

and the ad. 
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Hodson and 

Costello 

(2007) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization General 

attitudinal 

consequence  

Dehumanizer Dehumanization mediates the effect of interpersonal disgust on the negative 

attitudes towards immigrants. 

Lammers and 

Stapel (2011) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Functional 

consequence 

Dehumanizer People who are in a powerful position tend to dehumanize others, which strikingly 

enables them to make a tougher and more effective decision in the long run which 

is more painful in the short run. 

Leidner et al. 

(2013) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer The more people perceive opponent out-groups as lacking human nature traits, the 

greater they prefer retributive justice (e.g., punishment) and the less they seek 

restorative justice (e.g., value reaffirmation), and consequently the more they 

support bombing attacks and the less they support peace deals. 

Martínez et al. 

(2017) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer People prefer interacting with members of a group perceived as fully human in both 

social and professional contexts. However, they prefer interacting with members of 

an animalistically dehumanized group in social contexts to professional contexts 

and interacting with members of a mechanically dehumanized group in professional 

contexts to social contexts.  

Rudman and 

Mescher 

(2012) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Men who dehumanize women tend to score higher on the rape proclivity scale and 

higher in negative attitudes towards rape victims. 

Terskova and 

Agadullina 

(2019) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer People tend to dehumanize dirty workers (vs. non-dirty workers), which in turn 

results in a lower attitude towards the social support for those workers. 
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Vaes and 

Muratore 

(2013) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Functional 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Dehumanization could be a defensive mechanism to avoid burnout among 

healthcare workers such that, when inferring more uniquely human emotions from 

a patient, healthcare workers report more symptoms of burnout, especially when 

they have direct contact with the patients frequently. 

Vaes et al. 

(2002) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer When an email is written in more humanizing language (i.e., expressing more 

secondary emotions), readers tend to have stronger intentions to help the sender. 

Vaes et al. 

(2003) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer When out-group members express uniquely human emotions, people tend to act in 

a negative way towards those members. This supports the infrahumanization 

hypothesis.  

Viki et al. 

(2013) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer  Dehumanization of Muslim out-group increases the proclivity to torture. The effect 

is stronger when perceiving threat from the out-group. 

Waytz and 

Epley (2012) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization 

Mind attribution, 

Dual model 

Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Feeling more socially connected with close others leads to the dehumanization of 

other groups because it diminishes the motivation to seek connection. 

Dehumanization consequently increases endorsement of harsh questioning methods 

used on suspected terrorists, such as electric shock.  

Zebel et al. 

(2008) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Infrahumanization Prosocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer Dehumanization is negatively associated with support for reparation policies. 

Zhang et al. 

(2015) 

General Social 

Interactions 

Dual model Antisocial 

consequence 

Dehumanizer When people feel interpersonally secure, they are less likely to mechanically 

dehumanize others and consequently are less likely to prefer harsh treatment of 

others (e.g. low-income inhabitants). 
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First, dehumanization can facilitate immoral and antisocial behaviours across 

various contexts. For example, Leidner et al. (2013) show that, when people perceive 

opponent out-groups as more lacking in human nature traits, they tend to seek 

retributive justice (e.g., punishment) more and they seek restorative justice (e.g., value 

reaffirmation) less, and consequently they are more likely to support bombing attacks 

and less likely to support peace deals. Likewise, Waytz and Epley (2012) demonstrate 

that feeling more socially connected with close others can increase the dehumanizing 

perception of out-groups, which in turn increases endorsement of harsher torture 

methods used on suspected terrorists. Apart from the endorsement of harm, 

dehumanization can increase a tendency to directly impose extremely adverse 

treatments on others (e.g., Rudman and Mescher 2012; Viki et al. 2013). In the less 

extreme context (e.g., marketplace), dehumanization triggered by consumers’ price-

conscious mentality can increase the punishment of service employees when service 

failures occur (Henkel et al. 2018). 

Second, dehumanization reduces the intention to act and interact collectively. 

Particularly at individual and group levels, dehumanization diminishes individual 

intentions to help and support dehumanized others (Andrighetto et al. 2014; Cuddy et al. 

2007; Terskova and Agadullina 2019; Vaes et al. 2003; Vaes et al. 2002), possibly 

through preventing the dehumanizers from feeling empathy towards the others 

(Andrighetto et al. 2014; Čehajić et al. 2009). At the national level, dehumanization is 

also negatively associated with support for reparation policies (Zebel et al. 2008). 

Furthermore, Martínez et al. (2017) show that people are less likely to interact with 

members of dehumanized out-groups compared to an out-group that is perceived as 

fully human. They also showed that, among dehumanized groups, people prefer 

interacting with members of an animalistically dehumanized group in social contexts 
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(vs. professional contexts) and interacting with members of a mechanically 

dehumanized group in professional contexts (vs. social contexts).  

Third, dehumanization leads to general negative attitudes and evaluations towards 

dehumanized targets (e.g., Greenhalgh and Watt 2015; Herak et al. 2020; Hodson and 

Costello 2007). For example, Greenhalgh and Watt (2015) demonstrate that the more 

people dehumanize out-group asylum seekers, the greater is their prejudice towards the 

seekers. Herak et al. (2020) show that, because people are more likely to dehumanize a 

person in an ad who is paired with an object (vs. a person appearing alone), this then 

leads to a lower evaluation of that person. Especially in the marketplace, the negative 

effect of dehumanization can also transfer to the assets (e.g., ads, products) related to 

those targets (Castelo et al. 2019; Herak et al. 2020). 

Finally, a feeling of being dehumanized during social interactions is also 

cognitively and emotionally harmful. While the feeling of being mechanically 

dehumanized is associated with cognitive deconstructive states and feelings of sadness, 

the feeling of being animalistically dehumanized is associated with aversive self-

awareness, self-blame, and feelings of guilt and shame (Bastian and Haslam 2011). In 

organizational contexts, such a feeling can lead to many negative consequences such as 

higher turnover intentions and lower satisfaction (Bell and Khoury 2016; Caesens et al. 

2019; Caesens et al. 2017).  

Yet, dehumanization might sometimes be useful for the dehumanizer and the 

dehumanized (Haque and Waytz 2012). Particularly, healthcare workers who humanize 

(i.e., infer more uniquely human emotions) a terminal patient report more symptoms of 

burnout, implying dehumanization as a defensive mechanism (Vaes and Muratore 

2013). Similarly, Cameron et al. (2016) demonstrate that people are more likely to 

dehumanize stigmatized targets (vs. non-stigmatized targets) when they try to avoid 
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emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, doctors who dehumanize their patients are more 

likely to suggest a more effective long-term treatment which is more painful in the short 

term (Lammers and Stapel 2011). In a nutshell, a limited number of studies show some 

functional effects of dehumanization, this aspect, nevertheless, is not well-documented 

in contemporary literature. We predict that dehumanization of employees might also 

have some functional effects on consumers, and consequently on firms. 

Additionally, the central focus of previous studies is concerned with the 

consequences of dehumanization on dehumanizer and eventually dehumanized. 

Nevertheless, the effects of dehumanization on third-party observers remain unknown. 

Note that dehumanization is a commonplace phenomenon and it is becoming 

increasingly frequent to see circumstances in which individuals or groups are 

dehumanized by others. This becomes abundantly clear in the cases of dehumanization 

of service employees which have attracted great media attention recently, and the 

attention of sociologists since the Industrial Revolution. Thus, studying how outside 

parties react to dehumanization is crucial to deepen the understanding of this important 

phenomenon. 

In sum, although previous research has shown various harmful costs of 

dehumanization and illuminated some defensive functions of dehumanization in certain 

contexts, some important gaps still remain that our research sets out to fill. Particularly, 

we believe that investigating dehumanization in the marketplace can contribute 

extensively to this emerging literature for two main reasons. First, marketplaces are 

strikingly different from other social contexts as the monetary value in marketplaces, in 

most cases, trumps everything else. Appreciation of human qualities that have (and 

should have) the paramount importance in most social interactions might be 

deprioritized in the marketplace to embrace this value. Such an irrational notion was 
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argued in the famous work by Weber (1930) and empirically supported in recent 

research (Henkel et al. 2018; Ruttan and Lucas 2018) which show that, when people 

focus on gaining the highest monetary value, they tend to discount the humanity of 

others and their own. Second, marketplace dehumanization can be seen frequently 

during service encounters (e.g., coffee shops, fast-food restaurants), attracts extensive 

media coverage (e.g., BBC News 2018; Boyle et al. 2017; Guendelsberger 2019; 

Heffernan 2020; Parkinson 2015; Yusuf 2019), and has been strongly associated with 

the capitalist system since the Industrial Revolution (Marx 1844; Weber 1930). Put 

differently, marketplace dehumanization is a well-known phenomenon and can evoke 

strong reactions among third-party consumers that deserve to be systematically 

investigated.  

However, it is still unclear how consumers might react to this form of 

dehumanization. As previously discussed, because dehumanization is generally harmful, 

one might suspect that consumers also react negatively towards dehumanization of 

service employees. Nevertheless, previous evidence also shows that dehumanization has 

some functional effects in medical contexts. In our contexts, marketplaces, especially in 

the West, are governed by the capitalist system. The perception of this system itself 

might strongly affect individuals’ perceptions and expectations of human interactions 

within it. Particularly, we predict that dehumanization in commercial settings might 

have some particular functional consequences (i.e., signifying a typical capitalist firm 

that embraces efficiency, consistency, and predictability of service interactions), in 

addition to its function in medical contexts. This unique aspect of the dehumanization of 

service employees can also influence the perceptions of third-party consumers. We 

return to this point in Chapter 3, section 3.4. Given the historical association between 

dehumanization and capitalism, we predict that people who hold a different belief about 
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the capitalist system might react differently towards the dehumanization of service 

employees. In other words, political ideology should be a defining factor that shapes 

consumer reactions towards dehumanization of service employees. 

 

2.5. Political Ideology 

 

People adopt a certain ideology to make assumptions or assertions about human 

nature, historical events, present realities, and future possibilities, thereby explaining the 

world around them, as well as to envision ideal social, political, and economic systems 

(Jost et al. 2009). Political ideology, accordingly, can be understood as a “set of beliefs 

about the proper order of society and how it can be achieved” (Erikson and Tedin 2003, 

p.64). According to Jost (2006), political ideology includes cognitive, affective, and 

motivational components that help to provide reasons why people do what they do and 

how the world around them should function. In general, the ideological distinction 

between liberals and conservatives mainly contains two core elements, the attitude 

towards social change – advocating versus resisting– and the attitude towards inequality 

– rejecting versus accepting (Jost 2006). Furthermore, although it is feasible to 

conceptualize political ideology using multiple dimensions (e.g., social and economic), 

it can also be captured in a single liberal-conservative (or left-right) continuum 

(reviewed in Jost et al. 2009; Jung and Mittal 2020). Unidimensional measurement of 

political ideology also has been empirically and theoretically supported (Hetherington 

2001; Layman and Carsey 2002; Stimson 2015). Particularly, both social and economic 

dimensions of political ideology can be explained by the same underlying social, 

cognitive, and motivational needs, such as the need for order and certainty (Jost et al. 

2003a; Jung and Mittal 2020). Additionally, current evidence shows that when the 
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political competition is heightened, people are motivated to simplify and structure their 

political ideology into a single left-right dimension (Jost et al. 2009). Benoit and Laver 

(2006) provide further evidence that social and economic dimensions of political 

ideology are likely to be loaded on a single factor in most countries they investigated. 

Thus, while using a single political ideology dimension might not be exhaustive, Jung 

and Mittal (2020) conclude that the self-identified liberal-conservative scale is 

satisfactory in most marketing contexts, as evidenced by its predictive powers in many 

contexts of consumer behaviour (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Irmak et al. 2020; Kidwell et al. 

2013).  

2.5.1. Overview of Political Ideology in Consumer Research  

 

Political ideology in marketing and consumer research is an emerging body of 

literature (Jung and Mittal 2020). Clearly, understanding the political ideology of the 

target audiences is vital for political marketing – such as marketing campaigns of 

candidates for presidential elections (Jost 2017b). However, investigation into the roles 

of political ideology in shaping other politics-unrelated consumer behaviours and 

consumer choices of products, brands, and services draws more attention among 

marketing and consumer researchers. In the paradigm of consumer culture theory, 

previous studies demonstrate that consumers might try to express or reinforce their 

political ideology to themselves and to others through their consumption (Crockett and 

Wallendorf 2004; Legg et al. 2012). Yet, because ideological differences incorporate 

deeper psychological differences including motives, needs, personal values, morality, 

personality, and cognitive factors (Graham et al. 2009; Jost et al. 2016; Jost et al. 2009; 

Jost et al. 2003a; Tetlock 1983), an emerging body of the literature mostly comprises 

psychology-based studies that emphasize how the ideological difference can shape 
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consumer behaviour, decision-making, and preference. Table 3 provides a summary of 

the key studies related to consumers’ political ideology. 
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Table 3. Summary of Key Empirical Research Investigating Political Ideology in the Marketplace 

Authors Research Areas 
Theoretical 

Framework 

Research 

Domains 

Importance 

of Employee 

Interaction 

Key Findings 

Angle et al. 

(2017) 

Ethnic brand 

imagery  

Stereotype 

malleability 

Brands Low Exposure to ethnic brand imagery increases implicit stereotypes for liberals 

but not for conservatives because liberals are more malleable.  

Chan (2020) Anthropomorphism Uncertainty 

avoidance 

Need for order 

Products Low Conservatives are more likely to anthropomorphize consumer products to 

reduce uncertainty in the marketplace. The effect is strengthened when 

products are unpredictable.  

Chan and Ilicic 

(2019) 

Branding Uncertainty 

avoidance 

Brands Low Because of their tendency to reduce uncertainty, conservatives have a 

stronger brand attachment, which results in their lower price sensitivity and 

purchase intention. The effect is cancelled when the brand has a foreign 

country of origin. 

Farmer et al. 

(2020a) 

Charitable 

behaviour 

Social order vs. 

social justice 

Charities 

Scholarships 

Low Liberals and conservatives tend to donate similar amounts of money. 

However, conservatives are more likely to donate less money to a higher 

number of charities, people, and causes, whereas liberals are more likely to 

donate more money to fewer charities, people, and causes.  

Farmer et al. 

(2020b) 

Hedonic vs. 

utilitarian 

consumption 

Intolerance of 

ambiguity 

Products 

Jobs 

Low Conservatives (liberals) prefer utilitarian (hedonic) options because 

conservatives have a lower (vs. higher) tolerance of ambiguity.  
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Fernandes and 

Mandel (2014) 

Variety seeking Personal value: norm 

conformity 

Products Low Although conservatives have a high desire for control which negatively 

impacts variety seeking, they still exert a higher tendency to seek variety 

than liberals due to their stronger desire to follow social norms. 

Han et al. 

(2019) 

Risk taking Social dominance 

orientation  

Financial 

investments 

Assets 

Low Conservatives have a higher risk-taking tendency when self-efficacy is 

higher (vs. low). However, among liberals, the effect is insignificant. This is 

because conservatives with high self-efficacy are more likely to focus on 

the upside potential of the risky decision. 

Irmak et al. 

(2020) 

Consumption 

regulations 

Threat to freedom Products 

Advertisements 

Low Conservatives are more likely to oppose consumption regulations issued by 

a government because they feel their freedom is threatened.  

Jung et al. 

(2017a) 

Complaint 

behaviour 

System justification 

motivation 

Products 

Services 

Low/medium Conservatives are less likely to complain and also less likely to dispute 

complaint resolutions due to stronger system justification motivations. 

Kaikati et al. 

(2017) 

Charitable 

behaviour 

Personal values: 

conformity 

Charities Low When being accountable for liberals and sharing a salient identity, 

conservatives donate more because of their desire for social approval. In 

contrast, liberals do not exhibit similar behaviour. 

Khan et al. 

(2013) 

Brand and product 

preferences 

Preference for 

tradition 

Accept the status quo 

Uncertainty 

avoidance 

Openness to new 

experiences 

Brands 

Products 

Low Conservatives are more likely to choose established national brands (vs. 

generic substitutes) and less likely to buy a newly launched product.  
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Kidwell et al. 

(2013) 

Sustainable 

behaviour 

Moral Foundation 

Theory 

Advertisements  Low Individual appeal (binding) increases fluency for liberals (conservatives), 

which in turn increases recycling intention. Recycling intention also has a 

spillover effect on green product usage intention and sustainable usage 

intention. 

Kim et al. 

(2018) 

Luxury 

consumption 

Social Change vs. 

Stability 

Brands 

Products 

Advertisements 

Low Conservatives increase their desire for luxury goods when status-

maintenance (vs. status-advancement) goals are activated because of their 

preference for social stability. 

Ordabayeva and 

Fernandes 

(2018) 

Luxury 

consumption 

System justification 

motivation 

Hierarchy 

Legitimacy Beliefs 

Brands 

Products 

Low Conservatives (vs. liberals) are more likely to select vertical (vs. horizontal) 

differentiation products that signal higher status (vs. uniqueness). This is 

because conservatives endorse, and liberals oppose, a dominance-based 

hierarchical structure. 

Septianto et al. 

(2019) 

Persuasion Emotion 

prioritization 

Advertisements Low When anti-counterfeit ads use gain (vs. loss) message framing, the ads are 

more persuasive for liberals (vs. conservatives). 

Tal et al. (2017) Food tastiness Moral disgust Products Low Consumers perceive food products to be less tasty when the products are 

from a company that donates to a political party they oppose. Moral disgust 

mediates the effect.  

Winterich et al. 

(2012)  

Charitable 

behaviour 

Moral Foundation 

Theory 

Charities Low Conservatives (vs. liberals) are more likely to donate more than liberals (vs. 

conservatives) when the cause is associated with binding (individualizing) 

moral foundations. The effect is amplified (vs. eliminated) in the case of 

high (vs. low) moral identity internalization. 



48 

 

Overall, previous studies suggest that conservative consumers and liberal 

consumers express distinctive preferences and behaviours across various domains – 

such as variety-seeking behaviours (Fernandes and Mandel 2014), risk-taking 

behaviours (Han et al. 2019), complaint behaviours (Jung et al. 2017a), charitable and 

sustainable behaviours (Farmer et al. 2020a; Kaikati et al. 2017; Kidwell et al. 2013; 

Winterich et al. 2012), luxurious consumption (Kim et al. 2018; Ordabayeva and 

Fernandes 2018), tendency to anthropomorphize (Chan 2020), preference between 

hedonic vs. utilitarian options (Farmer et al. 2020b), and preferences for national brands 

vs. newly launched products (Khan et al. 2013). The differences in consumer 

behaviours across the political spectrum can be categorized as consequences of the 

ideological differences regarding four broad psychological domains, (1) personalities 

and cognitive abilities, (2) beliefs and motivation interests, (3) different moral 

foundations, and (4) personal values. 

First, conservatives and liberals possess different dispositional personalities and 

cognitive abilities (Jost 2017b) which can exert a strong influence on their behaviours in 

the marketplace. For example, because conservatives are more likely to avoid 

uncertainty and ambiguity than liberals (Jost 2017a; Jost et al. 2003a), they are prone to 

anthropomorphize products (Chan 2020) and attach themselves to a brand (Chan and 

Ilicic 2019) to regain certainty and consume the products and brands that are inherently 

less ambiguous, including well-established brands (Khan et al. 2013) and utilitarian 

products (Farmer et al. 2020b). Additionally, Angle et al. (2017) argue that, as 

conservatives are more mentally rigid whereas liberals are more open to new 

experience, the latter have a more malleable worldview. As such, liberals are more 

susceptible to implicit stereotypes when being exposed to ethnic brand imagery (e.g., 

Native American logos). 
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Second, people on different political ideology spectrums also hold different 

beliefs and motivation interests (Jost et al. 2013), which can also explain various 

consumer behaviours. For example, conservatives (vs. liberals) have a stronger system 

justification motivation, which then decreases their intention to complain and to dispute 

complaint solution when dealing with unsatisfactory products and services (Jung et al. 

2017a). Likewise, Ordabayeva and Fernandes (2018) show that, because of their 

stronger motivation to justify the system and especially their beliefs in the legitimacy of 

the hierarchical structure, conservatives (vs. liberals) prefer vertically differentiating 

products to horizontally differentiating products, while the preference is reversed for 

liberals.  

Third, when it comes to morality, Graham et al. (2009) suggest that conservatives 

and liberals possess different moral foundations, such that conservatives are more likely 

to emphasize in-group/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sanctity (i.e., binding moral 

foundations), whereas liberals are more likely to emphasize harm/care, 

fairness/reciprocity (i.e., individualizing moral foundations). The moral foundation 

theory is typically used in studying the ideological difference in engaging prosocial 

behaviours. Particularly, Winterich et al. (2012) suggest and show that conservatives 

(vs. liberals) are more likely to donate to a charity that adopts binding (vs. 

individualizing) moral foundations. Similarly, Kidwell et al. (2013) find a similar effect 

in the context of advertisements for  promoting sustainable behaviours. An ad that 

contains binding (individualizing) moral foundations is more effective in persuading 

conservatives (vs. liberals) to recycle. 

Last but not least, conservatives and liberals are also different from each other in 

terms of ranking personal values – such as equality, social justice, and hierarchy (Jost et 

al. 2016). Consumer researchers have utilized the ideological differences in personal 
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values to illuminate several consumer behaviours and preferences. Irmak et al. (2020) 

show that conservatives (vs. liberals) are more likely to engage in behaviours that 

oppose regulations from the government, probably because conservatives, especially 

economic conservatives, prioritize consumer freedom. Farmer et al. (2020a) show that, 

while liberals and conservatives might donate a similar amount to charity, the former 

tend to donate more money to fewer charities, people, and causes as they promote social 

justice, whereas the latter tend to donate less money to more charities, people, and 

causes as they promote social order. Likewise, Kim et al. (2018) demonstrate that, 

because conservatives (vs. liberals) promote social stability (vs. change), they are more 

likely to consume luxury goods when a status-maintenance goal is salient. Additionally, 

grounding on the insight that conservatives are more likely to conform to the social 

norms (i.e., prioritization of conformity), previous research shows that conservatives are 

more likely to seek variety in consumption as a social norm (Fernandes and Mandel 

2014) and to donate more when being accountable (vs. not accountable) for liberal 

audiences because of the desire for social approval from audiences whom they believe 

to be more generous (Kaikati et al. 2017). 

 

2.5.2. Gaps in the Literature about Consumers’ Political Ideology  

 

Although consumer researchers have illuminated the strong influence of political 

ideology in various consumer and marketing domains including products, brands, and 

advertisements, there is a surprising lack of research investigating the political ideology 

roles in service contexts, especially how political ideology shapes consumer 

expectations and evaluations of their interactions with service employees (as 

summarized in Table 2). Only a study by Jung et al. (2017a) might offer some insights 
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to service managers by showing a difference between conservatives and liberals when it 

comes to complaining behaviour and complaint handling, one of the key areas of service 

marketing. Even then, interactions between employees and customers are not their 

focus. Interesting, the recent systematic review by Jung and Mittal (2020) published in 

the Journal of Retailing summarizes the roles of political ideology in the retailing 

context – a key service sector – and yet only emphasizes its roles regarding other 

retailing entities, such as brands and products, rather than service employees. It is 

noteworthy that there are clear differences between liberals and conservatives in their 

behavioural patterns during interpersonal interactions (Carney et al. 2008; Van Lange et 

al. 2012). Therefore, we reason that conservatives and liberals should have distinctively 

different expectations of ideal consumer-employee interactions. Nevertheless, this area 

has not been thoroughly examined. In sum, the understanding of the influence of 

political ideology on consumers’ evaluations of service firms in general, and service 

employees in particular, remains incomplete. Therefore, further research about its 

interplay with human interactions in the marketplace is clearly needed.  

 Another aspect of consumers’ political ideology that is not thoroughly 

investigated is the way liberals and conservatives process information. Particularly, Jost 

(2017a) suggests that conservatives are more likely to engage in an automatic, intuitive, 

heuristic process – also known as System 1 – than liberals, whereas liberals are more 

likely to engage in a systematic, effortful, and deliberate thinking process – also known 

as System 2. This difference in cognitive thinking style can have a strong implication in 

the marketing context when customers need to process information and cues about 

firms, especially the stereotypical firms. Previous studies examining consumers’ 

political ideology have utilized highly-related concepts including uncertainty avoidance 

(Chan 2020; Chan and Ilicic 2019; Khan et al. 2013) and intolerance of ambiguity 
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(Farmer et al. 2020b) which can be used as an indication of a preference for System 1 

(Jost 2017a). Nevertheless, these studies concentrate on how these particular factors, not 

as proxies of cognitive thinking styles, operate in defining specific behaviours (e.g., 

preference for ambiguous products) but neglect their implications for cognitive thinking 

styles when processing information about products and brands. 

In this dissertation, we aim to contribute to the current understanding of 

consumers’ political ideology by investigating its role in determining consumer 

reactions and perceptions towards a particular service practice (i.e., dehumanization of 

service employees). Furthermore, we build our theory grounding on the previous 

findings that conservatives and liberals prioritize different basic personal values when 

judging social interactions and that they adopt distinctive cognitive styles when 

processing information, thereby adding other important psychological factors associated 

with a political ideology that explain the difference between conservatives and liberals 

in marketplace behaviours.  

 

2.6. Differentiation of Political Ideology  

 

The differences between liberals and conservatives exist in various areas 

comprising personality traits, cognitive processing styles, motivational interests and 

concerns, value prioritization, moral foundations, and neurological structures (Jost 

2017b; Jung and Mittal 2020). Consumer researchers have contextualized these 

differences in order to discover and explain a wide range of behaviours in marketing 

contexts (see section 2.5.1 for a review). Likewise, this research also builds on these 

insights to develop our hypotheses. In particular, we inherit the current understanding of 

ideological differences in value prioritization and cognitive thinking styles to 
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hypothesize and explain the consumers’ reactions to dehumanization of employees for 

several reasons. First, as discussed earlier, previous consumer studies focus on the 

differences between liberals and conservatives in other areas (e.g., moral foundations, 

motivational interests and concerns); by utilizing these two differences, this research 

can offer a novel angle to understand how political ideology can also shape consumer 

behaviour. We elaborate more on the novelty in the following section, 2.6.1 (and 2.5.2). 

Furthermore, value prioritization and cognitive process style are highly applicable to 

dehumanization of service employees. Specifically, because we reason that the 

capitalism-dehumanization relationship is intuitive and heuristic, the cognitive thinking 

style should then define, at least in part, how consumers perceive this relationship (see 

section 3.4). Additionally, we reason that dehumanization of service employees can 

alter the interpersonal interactions between customers and employees. The evaluations 

of the interactions are clearly directed by how individuals perceive the values embedded 

in those interactions. Similar logic is applied in the previous consumer studies that 

ground on the ideological difference in political value prioritization (e.g., Farmer et al. 

2020b; Irmak et al. 2020; Kim et al. 2018). In the following sections, we briefly 

summarize the ideological differences in personal value prioritization and cognitive 

processing style to lay out the foundation for our hypotheses. 

  

2.6.1. Differences in Personal Value Prioritization between Liberals 

and Conservatives 

 

The concept of human values is always an important subject in social science, and 

attracts theorists and researchers from different academic fields (e.g., Allport 1961; 

Kelman 1961; Maslow 1954; Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 1992; Tetlock 1986; Williams 
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1968). People use a particular set of human values as overarching principles to make 

and to explain their judgements about whether events, people, or actions are good or 

bad in many aspects of human life (Piurko et al. 2011). Among numerous 

conceptualizations of human values, Schwartz’s (1992) theory of basic personal values 

is presumably the most influential model in contemporary scientific studies (Brosch and 

Sander 2013). This theory also serves as the groundwork for this research. In this 

section, we first briefly discuss Schwartz’s theory about basic personal values. Second, 

we review the previous studies about the association between political ideology and the 

prioritization of personal values, thereby providing an important theoretical foundation 

for this research.  

 

Schwartz’s Theory of Basic Personal Values  

 

Schwartz’s (1992) theory proposes 10 basic personal values comprising power, 

achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, benevolence, 

conformity/tradition, security, and achievement. Table 4 provides the definitions of the 

10 values that are based on different motivational goals embedded in each value. The 

theory suggests that each of the 10 values has a particular level of importance for each 

individual and the order of importance also varies across different individuals (Schwartz 

2012). For example, one might regard the value of security as the top priority whereas 

that for another person is universalism. 
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Table 4. Definitions of the 10 Personal Values from Schwartz et al. (2010)  

Value Definition regarding motivational goals 

Power Social status and prestige, control or dominance over people and resources 

Achievement Personal success through demonstrating competence according to social 

standards 

Hedonism Pleasure and sensuous gratification for oneself 

Self-direction Independent thought and action – choosing, creating, exploring 

Stimulation Excitement, novelty, and challenge in life 

Universalism Understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare of all 

people and for nature 

Benevolence Preservation and enhancement of the welfare of people with whom one is in 

frequent personal contact 

Tradition Respect, commitment, and acceptance of the customs and ideas that 

traditional culture or religion provide the self 

Conformity Restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses likely to upset or harm others 

and violate social expectations or norms 

Security Safety, harmony, and stability of society, of relationships, and of self 

 

Schwartz also proposes the organization of those values in a circular continuum 

(see Fig. 1) which represents the dynamic relationships among them. Particularly, any 

two adjacent or closely-situated values are more likely to be congruent and can be 

achieved and expressed through the same actions and attitudes, whereas any two values 

which are situated opposite or distant from each other are more likely to be conflicting 

and incongruent, and cannot be achieved and expressed through the same actions and 

attitudes (Schwartz et al. 2010). For example, many voluntary behaviours can express 

universalism (welfare of all people) and benevolence (welfare of close others) and 

typically cannot express power (dominance over people). Nevertheless, a single person 

can pursue opposite values (e.g., universalism and power) through different actions and 
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behaviours (Schwartz 2012). Based on the congruity and incongruity of those values, 

Schwartz’s theory further organizes the 10 values into four broad groups along two 

dimensions. The first dimension, namely self-enhancement (power, achievement, 

hedonism) vs. self-transcendence values (universalism, benevolence), reflects the 

conflict between values that emphasize one’s own outcomes and success and values that 

emphasize concerns for the welfare of others. The second dimension, namely openness 

to change (self-direction, stimulation) vs. conservation (security, conformity/tradition), 

reflects the conflict between values that emphasize independent thoughts and actions, 

novelty, and change, and values that emphasize stability, preservation of tradition, and 

respecting order and resistance to change. 

 

Figure 2. The Theoretical Model of Relations among the 10 Motivational Types of 

Value (Schwartz 2012) 
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Schwartz’s circumplex model has been validated across more than 200 samples 

from 82 countries using different operationalization methods of values (Bilsky et al. 

2011; Davidov et al. 2008; Schwartz 1992, 2006; Schwartz and Boehnke 2004). Across 

all studies, the circular structure is universally present with the emergence of four 

groups across two dimensions representing the conflicts and compatibility among them. 

Furthermore, the contents of the 10 personal values are empirically distinctive across 

most samples. Thus, the theory provides a reasonably comprehensive set of human 

values that are universal across cultures (De Clercq et al. 2008). 

It should be noted that, while Schwartz’s theory distinguishes 10 basic personal 

values and can be organized into four main groups along two dimensions, the circular 

structure also suggests that any of two adjacent values can be integrated into a higher-

order value underlying a more nuanced motivation (Schwartz 2012). For example, 

power and achievement can be integrated to underline motives of social superiority and 

esteem, or self-direction and universalism can be integrated to underline motives of 

respecting one’s own judgement and others’ judgements and promoting diversity 

(Schwartz 1992). Thus, Schwartz (2012) suggests that, when applying the basic 

personal value theory, researchers can use any value or any combinations of values 

depending on the objectives of the analysis. In a similar vein, despite not using 

Schwartz’s theory as the theoretical framework, consumer scholars have used this 

approach when incorporating personal values into their studies (Fernandes and Mandel 

2014; Kaikati et al. 2017). 

 

How Liberals and Conservatives Prioritize Their Personal Values  

 

Although the ideological difference in prioritization of value was examined a 

while ago (Braithwaite 1998; Rokeach 1973; Tetlock 1986), the Schwartz’s cross-
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cultural theory of personal values that presumably incorporates all basic personal values 

provides a comprehensive framework to understand the value prioritization difference 

between liberals and conservatives in a more systematic way. In fact, by applying 

Schwartz’s theory, later studies conducted in various countries were able to demonstrate 

that the 10 personal values carry different weights for liberals and conservatives when 

guiding attitudes, judgements, and behaviours (Jost et al. 2016).  

Devos et al. (2002) show that Swiss students who affiliate with left-wing parties 

are more likely to place higher importance on universalism, whereas students who 

affiliate with right-wing parties are more likely to place higher importance on power, 

conformity, and security. When mapping all values onto the two dimensions in 

Schwartz’s theory (i.e., openness to change vs. conservation, self-transcendence vs. self-

enhancement), they also found that left-wing supporters prioritize openness to change 

and self-transcendence while right-wing supporters prioritize conservation and self-

enhancement.  

Caprara et al. (2006) conducted a study with 3044 participants who had voted in 

the 2001 Italian national election. They showed that centre-left voters prefer 

universalism the most, followed by benevolence, and self-direction, whereas centre-

right voters prefer security the most, followed by power, conformity, achievement, and 

tradition. A longitudinal study by Schwartz et al. (2010) obtained a similar effect with a 

sample of 1699 adults in T1 (pre-election) and 1030 adults in T2 (post-election) in the 

2006 Italian national election, such that a tendency to vote for centre-left is positively 

associated with universalism, benevolence, and self-direction whereas a tendency to 

vote for centre-right is positively associated with security, tradition, conformity, power, 

and achievement. The result is confirmed by the re-analysis by Vecchione et al. (2013) 

detailed in Study 1.  
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Piurko et al. (2011) offer more extensive evidence by using a probability sample 

of 35,116 citizens of 20 countries that participated in the European Social Survey 

Round 1 from 2002-2003. Piurko and colleagues divided the 20 countries into three 

groups, namely liberal countries which have a liberal democracy and welfare-state 

system (e.g., Austria, Germany, the United Kingdom), traditional countries whose 

politics are heavily influenced by religion (e.g., Greece, Spain, Portugal), and post-

communist countries (e.g., Czech Republic, Hungary). In both liberal and traditional 

countries, self-identified “lefties” consistently score higher in universalism and 

benevolence whereas self-identified “righties” score higher on conformity, power, 

tradition, and security, with some exceptions. Self-direction is also positively correlated 

with the left self-placement in six countries, uncorrelated with political orientation in 10 

countries, and positively correlated with right self-placement in one country. Also using 

the European Social Survey but Round 3 (2006-2007) and Round 4 (2008), Aspelund et 

al. (2013) demonstrate that, in the Western-like countries (e.g., Croatia, Slovenia), 

resistance to change, a composite scale of conservation and (reversed) openness to 

change, and acceptance of inequality, a composite scale of self-enhancement and 

(reversed) self-transcendence, are positively correlated with right self-placement.  

Similarly, Jost et al. (2016) using a sample of 259 American students show that 

self-identified conservatives prefer conformity, tradition, achievement, and power while 

self-identified liberals prefer universalism and self-direction.  

In sum, the findings across different Western countries consistently indicate that 

liberals and conservatives have a differing prioritization of personal values, such that 

liberals are more likely to value universalism, and (with less consistency) benevolence, 

and self-direction whereas conservatives are more likely to value conformity, tradition, 

security, and power. In this research, we use this finding as a theoretical foundation for 
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our research to hypothesize how liberal consumers (vs. conservative consumers) might 

respond differently to the dehumanization of service employees. Note that previous 

consumer research also uses the difference in value prioritization between liberals and 

conservatives to explain various consumer behaviours in the marketplace. Nevertheless, 

the values utilized in the previous studies are mostly related to political values including 

freedom (Irmak et al. 2020), social justice vs. social order (Farmer et al. 2020a), and 

social stability vs. social change (Kim et al. 2018), while there is only one basic 

personal value used, namely conformity (Fernandes and Mandel 2014; Kaikati et al. 

2017). However, Schwartz et al. (2010) suggest that political values are the 

manifestation of basic values in the political domains and the motivational structure of 

basic personal values can be used to organize political values coherently. For example, 

social order, also known as law and order in Schwartz’s (1992) language, is positively 

correlated with security, conformity, and tradition and negatively correlated with self-

direction, universalism, stimulation, and hedonism. Thus, we believe that, not only we 

can illuminate the underlying process of consumer reactions towards dehumanization by 

using relevant values related to our context, but also we can extend the application of 

Schwartz’s (1992) personal value theory in studying consumers’ political ideology, 

especially when we utilize different personal values, i.e., universalism and self-

direction. 

 

2.6.2. Difference in Cognitive Styles between Liberals and 

Conservatives 

 

Alongside the ideological discrepancy in value prioritization, people on the 

opposing side of the political spectrum also differ in the way they process information. 
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Examining this difference is crucial for understanding how liberals and conservatives 

process information about services and firms. Two meta-analytic reviews by Jost et al. 

(2003a) and Jost et al. (2017) show substantial evidence that political conservatives tend 

to score higher in the scores of psychological variables associated with heuristic and 

stereotypical thinking style including intolerance of ambiguity, need for cognitive 

closure, personal need for order and structure, cognitive rigidity, and dogmatism, 

whereas liberals tend to score higher in the scores of psychological variables associated 

with systematic and effortful thinking style including integrative complexity, and need 

for cognition, uncertainty tolerance, and cognitive reflection. Below, we exemplify 

some of the findings that highlight the difference in cognitive thinking styles.  

They analyzed 16 studies that contain the correlation between conservatism and 

cognitive/perceptual rigidity. Note that operationalization of cognitive and perceptual 

rigidity mostly involves objective behaviours, such as the tendency to identify and 

exclude examples from a specific category that are not representative of the category. 

The positive relationship between conservatism and cognitive/perceptual rigidity is 

significant in nine studies, and in the other six studies the relationship is statistically 

insignificant but the trend is as predicted. Furthermore, the average effect size of 16 

studies is moderately large (.32 ≤ r ≤ .38). These findings suggest that conservatives – 

on average – are more closed-minded and dogmatic. Similarly, conservatives also tend 

to score higher in cognitive closure – that is, a need to have an immediate answer to any 

question without any confusion or ambiguity – among 41 studies conducted in several 

countries. The relationship is statistically significant in 32 studies and the average effect 

size (r) is from .19 to .23. These findings further suggest that conservatives tend to 

make quicker and more intuitive decisions.  
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In contrast, liberals are more likely to score higher on the need for cognition scale, 

which is usually measured with a scale adapted from Cacioppo and Petty (1982) (e.g., “I 

find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.”). Across 19 studies studying 

the relationship between political ideology and need for cognition, the effect is 

significant in 14 studies and insignificant in five studies (although the trend is similar), 

and the average effect size is from −.09 ≤ r ≤ −.16. Such findings even suggest that 

liberals might find enjoyment in thinking systematically and deliberately. On the whole, 

these reviewed findings strongly evidence the positive relationship between 

conservative (vs. liberal) ideology and the heuristic, stereotypical thinking (vs. 

systematic, effortful, and deliberate) style (Jost 2017b).  

This argument, however, has faced some criticisms. The first problem is related to 

Jost et al.’s (2003a) finding of a negative correlation between political conservatism and 

integrative complexity – referred to as the structural complexity of written and spoken 

communications (i.e., the complexity of thinking) – that are mostly measured using 

objective content-coding of speeches, decisions, and other forms of text. The findings 

were challenged by Conway et al. (2016). Conway and colleagues show that the 

previously identified ideological difference in integrative complexity might be task-

dependent. Furthermore, the correlation obtained from previous studies might be due to 

minor changes in their integrative complexity scales from the established scale (Conway 

et al. 2018). However, Jost et al. (2017) analyzed a further 26 studies, in addition to the 

11 studies in Jost et al. (2003a), that documented the relationship between political 

ideology and integrative complexity, and show no evidence that conservatives score 

significantly higher in the integrative complexity scale. By contrast, liberals – on 

average – tend to score higher with the average effect size (r) ranging from -.19 to -.15. 

These findings, thus, still largely support the notion that conservatives might use less 
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complex thinking styles than liberals. Second, from a historical perspective, the 

ideological asymmetry of dogmatism cannot apply to the left-wing regimes in 

communist countries (e.g., China, Cuba) and shows that liberals might be as dogmatic 

and rigid as conservatives (e.g., Eysenck 1955; Greenberg and Jonas 2003). 

Nevertheless, Jost (2017b) argued that, while historical observation might offer an 

interesting angle, psychological evidence needs to be presented to draw the conclusion 

that liberals are as equally dogmatic and rigid as conservatives. Furthermore, recent 

studies conducted in post-communist countries are consistent with the results found in 

the West, such that the right-wing ideology is positively associated with the need for 

order, structure, and closure in Hungary and Poland (Cichocka et al. 2016; De Zavala et 

al. 2010; Kelemen et al. 2014).  

Apart from correlational studies, experimental studies also demonstrated that 

inducing cognitive load, mental distraction, and other low-effort thoughts promotes 

conservatism (Eidelman et al. 2012; Hansson et al. 1974; Skitka et al. 2002), indicating 

the link between conservatism and the heuristic cognitive process. In sum, while there is 

an on-going debate about the relationship between political ideology and cognitive 

styles within the political science field, the current evidence suggests that conservatives 

are more likely to engage in stereotypical and heuristic thinking, whereas liberals are 

more likely to engage in systematic, effortful and deliberate thinking.  
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3. HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

 

In this chapter, we propose our hypotheses based on the extant literature and the 

practical insights from the exploratory research. We first lay out the general prediction 

of the interaction between political ideology and dehumanization of service employees. 

Next, we argue that liberal consumers might be more susceptible to the negative aspect 

of dehumanization (i.e., surface acting) while conservative consumers might be more 

susceptible to the positive aspect (i.e., capitalism associations). Finally, we also identify 

and hypothesize other important moderators that can heighten or weaken the effects of 

dehumanization. Figure 3 shows the conceptual model of this research. 

 

Figure 3. Conceptual Model of the Dissertation 

 

3.1. Political Ideology and Dehumanization of Service Employees 

 

As previously discussed, dehumanization has been shown to facilitate immoral 

and antisocial behaviours (e.g., Leidner et al. 2013; Rudman and Mescher 2012; Viki et 
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al. 2013) while hindering pro-social behaviours (e.g., Andrighetto et al. 2014; Čehajić et 

al. 2009). Feeling subtly dehumanized during everyday interactions is also cognitively 

and emotionally harmful (Bastian and Haslam 2011). Generally, dehumanization carries 

far-reaching harmful consequences during social interactions (Haslam and Loughnan 

2014). Given the general negative sentiment about dehumanization, in general, when 

observing dehumanization of service employees, third-party consumers should 

experience negative responses. 

Nevertheless, dehumanization might sometimes have functional consequences. 

People are willing to engage in dehumanization of others, as a psychological tool to 

make a tough decision that can benefit those they dehumanized (Lammers and Stapel 

2011), and as a defensive mechanism to avoid affective and psychological costs such as 

burnout symptoms and emotional exhaustion, which can be generated from an 

appreciation of others’ humanity (Cameron et al. 2016; Vaes and Muratore 2013). In 

commercial settings, we argue that dehumanization of service employees can also be 

functional for a service firm because, through it, the firm can improve productivity and 

controllability, and ensure service consistency for customers by eliminating 

“unnecessary”, unpredictable, and uncontrollable humanness (Korczynski et al. 2000; 

Ritzer 1983). This positive aspect of marketplace dehumanization might also influence 

the expectation and perception of some consumers. Thus, if consumers are prone to the 

negative aspect of dehumanization of service employees, they should react negatively 

whereas consumers who are prone to the positive aspect of dehumanization should react 

positively. 

Particularly, we predict that political ideology might regulate consumer responses 

towards dehumanization of service employees for several reasons. First, as marketplace 

dehumanization is strongly associated with the capitalist system (Marx 1844; Weber 
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1930), it is straightforward to conjecture that consumers who are on the opposite side of 

the political spectrum – and thus, who have different beliefs about the ideal political 

system (Erikson and Tedin 2003; Jost et al. 2009) – should react differently towards this 

practice. Second, previous studies also show that political ideology regulates consumer 

responses to various types of marketing communications including information about 

firms and products (Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018; Winterich et al. 2012), ad framing 

(Kidwell et al. 2013; Kim et al. 2018; Septianto et al. 2019), product labelling (Irmak et 

al. 2020), and product and brand designs (Angle et al. 2017; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 

2018), suggesting the important role of political ideology in shaping consumer reactions 

towards company strategies and tactics. Third, during the exploratory process, we found 

that conversation about dehumanization of service employees under relevant news 

articles (e.g., Boyle et al. 2017; Guendelsberger 2019) can sometimes be politicalized. 

Some commenters made political remarks about others who hold an opposite view (e.g., 

“liberal special snowflakes expect that”, “Democrats always have to whine about 

something. They want everything for free!!!”, “I bet your [sic] also a Trump 

supporter”). This implies that dehumanization of service employees is a politically 

polarizing topic which can evoke a strong response from both liberals and 

conservatives. Note that, in Study 1, we conduct a text-mining study by collecting all 

comments under the articles we examined, and also past comments made by the 

commenters to systematically test our predictions. Finally, because conservatives are 

strongly motivated to justify and rationalize an existing system whereas liberals are 

strongly motivated to promote social change (Jost and Hunyady 2003; Jost et al. 2003a) 

and marketplace dehumanization is a component of an existing capitalist system, we 

predict that, in general, liberals are more susceptible to its negative aspect, whereas 

conservatives are more susceptible to its positive aspect.   
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3.2. Negative Aspect of Dehumanization: Mediating Role of Surface 

Acting 

 

We reason that asking employees to behave like robots should alter a certain 

aspect of service experience. Built from the service literature, we propose that 

dehumanization can increase consumers’ anticipation of surface acting. Emotional 

labour literature suggests that service employees employ either deep acting strategy or 

surface acting strategy to regulate their emotions according to the display requirement 

(Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006; Hochschild 1983). Deep acting refers to employees’ 

attempts to modify their inner feelings, which then trigger an authentic physiological 

display, whereas surface acting refers to employees’ attempts to only fake the emotions 

they display to customers without truly altering their inner feelings. When being asked 

to become human robots, employees must profoundly oppress their true selves as 

human beings. It is not likely that employees can make themselves genuinely think like 

robots in order to act like robots (i.e., deep acting). In fact, it is simpler for them to only 

modify their superficial displays to act and behave like robots without thinking and 

feeling like robots (i.e., surface acting). Therefore, we argue that dehumanized 

employees are likely to engage in surface acting. Importantly, service literature suggests 

that, in general, employees’ emotional display is a crucial element of the service 

experience (Beal et al. 2006; Grandey and Gabriel 2015; Jeong et al. 2019). When 

customers infer that employees engage in surface acting, their perceptions of the 

interaction with these employees are greatly impaired, which consequently damages 

their relationship with the service firms, their satisfaction, and loyalty intention 

(Grandey et al. 2005; Groth et al. 2009; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006; Hülsheger and 

Schewe 2011; Yagil and Medler-Liraz 2017), suggesting that customers are highly 
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responsive to surface acting. Hence, when knowing that a service firm regards its 

employees as less than human, anticipation of surface acting effortlessly leaps to the 

consumer’s mind.  

The negative influence of dehumanization through surface acting, nevertheless, 

might differ across the ideological spectrum. According to Schwartz’s (1992) 

circumplex model, 10 basic personal values serve as the guiding principles in life 

comprising of power, achievement, hedonism, self-direction, stimulation, universalism, 

benevolence, tradition, conformity, and security (see more detail in section 2.6.1). As 

previously discussed, liberals tend to prioritize universalism, self-direction, and 

benevolence whereas conservatives tend to prioritize conformity, tradition, security, and 

power (Caprara et al. 2006; Devos et al. 2002; Jost et al. 2016; Piurko et al. 2011). 

Surface acting, especially, strongly conflicts with two particular values, namely self-

direction, which emphasizes autonomy, independence, and freedom of individuals, and 

universalism, which emphasizes the welfare of all people.  

First, emotional regulation strategies (i.e., surface acting, deep acting) are to meet 

the emotional requirements for employees’ roles. Such requirements, by definition, 

reflect the constraints on employee’s autonomy and freedom. Therefore, employees who 

employ emotional regulation strategies, either surface acting or deep acting, shows 

lower autonomy of thoughts and of actions than those who do not. Among these two 

strategies, we argue that surface acting expresses an even lower self-direction value than 

deep acting. When engaging in deep acting, employees truly attempt to shape their inner 

feelings and thoughts before displaying those emotions to customers. Hence, this 

method allows employees to align their own goals and actions with the role 

requirement. As the feelings and emotions they display to customers truly reflect their 

own thought and feelings, those emotions appear to be more authentic (Hennig-Thurau 
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et al. 2006) and consequently, consumers should infer a high degree of autonomy in 

their actions. In contrast, when engaging in surface acting, employees just try to put on 

the mask that expressing the right emotions to customers. Therefore, consumers can 

clearly observe that employees’ display emotions are fake and inauthentic (Hennig-

Thurau et al. 2006; Hülsheger and Schewe 2011), and thus, that their emotional displays 

are influenced by external forces. Therefore, surface acting (vs. deep acting vs. no 

emotional labour) opposes the fundamental principle of self-direction value. 

Second, the extant literature repeatedly shows that surface acting leads to 

emotionally harmful consequences for employees. Particularly, the meta-analysis by 

Hülsheger and Schewe (2011) shows the strong negative correlation between surface 

acting and many aspects of employees’ well-being including emotional exhaustion (r = 

.374), depersonalization (r = .352), psychological strain (r = .353), and psychosomatic 

complaints (r = .368), and job satisfaction (r = -.274). Since then, there is even more 

evidence confirming the relationship between surface acting and these indicators of 

well-being such as emotional exhaustion (Martínez-Iñigo et al. 2007; Ozcelik 2013; 

Shanock et al. 2013; Uy et al. 2017; Xanthopoulou et al. 2018; Yagil and Medler-Liraz 

2017), and job satisfaction (Bhave and Glomb 2016; Huyghebaert et al. 2018; Szczygiel 

and Bazińska 2021; Wessel and Steiner 2015), and also other new indicators such as 

anxiety (Krannitz et al. 2015; Wagner et al. 2014). Such findings suggest that 

consumers tend to find surface acting is harmful to employees’ psychological and 

mental health, which is strongly opposed to the fundamental principle of universalism 

(i.e., the welfare of all people). Hence, we argue that liberals react more negatively to 

surface acting which antagonizes two basic human values, namely universalism and 

self-direction, both of which liberals are more likely to prioritize than conservatives. 

Formally: 
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H1. Dehumanization of service employees leads to a lower willingness to use a 

service among liberals. The effect is weakened among conservatives.  

H2. Surface acting mediates the interactive effect of dehumanization and political 

ideology on willingness to use a service. 

 

3.3. The Moderating Role of Firm Types 

 

Different service firms typically provide different levels of service interactions. 

For instance, health centres, restaurants, and schools tend to involve longer, closer, and 

more direct customer-employee interactions than post offices and bank services (Chase 

1978). When consumers expect low (vs. high) interactions with employees, their 

attitudes towards and perceptions of the employees and the interactions should exert 

less (vs. more) influence on the overall evaluation of the service (Bearden et al. 1998; 

Chase 1981; Chase 1978; Yee et al. 2008). Accordingly, in our context, employees’ 

non-human behaviours should also be less (more) likely to affect consumers’ evaluation 

of the service. We therefore argue that the effect of dehumanization of service 

employees will be less prominent for services from global chains compared to those 

from independent, family-run firms because the former creates an expectation of low 

customer-employee interactions compared to the latter, in which employees are 

expected to interact with customers more closely in an extended period to provide a 

more tailor-made service experience. 

Previous findings show that, compared to a global chain, an independent, family-

run firm generally possesses a higher level of authenticity (Kovács et al. 2014) – an 

important facilitator of human interactions (Cheshin et al. 2018; Côté et al. 2013; 

Wickham et al. 2016). Similarly, customers tend to see local firms, which are generally 
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independent firms, as kinder and more well-intentioned, and in turn are more likely to 

form an affective relationship with these firms (Davvetas and Halkias 2019; Ger 1999; 

Kolbl et al. 2019). These findings indicate that independent firms frequently provide 

high service interactions for their consumers. In contrast, global firms are generally seen 

as offering greater functional and utilitarian values (Davvetas and Diamantopoulos 

2016; Swoboda et al. 2012), are more competent but colder (Davvetas and Halkias 

2019; Kolbl et al. 2019), and also are preferred more by materialistic consumers 

(Fastoso and González-Jiménez 2020). Collectively, previous findings indicate that 

service interactions with global service firms (e.g., McDonald’s) tend to involve less 

genuine human interactions, and consumers are more likely to focus on the usefulness 

of their service. Consequently, we predict that the negative effect of dehumanization on 

willingness to use a service should be stronger for independent, family-run firms, which 

typically involve higher service interactions, than global chains. Thus,  

H3. Dehumanization of service employees leads to a lower willingness to use the 

service of independent, family-run firms. The effect is weakened for global chains. 

 

3.4. Positive Aspect of Dehumanization on Willingness to Pay: 

Mediating Role of Capitalism Associations 

 

Alongside its negative effect on willingness to use a service, we also predict that 

dehumanization of service employees has a certain positive aspect because of the 

peculiar and long-standing link between dehumanization and capitalism. Particularly, in 

this section, we argue that, by signalizing a prototypical capitalist enterprise, 

dehumanization of service employees can enhance willingness to pay under some 

conditions as capitalism is generally preferable and heuristically associated with money 
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(i.e., capitalism associations). Given that conservatives tend to rely on heuristic and 

stereotypical thinking and have generally positive beliefs about capitalism, we hence 

predict that the positive effect of dehumanization is stronger for conservatives. 

As previously discussed, at the societal level, philosophers and sociologists have 

long considered the dehumanization of employees (and even consumers) as an inherent 

part of capitalism (e.g., Blauner 1964; Leidner 1993; Marx 1844; Nussbaum 1995; 

Ritzer 1983; Thompson 1983; Weber 1930), with two famous analyses from Marx 

(1844) and Weber (1930). Marx’s theory of alienation suggests that capitalism 

dehumanizes workers under its system by alienating them from their goals, from their 

ability to act according to their will, and from their human sensibilities. Weber (1930) 

later argued that the capitalist system necessitates the rationalization process that, in 

organizational settings, involves the desire to increase efficiency, a specialized division 

of labour, impersonal rules, and hierarchical order. The rationality, however, is 

accompanied by irrationality, namely the dehumanization of employees. George Ritzer 

– a famous Weberian sociologist – in his 1993 essay “The McDonaldization of Society” 

even uses the service practice of McDonald’s to exemplify how the capitalist society is 

inherently dehumanizing. Given that the long-standing association between 

dehumanization and capitalism have been thoroughly discussed and popularized by 

many influential nineteenth- and twentieth-century sociologists and philosophers, such 

an idea must have become deeply embedded in contemporary Western thinking. Thus, 

we reason that the dehumanization of employees might signify a typical example of a 

capitalist firm for consumers in the West. Furthermore, the signalling process keeps 

being reinforced and promoted with the continuous success of well-known capitalist 

enterprises such as Amazon and McDonald’s that prominently adopt dehumanization of 

service employees. Importantly, the capitalist market economy, at its core, has 
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competition as one of the driving forces (Smith 1937). Successful capitalist firms are 

generally better than their competitors in satisfying consumers by offering superior 

consumer values (Kotler 2015), such as consistency, and efficiency (Heskett et al. 1994; 

Lam et al. 2004; Zeithaml 1988; Zeithaml et al. 1996). Prototypical capitalist firms, 

hence, should be easily stereotyped as competitive and high-quality firms. We refer to 

these stereotypical characteristics as capitalism associations. In this regard, consumers 

might react positively towards dehumanization when they are less likely to think 

systematically and more likely to rely on heuristic cues.  

The extant literature suggests that liberals and conservatives tend to adopt 

different cognitive processing styles (Jost 2017a). Particularly, Jost et al. (2003a) 

suggest that, because conservatives are strongly motivated to attain order from the 

chaotic world (i.e., epistemic motives), they are more likely to adopt heuristic and 

stereotypical thinking to reduce uncertainty and ambiguity. In contrast, liberals, who 

have lower epistemic motives and who also enjoy thinking more (Jost et al. 2003a; Tam 

et al. 2008), are more likely to adopt a deliberate and systematic thinking style. The 

recent meta-analysis study by Jost et al. (2017) illustrates that, across most of the 

reviewed studies, political conservatism is positively associated with different measures 

indicating stereotypical thinking including cognitive rigidity, dogmatism, personal need 

for order and structure, tolerance of ambiguity, and need for cognitive closure while 

negatively associated with different measures indicating deliberate and systematic 

thinking including integrative complexity, uncertainty tolerance, cognitive reflection, 

and need for cognition. Moreover, the reviewed studies in Jost et al. (2017) involve both 

self-report measures and objective behavioural measures (e.g., cognitive/perceptual 

rigidity), further strengthening the validity of the finding. Some experimental research 

also supports the link between conservatism and stereotypical thinking style by showing 
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that inducing cognitive load, mental distraction, and other low-effort thoughts promotes 

conservatism (Eidelman et al. 2012; Hansson et al. 1974; Skitka et al. 2002). 

Applying the important insight to our research, because conservatives (vs. 

liberals) are more likely to rely on heuristic and stereotypical thinking, the positive 

aspect of dehumanization through capitalism associations might be more diagnostic for 

conservatives. Additionally, the association between conservatism and the tendency to 

justify the capitalist economy (Jost et al. 2003b; Jost et al. 2003a) also indicates that 

conservatives – on average – have a more positive attitude towards a typical capitalist 

firm than liberals.  

Given that capitalism is intuitively associated with a money-driven system, or, in 

Weberian language, the spirit of capitalism is money-making as an end in itself (Weber 

1930), we expect that the link between capitalism associations and price-related 

outcomes (e.g., willingness to pay) is stronger than other outcomes (e.g., willingness to 

use a service). We focus on willingness to pay – i.e., the amount of money that 

consumers are willing to spend on a service (Cameron and James 1987) – also because 

it is an important performance index that is directly related to firms’ profitability 

(Homburg et al. 2005; Koschate-Fischer et al. 2012). Thus, an examination of the effect 

of dehumanization on willingness to pay is theoretically interesting and managerially 

important. Additionally, previous studies show that consumers tend to form a heuristic 

price-quality schema (Peterson and Wilson 1985); such a schema can heighten the 

positive relationship of the perceived higher quality on willingness to pay a higher price 

(Steenkamp et al. 2010). These findings further imply the strong relationship between 

capitalism and price, given that prototypical capitalist firms are generally stereotyped as 

high-quality firms. Therefore, we expect that dehumanization of service employees 

increases capitalism associations, which in turn increases willingness to pay for services 
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among conservatives, who tend to rely on heuristic and stereotypical thinking. The 

effect should be weakened among liberals, who tend to engage in systematic and 

deliberate thinking. Formally, 

H4. Dehumanization of service employees leads to a higher willingness to pay 

among conservatives. The effect is weakened among liberals. 

H5. Capitalism associations mediate the interactive effect of dehumanization and 

political ideology on willingness to pay for a service. 

 

3.5. The Moderating Role of Service Personalization 

 

Since dehumanization of employees reduces the human element in service 

interactions, one could argue that it is likely that dehumanization is only a part of a 

standardized (and less personalized) service experience. Thus, it is critical to examine 

whether service standardization – referring to “a non-varying sequential process, similar 

to the mass production of goods, in which each step is laid out in order and all outcomes 

are uniform” (Shostack 1987, p.35) – is distinguishable from dehumanization of service 

employees. After all, from the service firm’s perspective, asking employees to behave 

like robots and standardizing the service is aimed at achieving the common goal of 

service production: maximizing efficiency, consistency, and profitability. However, we 

argue that service standardization and dehumanization of service employees are indeed 

different aspects of service interaction, especially from the consumer perspective.  

From the company perspective, while service standardization emphasizes the 

process and outcome of service production, especially service outcome (Rust and Huang 

2014; Surprenant and Solomon 1987), dehumanization of service employees focuses on 

the way employees should act and behave during the interactions. Although, in many 
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cases, standardization and dehumanization are usually reciprocal, the two practices can 

be applied independently and have distinct effects on consumer outcomes. For example, 

service firms can ask employees to appear human-like to develop relational values for 

customers while standardizing the service offerings for increasing efficiency (Huang 

and Rust 2017). Oppositely, service firms can personalize service (e.g., personalized 

coffee, customized menu) while asking employees to behave like robots to maintain 

service consistency and an optimal amount of interaction. At the extremes, even a real 

service robot or a computer can provide a personalized service offering for the 

customer. Indeed, as these two characteristics are vital aspects of service interactions, it 

is important to examine whether different outcomes might emerge from their 

interaction.  

From the consumer perspective, the distinction between the two aspects of service 

becomes stronger. When consumers perceive dehumanization of service employees, as 

previously discussed, their focus is on how dehumanization shapes their service 

interactions by inferring the interactions are with fake robot-like employees and have 

capitalism associations. When consumers perceive a service as being standardized, their 

focus is on the service processes and outcomes in relations to other consumers, such that 

how the service outcome, their service process and experience are mostly uniform and 

identical to those of others (Huang and Rust 2017; Shostack 1987; Surprenant and 

Solomon 1987). Therefore, it is hardly straightforward that service standardization can 

activate the consumers’ anticipation of emotion faking from employees. Similarly, it is 

also less likely that service standardization can signify a prototypical capitalist firm 

since the association between standardization and capitalism, if it even exists, is less 

well-known and less well-reinforced since many successful capitalist enterprises (e.g., 

Amazon) also provide very personalized services using advanced technology (Huang 
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and Rust 2017). Personalization is even considered an important attribute of many 

successful service firms nowadays (Heim and Sinha 2005; Huang and Rust 2017; 

Murthi and Sarkar 2003; Rust and Huang 2014; Wedel and Kannan 2016). These lines 

of argument, however, should be empirically tested.  

In contrast, an interaction with human-robot employees should not always drive 

consumers to infer a service outcome and process uniformity. For instance, a coffee 

shop can ask its employees to behave like robots while still try to personalize the service 

by asking them to write the customer’s name on the cup and to customize the 

ingredients of a cup of coffee. In fact, when a service is personalized, consumers should 

expect more and longer interactions with employees in order to personalize their 

services. As such, we expect that, in these circumstances, consumers will pay more 

attention to their interactions with employees, and consequently the role of 

dehumanization of service employees should become more prominent. Hence, we 

expect that personalized services can amplify the positive effect of dehumanization on 

willingness to pay. In contrast, service standardization should create consumers’ 

expectation of low human interactions, and thus weaken the role of dehumanization of 

service employees. Furthermore, service standardization might create the perception 

that all aspects of service, including price, are uniform. Thus, 

H6. Dehumanization of service employees leads to a higher willingness to pay for 

personalized services. The effect is weakened for standardized services. 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter will discuss the methodologies used in this research. First, we discuss 

how we arrive at using quantitative research methods by adopting logical positivism. 

Second, we provide an overview of the research design of this research. Third, we 

discuss particular quantitative methods used in this research including text mining and 

experimental designs. Fourth, we provide an overview of data collection strategies for a 

text-mining study. 

 

4.1. Philosophical Foundation 

  

One of the key steps in undertaking scientific research is to use an appropriate 

methodology. However, to be able to claim knowledge from the research findings, all 

research methodologies necessitate a set of philosophical assumptions about ontological 

and epistemological positions (Easterby-Smith et al. 2012). Particularly, we adopt 

logical positivism as the philosophical foundation for this research. Logical positivism 

justifies a quantitative methodology that is employed in all of our studies (Halfpenny 

1982). 

The key ontological assumption of positivism is that there is an external world 

and only a single objective reality that exist independent of one’s perspective (Hudson 

and Ozanne 1988). Based on this assumption, for positivists, the only way to discover 

and claim factual knowledge is through observational experience and deductive 

reasoning (Hunt 1991). Consequently, the positivist approach to scientific research 

mostly involves the hypothesis development deducted from the literature and theory 

(i.e., deductive reasoning) and the collecting process of quantifiable data to test the 
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hypotheses. An important doctrine of logical positivism is the verification principle, 

which emphasizes that the statement is meaningful only when it can be empirically 

tested to be true or false (Hanfling 1981). The logic component of logical positivism 

justifies the data analysis process by providing the rationale to break down complex 

meaningful statements into a set of analytic statements that can be (dis)proved using 

logic and mathematics (Halfpenny 1982). By applying the verification principle, we can 

also generalize our scientific findings to a certain extent (Benton and Craib 2010). 

Nevertheless, the philosophical shortcoming of the verification principle (and thus 

generalization) is that the future will not always resemble the past (Halfpenny 1982; 

Hume 1748). For instance, the countless past observations of red roses do not guarantee 

that the next rose seen is red. Therefore, the strict verification principle is 

philosophically indefensible and must be relaxed to the weaker form, a confirmation 

principle (Carnap 1962). In this regard, we acknowledge that our scientific findings 

must always be reflected upon and updated with new evidence. 

In sum, following logical positivism, this research utilizes quantitative research. 

Particularly, we develop our hypotheses deduced from the extant literature. To test our 

hypotheses, we use a non-randomized experiment and three randomized experiments—

an ideal method in science (Kerlinger 1966)—a modern text-mining study.  

 

4.2. Research Design 

 

Malhotra et al. (2013) classify research design into two main categories, 

exploratory design and conclusive design. While researchers use exploratory design to 

uncover the insights of phenomena that are not well-defined and are difficult to 

quantify, conclusive design, comprising descriptive research and causal research, is 
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applicable when researchers aim to test hypotheses, and variables of interest are well-

defined and quantifiable. Following the philosophy of logical positivism, this research 

mainly utilizes a conclusive design. Particularly, we conduct descriptive research, 

namely a large-scale text-mining study, to examine the real-life relationship between 

online readers’ stance on dehumanization of service employee and their political 

ideology. We also conduct causal research in controlled settings, particularly quasi-

experiments and randomized experiments, to examine the causal effect of 

dehumanization of service employees and political ideology on consumer responses. In 

the next sections, we discuss the modern text mining and analysis including its key 

differences from classic text analysis and key methods in automatic text classification 

(section 4.3), and causal research in detail, including why experiments are used to 

establish a causal relationship, the external validity and the internal validity of 

experimental design, and types of experiments (section 4.4). 

 

4.3. Text Mining and Text Analysis 

 

Text mining is an emerging methodology that originated from the computer 

science field and typically involves informational retrieval, data mining, machine 

learning, and computational linguistics (Ignatow and Mihalcea 2016). It should be 

underlined that, while text-mining techniques and classical text-analysis techniques 

(e.g., focus-group, interview), which have been commonly applied in humanity and 

social science, allow researchers to examine textual data, the two types are largely 

distinctive regarding philosophical premises, methods, and human and technological 

involvements. While classic text analysis is often based on interpretivism that 

emphasizes human interpretations of reality, text mining typically follows the positivist 
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approach (Reed 2011). Following the philosophical positions, classic qualitative text 

analysis studies (e.g., grounded theory) typically apply inductive logic (i.e., developing 

theories and propositions from empirical data) whereas quantitative text-analysis and 

text-mining studies apply deductive logic (i.e., starting with deriving hypotheses from 

the extant literature and then testing the hypotheses on empirical data). Thus, research 

findings produced by quantitative text-analysis and text-mining studies and experiments 

are entirely comparable and justifiable under a positivist paradigm.  

One popular approach to text mining is automatic text classification, also known 

as text categorization, which involves the assignment of texts into different pre-defined 

categories (Ignatow and Mihalcea 2016). This method is particularly useful when 

dealing with an enormous amount of textual data that is infeasible for manual 

classification or when there is a need for real-time text classification (Hartmann et al. 

2019). A clear example of its practical application is the automatic detection of email 

spam. Two pre-defined categories are spam and no-spam. A machine first learns the 

essential characteristics that constitute each group through different methods and then 

classifies future incoming emails into the appropriate group. Marketing and consumer 

behaviour researchers have started to adopt automated text classification across various 

research topics (e.g., Hartmann et al. 2019; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2015; Huang and Luo 

2016; Ordenes et al. 2018; Vermeer et al. 2019).  

Automatic text classification includes two main types. First, lexicon-based 

methods (e.g., WordNet, Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count – LIWC) classify texts by 

using lexical resources, dictionaries or thesauruses created by experts, which include 

lists of words or phrases mapped on certain labels (Pennebaker et al. 2015). Second, 

supervised machine-learning algorithms (e.g., support vector machines, neural network, 

decision trees) require a set of human-annotated data to train the machine-learning 
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algorithms which then classify the set of unlabelled texts (Dumais et al. 1998). In 

general, supervised machine-learning algorithms demonstrate a better performance in 

text classification tasks than lexicon-based methods (e.g., Hartmann et al. 2019; Kübler 

et al. 2020). We use a supervised machine-learning algorithm, namely Long Short-Term 

Memory, in Study 1 to classify online comments. In Chapter 6, we discuss why and 

how we choose this particular algorithm for this research, before proceeding with the 

classification and analysis tasks. 

 

4.4. Causal Research 

 

To test the cause-effect relationship between dehumanization and consumer 

responses, we also undertake causal research (Malhotra and Peterson 2014). According 

to Hair et al. (2009), to establish the cause-effect relationship between two variables, 

three conditions must be satisfied. First, an independent variable must be systematically 

correlated with the dependent variables (Condition 1). Second, the independent variable 

needs to occur before the dependent variables (Condition 2). Third, no other predictors 

of dependent variables are present (Condition 3). 

Experiments are typically used in causal research as they enable researchers to 

satisfy those three conditions with a single study. An experiment normally involves at 

least one independent variable manipulated and dependent variable(s) measured 

(Tabachnick and Fidell 2007). For example, in the between-subjects design of an 

experiment, participants are randomly assigned in different conditions of the experiment 

(i.e., manipulation of the independent variable) and then respond to the measurement of 

a dependent variable. With this setup, although different participants might have 

distinctive characteristics that can affect the dependent variable, those characteristics are 
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held constant across different conditions through participant randomization. In this case, 

if the dependent variable varies across different conditions, its variance should not be 

because of those characteristics but because of the variance of the focal independent 

variable (satisfying Condition 1 and Condition 3). Furthermore, the manipulation of an 

independent variable always happens before participants’ respond to the measurement 

of a dependent variable, which also satisfies Condition 2 of establishing a causal 

relationship.  

 

4.4.1. Internal Validity and External Validity 

 

When experimenting, researchers aim (1) to obtain valid results of the proposed 

effects of the independent variable on dependent variables on a particular population 

sample, and then (2) to generalize the results to a whole population (Malhotra et al. 

2013). To this end, experimental researchers must ensure both internal validity and 

external validity of their findings (Wortman 1983). In this research, we address the 

important issues related to both types of validity by using various methods to ensure the 

quality of our experiments and conducting a text-mining study in a real-life setting.  

Internal validity is a fundamental requirement to draw valid conclusions from the 

research findings, and refers to the accuracy of an experiment. To achieve internal 

validity, behavioural researchers need to ensure that, apart from a manipulated 

independent variable, no other variables drive the observed effects on dependent 

variables. We achieve the internal validity of our findings with different methods. First, 

we thoroughly design our experiments in a way that minimizes the effect of 

confounding variables. For instance, we design our manipulations of dehumanization of 

service employee using a rich body of dehumanization literature to only vary the degree 
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of dehumanization between two conditions. The text of the dehumanization (vs. non-

dehumanization) scenario is kept identical except for the manipulation of the focal 

independent variable. Additionally, we develop two main types of dehumanization 

stimuli across three experiments and a quasi-experiment. This enhances our confidence 

that the findings are independent of a specific manipulation. Second, we include 

manipulation checks in all the experiments (including a pre-test) to ensure the 

manipulation works as intended. We also include the measures of potential confounding 

variables to check whether they might interfere with our experiments. Nevertheless, 

dehumanization of service employees and standardization of service are inherently 

correlated: any change in dehumanization is very likely to be followed by a change in 

standardization. Therefore, another method to ensure internal validity is by 

manipulating both dehumanization and standardization in one experiment to examine 

whether the effect of dehumanization fully comes from the shared variance with 

standardization or not. By empirically showing (and theoretically arguing) that 

standardization cannot account for the proposed effect in our research context, we are 

able to rule out this confounding variable. Finally, we apply various standard practices 

in experimental design including randomization of subjects, absence of experimenters 

during the experiment, and preventing subjects from retaking the same study.  

External validity refers to whether the effect established in the experiments is 

generalizable to the population of interest (Malhotra et al. 2013). Perhaps the biggest 

concern about the external validity of an experiment involves the extent to which an 

effect produced in highly controlled laboratory settings can occur in the real world – in 

which a variety of other variables can interact and interfere with the focal effect. Similar 

to internal validity, we also adopt several methods to achieve external validity. First, we 

replicate our findings in different service contexts (e.g., hotels, coffee shops). Second, 
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we use samples from different crowdsourcing marketplaces including Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and Prolific. Those marketplaces have been shown to be 

highly representative of the larger population and are widely used in behavioural 

research (Goodman and Paolacci 2017; Palan and Schitter 2018). Third, we conduct 

four experiments at different time periods to reduce the effects of external events. 

Finally, our experiments are complemented by a large-scale text-mining study using 

objective behavioural data. Therefore, we are able to demonstrate a great level of 

external validity by showing that the proposed effects found in a highly controlled 

environment can also occur in the noisy real-life environment.  

 

4.4.2. Experimental Designs 

 

There are two main randomized experimental designs, namely between-subjects 

design and within-subjects design (Rosenthal and Rosnow 2008; Tabachnick and Fidell 

2007). Between-subjects design involves a random assignment of each subject into a 

single group, among many groups, that is a treatment group(s) or a control group. The 

subjects then respond only to the measure of a dependent variable one time. On the 

other hand, in within-subjects designs, so-call repeated-measures designs, subjects are 

exposed to all conditions of treatment in a sequence. The dependent variables in within-

subjects designs are measured more than one time as, after exposure to each treatment, 

participants then respond to the measure of a dependent variable. Although within-

subjects designs are generally more cost-effective due to the lower number of cases 

required, between-subjects designs generally have greater internal validity. The first 

problem with within-subject designs is that the order of stimuli might interfere with the 

proposed effect. People might be more naïve to the first stimulus compared to later 
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stimuli (Rosenthal and Rosnow 2008). This issue, nevertheless, can be dealt with by the 

randomization of the stimuli order. The second problem, which is a more serious one, is 

that, while participants in between-subjects experiments are most unaware of the 

hypothesis, participants in within-subjects experiments can easily guess the hypothesis 

and thus can artificially alter their responses to fit their speculation of what the 

experimenters are trying to achieve (i.e., social desirability biases).Thus, the 

randomized experiments in this study follow between-subjects designs. Furthermore, we 

also conduct a quasi-experiment by identifying the particular group that participants 

belong to prior to the study.  

 

4.5. Data Collection Strategy  

 

As discussed above, we employ various techniques to improve the internal and 

external validity of the research findings. We also use diverse samples representing the 

general population in two different countries, namely the United Kingdom and the 

United States, to further strengthen the validities. In the text-mining study, we collect 

large-scale real-life data using web scraping. Particularly, after selecting two articles 

that satisfy our pre-defined conditions (details in Chapter 6), we collect more than 

10 million comments on two online news websites, namely Yahoo! News and the Mail 

Online. Furthermore, we expect that the Yahoo! News readers are mostly American 

whereas the Mail Online readers are mostly British (details in section 6.1); therefore, we 

can establish the good generalizability of our findings across countries.  

In the three randomized experiments and one quasi-experiment, we use a sample 

of the general American population recruited via crowdsourcing marketplaces. 

Particularly, we use Prolific for Study 2 and Study 3 and use Amazon Mechanical Turk 
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for Study 4 and Study 5. MTurk is the most predominant subject pool among 

behavioural researchers (Bohannon 2016; Goodman and Paolacci 2017), and Prolific is 

an emerging sample pool that is dedicated to scientific research (Palan and Schitter 

2018) and has recently started to gain popularity in marketing and consumer behaviour 

research (e.g., Herak et al. 2020; Leung et al. 2018; Reich et al. 2017; Wong et al. 

2020). These online subject pools are cheap, reliable, and less time-consuming, but they 

are also even more representative of the general population than other traditional 

convenience samples such as student samples (Bohannon 2016; Buhrmester et al. 2016; 

Crump et al. 2013; Kothe and Ling 2019; Mason and Suri 2012; Paolacci and Chandler 

2014). We also design experiments and the survey study using an online survey tool, 

Qualtrics. 
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5. OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES 

 

To test our hypotheses, we conduct five studies, a large-scale text-mining study 

(Study 1), a quasi-experiment study (Study 2), and three experiments (Studies 3, 4, and 

5). In Study 1, we examine whether liberals and conservatives might react differently in 

real life when reading about dehumanization of service employees on online news 

websites. To this end, we collect online comments using web scraping on two news 

websites, namely Yahoo! News and the Mail Online. In total, we collect millions of 

online comments that serve as raw unstructured data for measuring readers’ online 

stance on dehumanization and their political ideology. The raw data is then quantified 

using manual coding and a machine-learning supervised algorithm to generate the final 

structured dataset for further analysis testing the relationship between these two 

variables. We expect that Yahoo! News has mostly American readers and the Mail 

Online has mostly UK readers, Study 1 can thus establish the link between political 

ideology and dehumanization across different service settings (front-line, back-end) and 

across different countries (the United Kingdom, the United States), giving us the 

external validity.  

Study 2 directly tests whether liberals and conservatives actually make different 

choices when presented with dehumanization option vs. non-dehumanization option in a 

more controlled setting (H1). Study 2 utilizes a coffee shop context. By utilizing the 

pre-screening function of Prolific, we run a quasi-experiment. Particularly, one half of 

the samples is participants who pre-identify as conservatives and the other half is 

participants who pre-identify as liberals on Prolific before engaging in the study. In the 

study, we ask participants to choose between two coffee shops that follow different 
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service practices. We explicitly state in the introductions to these two coffee shops that 

one coffee shop uses a robot-like approach while the other uses a human-like approach.  

Next, in Study 3, we manipulate dehumanization using modified scenarios from 

Study 2 and examine the interactive effect of dehumanization and political ideology on 

willingness to use a service (H1). Furthermore, this study also investigates the 

mediating role of surface acting on this effect (H2). Participants are randomly assigned 

to one of two conditions (dehumanization vs. non-dehumanization). We then measure 

the willingness to use a service, surface acting, manipulation check, and political 

ideology.  

Study 4 explores whether this causal effect found in the previous study can be 

replicated in another context, namely hotel service (H1). This study also uses a subtler 

manipulation of dehumanization to avoid social desirability bias and increase internal 

validity. We also aim to investigate another important practical moderator, i.e., firm 

types in this study (H3). Therefore, we manipulate hotel types (an independent, family-

run hotel vs. a hotel chain) with short introductory texts about a hotel and 

dehumanization of service employees (dehumanization vs. non-dehumanization) with 

code of conduct. The rules in the code of conduct provide subtle cues about 

dehumanization rather than explicitly stating that a firm dehumanizes its employees. We 

also pre-test the subtle manipulation in the coffee shop context.   

In Study 5, we shift the focus to the positive effect of dehumanization of service 

employees and aim to test the prediction that, because dehumanization signifies the 

capitalism associations, it can increase willingness to pay under certain conditions. 

Particularly, this study investigates whether the positive effect of dehumanization on 

willingness to pay is stronger for conservatives than for liberals (H4) and whether 

capitalism associations can explain this effect (H5). This study also aims to provide 
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empirical evidence supporting that standardization cannot exert the similar proposed 

effects of dehumanization. Moreover, this study ought to examine the moderating role 

of personalization in this study (H6). Therefore, in this study, we manipulate 

dehumanization and service standardization by using a modified manipulation of 

dehumanization from Study 4 and add an additional rule in the code of conduct to 

manipulate service standardization (vs. service personalization).  
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6. STUDY 1: LARGE-SCALE TEXT MINING 

 

Recent years have witnessed increasing numbers of online news websites that 

report on many instances where a service firm (e.g., Amazon, Costa Coffee, Ryanair, 

Sports Direct) dehumanizes its employees (e.g., Boyle et al. 2017; Butler 2018; 

Guendelsberger 2019; Leetaru 2019; Mason 2016; Woodcock 2017; Yusuf 2019). Some 

of these websites allow readers to comment under their articles, which provides an 

excellent opportunity to study how people react to this practice in real life. Thus, in this 

study, we aim to examine how people in online settings react to dehumanization by 

systematically analyzing comments under particular online articles reporting on 

dehumanization of service employees. Furthermore, we also aim to examine whether 

the political ideology of the readers influences their expressions under those articles. 

For these purposes, this study employs web scraping to collect comments at a large 

scale and then uses text analysis and mining (manual coding, supervised machine-

learning algorithm) to transform the unstructured data into structured measures of a 

stance on dehumanization and political ideology. 

 

6.1. Data Collection Strategy and Methods 

 

We first started with a search for online news articles that meet the following 

criteria. The first criterion is that the articles must discuss primarily a service practice in 

which a service firm dehumanizes its employees. The second criterion is that websites 

that host the articles must allow readers to comment below them. These two criteria are 

important because they stimulate and also enable the readers to express their stance on 

dehumanization under the articles. The third criterion is that the websites must make the 
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comment history of their readers publicly available. This feature is needed to identify 

the political ideology of the potential subjects of this study. This is because an article 

that covers controversial political personalities and issues (e.g., Donald Trump) can 

induce strong polarizing comments from its readers. As text can reflect its producer 

(Berger et al. 2020), it is reasonable that some of those comments are likely to reflect, at 

least in part, their readers’ political ideology. Because credible news sources frequently 

upload those articles to generate traffic, we expect that many readers left in their history 

many political-related comments that, collectively, can accurately indicate the readers’ 

political ideology. Furthermore, compared to users on other platforms (e.g. Twitter, 

Facebook), news websites’ readers remain entirely anonymous (i.e. no personal 

information is shown except for the comment history). Thus, it is easier for them to 

express their opinions truthfully and openly, especially when it comes to sensitive 

political topics.  

While plenty of online articles report on dehumanization of service employees 

(e.g., Heffernan 2020; Mason 2016; Woodcock 2017; Yusuf 2019), we eventually 

selected two articles that satisfy all pre-defined criteria and also offer a substantial 

number of comments about dehumanization under the focal articles themselves and in 

their readers’ comment history. This additional criterion is important to ensure a 

sufficient number of relevant comments after classification. The first article, on the 

Yahoo! News website, was written by Guendelsberger (2019)1 on July 18th, 2019 (see 

Figure 4 for a screenshot of the article). This article reports on the dehumanization of 

Amazon warehouse workers, in which employees are held to the productivity standards 

of a robot, monitored rigorously, and isolated. We refer to this article as the Yahoo 

article hereafter. The second article, on the Mail Online’s website, was written by Boyle 

                                                 
1 Yahoo temporarily suspended all comment sections from July 23, 2020 – see (Tripathi 2020) 
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et al. (2017) on December 18th, 2017 (see Figure 5 for a screenshot of the article). This 

article reports on the dehumanization of Ryanair cabin crews, in which the crews are 

considered as only a tool for selling products, disregarding employees’ emotional needs, 

and receive unfair and sub-standard wages. We refer to this article as the Mail article 

hereafter. Both Yahoo and Mail articles show visible manifestations of dehumanization 

of service employees (see details in Appendix G), which can stimulate the discussions 

of this practice in the comment sections. We arrived at analyzing both articles 

simultaneously instead of one at a time because of two main reasons. First, while the 

Yahoo article discusses backline service workers, the Mail article discusses frontline 

service employees, which enables us to examine the impacts of dehumanization in 

different service contexts. Furthermore, Yahoo! – despite operating worldwide – is an 

American web services provider whereas the Mail is a well-known British newspaper. 

The Yahoo article discusses Amazon employees in Minnesota, US, while the Mail 

article discusses Ryanair employees in the UK. Therefore, we expect that the Yahoo 

website targets mostly readers from the United States (US) while the Mail’s website 

targets readers from the United Kingdom (UK). Consequently, using comments under 

both articles for our study can enhance our confidence to generalize our findings.  

Next, we collect all comments under the two selected articles about Amazon and 

Ryanair’s dehumanizing practices. Two independent coders, using the codebook we 

designed, then manually classify the comments into three categories regarding the 

stance on dehumanization. Subsequently, to measure political ideology, we accumulate 

contents in the comment history of the Yahoo and Mail readers who expressed their 

stances under the focal articles. We then implement state-of-the-art supervised machine-

learning models to assign the collected past comments to one of three message types 

regarding political orientation. The labelled comments ultimately are used for 
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determining the readers’ political ideology. Finally, we examine the relationship 

between political ideology and stance on dehumanization using statistical methods. 

Figure 6 shows the strategy for data collection and data analysis of this study. In the 

next sections, we discuss each step (starting from Step 2) in detail. 
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Figure 4. Image of the Yahoo Article 

 

Figure 5. Image of the Mail Article 
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Figure 6. Step-by-Step Data Collection and Data Analysis Procedure of Study 1 

▪ Identify online news articles which (1) report on dehumanization of service 

employees, (2) allow readers’ comments, (3) publish readers’ comment history 

▪ Two articles selected: (1) a Yahoo! News article about dehumanization of 

Amazon employees and (2) a Mail Online article about dehumanization of 

Ryanair cabin crew 

Step 1 

 
Selection of online 

news articles  

Step 2 

Generating raw 

unstructured dataset 

of a stance on 

dehumanization  

▪ Collect 2,336 Yahoo comments from 1,901 readers and 834 Mail comments 

from 569 readers and related information (created date, author ID, author name) 

using web-scraping programing 

Step 3 

Generate final 

numeric dataset of the 

stance on 

dehumanization 

▪ Prepare a codebook that guides the independent coders on how to classify the 

comments into three groups regarding a stance on dehumanization (oppose, 

support, and irrelevant) 

▪ Two human coders then manually code the collected comments accordingly 

▪ Create a dummy variable representing readers’ stance on dehumanization (0 

= Oppose, 1 = Support)  

Step 4 

Generating raw 

unstructured dataset 

of political ideology 

▪ Identify “support” readers and “oppose” readers 

▪ Collect the readers’ past comments and their associated information in their 

comment history on those websites: 10,336,854 Yahoo comments and 200,828 

Mail comments (e.g., article title, article link, author ID, created date) using 

web-scraping programing 

Step 5 

Generate final 

numeric dataset of 

political ideology 

▪ Select a suitable a supervised machine-learning method (i.e., LSTM) to classify 

above comments into three groups: right-leaning, left-leaning, and irrelevant 

▪ Generate human-annotated data subset (similar to Step 3) for training and 

testing LSTM models which then classify all remained comments 

▪ Create a dummy variable and a continuous variable representing readers’ 

political ideology 

Step 6 

Analyze the 

relationship between 

political ideology and 

the stance on 

dehumanization 

▪ Merge datasets of the stance on dehumanization (Step 3) and that of political 

ideology datasets (Step 5) to generate the final dataset for Yahoo readers and 

for Mail readers  

▪ Use suitable statistical methods to assess the relationship between political 

ideology and the stance on dehumanization  
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6.2. Online Response to Dehumanization 

 

We accumulated all publicly available comments on the focal articles posted until 

May 31st, 2020. In total, we obtained 2,336 comments on the Yahoo article and 834 

comments on the Mail article. To operationalize dehumanization, first, we use manual 

text classification, instead of automatic text classification. This is simply because the 

numbers of comments under the two focal articles are not considerable, and manual 

classification can achieve higher accuracy with lower costs and requires a shorter time 

for the classification task than automatic text classification methods. The latter, on the 

other hand, is extremely advantageous for a large sample size. Specifically, two human 

coders manually classified all comments under both articles into three groups regarding 

the stance on dehumanization (oppose, support, and irrelevant). “Oppose” messages 

imply a commenter’s negative stance on dehumanization, e.g. “Greed + abuse of 

technology. Shame on you, Bezo (or bozo?)!”, “Slave labour! Disgusting practices!”. 

“Support” messages imply a commenter’s positive stance on dehumanization, e.g., 

“Then quit”, “Love Amazon, please just keep doing what they ask you to do.”. The other 

messages that did not belong to either of the above categories were classified as 

“irrelevant”. A codebook (see Table 5) was provided to the coders as a coding guide. 

We achieved good inter-coder reliability (Yahoo: Krippendorff’s alpha = 89.2%, Mail: 

Krippendorff’s alpha = 83.5%; Hayes and Krippendorff 2007) and the disagreement 

was settled through discussion. 
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Table 5. The Coding Guidelines for Text Classification of a Stance on Dehumanization  

Question: What stance on dehumanization is expressed in a comment? 

0. Irrelevant 

An irrelevant comment does not show the commenter’s stance on the 

dehumanizing practice. This includes (but is not limited to) comments that 

are entirely irrelevant, that are too ambiguous, and that reflect commenters’ 

suspicion about information presented in the article. For example: 

Mail Article: 

• “Are there?” 

• “Does not surprise me about Ryanair.” 

• “Are there not labour laws in the UK? If so, USE them.” 

 

Yahoo Article: 

• “Yes they do.” 

• “Fake news” 

• “Amazon will just get robots” 

1. Oppose 

An oppose comment implies a commenter’s negative stance on 

dehumanizing practice and the firm/service in general. This includes (but is 

not limited to) comments that call for fighting back, that show empathy for 

employees, that blame the employer/firm for this practice and other 

customers for supporting it, and that show a negative attitude towards firms 

because of dehumanization. For example: 

Mail Article: 

• “MASS STRIKE” 

• “O'Leary [Ryanair’s CEO] is an abhorrent creature.” 

• “This is disgraceful... poor cabin crew!” 

• “Slaves in the sky!” 

 

Yahoo Article: 

• “Greed + abuse of technology. Shame on you, Bezo [Amazon’s 

founder] (or bozo?)!” 

• “CAPITALISM. Profits over people all the time...” 

• “time to unionize” 

2. Support 

A support comment implies the commenter’s positive stance on 

dehumanization and the firm/service in general. This includes (but is not 

limited to) comments that express a negative tone towards employees, that 

justify the practice, and express a positive attitude towards the firm/service in 

general because of dehumanization. For example: 

Mail Article: 

• “Get another job.” 
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• “Stop complaining and just do your job.” 

•  “Why in this country do we so hate success that we have to criticise 

every aspect of a successful business.” 

 

Yahoo Article: 

• “Then find another job.” 

• “It's called a job for a reason.” 

• “Love Amazon, please just keep doing what they ask you to do.” 

 

In total, under the Mail article, there were 136 support comments (16.3%), 213 

oppose comments (25.5%), and 485 irrelevant comments (58.2%) among 834 comments 

posted by 569 different readers (1.47 comments per reader on average). Under the 

Yahoo article, there were 1267 support comments (54.2%), 180 oppose comments 

(7.7%) and 889 irrelevant comments (38.1%), among 2,336 comments posted by 1901 

unique readers (1.23 comments per reader on average). Figure 7 shows the distributions 

of each group in each article.  

 

Figure 7. Numbers of Comments Regarding Stance on Dehumanization on Yahoo and 

Mail Articles (Study 1) 
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To operationalize readers’ stance on dehumanization, we compare the numbers of 

support comments and the numbers of oppose comments to create a dummy variable (0 

= oppose dehumanization, 1 = support dehumanization). If a reader has more support 

(oppose) comments than oppose (support) comments, we assign the reader as a support 

(oppose) reader. If a reader has only irrelevant comments or the same number of oppose 

comments and support comments, we assign the reader as an unidentified reader and 

exclude those from further analysis. Particularly, the Mail article has 119 support 

readers (20.9%), 186 oppose readers (32.7%), one reader (0.2%) who made one support 

comment and one oppose comment, and 263 readers (46.2%) who made only irrelevant 

comments. The Yahoo article has 1,164 support readers (61.23%), 166 oppose readers 

(8.73%), and 571 readers (30.04%) who made only irrelevant comments. In total, 305 

Mail readers and 1,330 Yahoo readers were identified as either oppose readers or 

support readers.   

 

6.3. Political Ideology 

 

6.3.1. Data Collection Process 

 

To generate data on readers’ political ideology, we first collected the publicly 

available comments of only oppose and justify readers. This is because we are only 

interested in the relationship between dehumanization and political ideology and 

collecting past comments of unidentified readers considerably increases unnecessary 

additional costs and computing powers. Note that the Mail outlet only discloses its 

users’ past comments within one year (from June 19th, 2019) of our collection date 

(June 18th, 2020). In total, we collected 200,828 comments from 214 Mail 
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commentators (938 comments per reader on average), comprising 78 out of 119 support 

readers (34% of support readers (N = 41) have no comment in their history) and 136 out 

of 186 oppose readers (27% of oppose readers (N = 50) have no comment in their 

history).  

The Yahoo website discloses all its users’ past comments since their first-ever 

comment on this website. However, we note that, because January 20th, 2017 was of the 

date President Elect Donald Trump was scheduled to replace President Barack Obama, 

there was a momentous shift in meaning (related to the political orientation of 

comments) when people commented about the US president before and after that date 

(e.g., “THANK YOU, Mr. President!”; “We have a traitor for president.”). Therefore, 

the unstructured Yahoo dataset on political ideology comprises comments made from 

January 21st, 2017 up to our collection date (July 4th, 2020). For the Mail website, 

although the premiership of Boris Johnson started on July 24th, 2019, we expect no 

major changes in meaning when people commented about the UK prime minister before 

and after that day as the current and formal prime ministers are in the same political 

party (i.e., the Conservative Party). In total, the final dataset contains 10,336,854 

comments from 1215 Yahoo readers (8508 comments per reader on average), 

comprising 1,052 out of 1,164 support readers (9.6% of support readers (N = 112) have 

no comment during the pre-defined period) and 163 out of 166 oppose readers (1.8% of 

oppose readers (N = 3) have no comment during the pre-defined period).  

 

6.3.2. Operationalization of Political Ideology 

 

To operationalize political ideology, for each dataset (Yahoo and Mail), we first 

applied a supervised machine-learning model – which is a deep learning-based model 



 

 

102 

 

named long short-term memory network (LSTM) – to classify the comments into three 

categories: left-leaning, right-leaning, or irrelevant. The comments labelled by the 

machine-learning models then were used to create two measures of readers’ political 

ideology, namely political ideology (dummy) as a dummy variable and liberalism as a 

continuous variable. 

Note that, although classical bag-of-words models (e.g. support vector machine, 

lexicon-based methods such as LIWC) have been widely applied in consumer research 

(e.g., Homburg et al. 2015; Ordenes et al. 2018; Vermeer et al. 2019), deep learning-

based models (e.g., LSTM) are more suitable in our case because the latter take the 

syntactic structure of the sentences into account. In general, models that account for 

syntactic structure outperform the bag-of-words models (e.g., Liu et al. 2019b; Socher 

et al. 2013), especially when dealing with negation phrases and polarity classification 

(Wang et al. 2015). In our research setting, syntactic structures are particularly 

important as people often express their political viewpoints by praising their political 

affiliation while ridiculing the political opposites (e.g., “Actually liberal[s] are way 

better educated than trumpanzees”; “Compassion and kindness are very lefty. We need 

more good old fashioned right wing hatred”). Without the syntactic structure, it is not 

possible to identify whether “liberal” or “lefty” is better or worse than “Trump 

supporter” or “right-wing” in the above examples. Furthermore, because syntactic 

structures are excluded, the bag-of-words models require sophisticated data pre-process 

steps (e.g. lemmatization, removing stop words) to function well (Young et al. 2018). In 

contrast, deep learning networks do not require those steps, which also allows the 

modelling of complex sentence structures.  

It is also noteworthy that in the computer science field, the applications of 

machine learning for classifying political ideology have been explored (e.g., Chiu and 
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Hsu 2018; Conover et al. 2011; Fang et al. 2015; Kristensen et al. 2017; Preoţiuc-Pietro 

et al. 2017; Volkova et al. 2014; Wong et al. 2016). Previous studies focus primarily on 

the social media sites’ users (e.g., Twitter users, Facebook users), whereas our study 

focuses on the news website’s users. Thus, as discussed earlier, because they can remain 

entirely anonymous, news website’s users (vs. social media sides’ users) might be more 

truthful and open when discussing political topics. Furthermore, while those studies 

tend to utilise both unstructured data (Tweet contents, Facebook posts) and structured 

data (e.g., like, share, retweet, following, hashtags), we can only utilise unstructured 

data in this study. Therefore, those studies can apply mostly classical bag-of-words 

models such as support vector machines, decision trees, Naïve Bayes to achieve good 

accuracy, we apply the more modern and advanced model in this study. In the next 

section, the applied model is discussed in detail. 

 

6.3.3. Long Short-Term Memory Network with fastText Word 

Embedding 

 

Long Short-Term Memory Network (LSTM; Hochreiter and Schmidhuber 1997) 

is a recurrent neural network (RNN), which is designed to model sequential data (e.g., 

texts), especially data with long-term dependencies (e.g., long sentences). Thus, we 

particularly selected LSTM for the classification tasks because many online comments 

were lengthy and complex. We also incorporated a library of word vectors, called 

fastText, developed by a Facebook research team (Bojanowski et al. 2017), to pre-train 

our models (a Yahoo model and a Mail model). Pre-trained word embedding is a form 

of transfer learning in which the embeddings were trained by an unsupervised neural 

network beforehand and can be used to improve the performance of other, unrelated, 
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supervised models with a small training set (Kim 2014). Pre-trained word vectors can 

significantly improve the text classification performance of neural networks (Collobert 

et al. 2011; Kim 2014). Because our data on political ideology comprises comments 

from many different online articles about a wide range of topics on two websites, 

Yahoo! News and the Mail Online, the deep learning model with (vs. without) reliable 

pre-trained word embeddings can achieve much higher accuracy with much less human-

annotated training data. Furthermore, the main reason that we use fastText out of the 

many word-embedding resources is because it can outperform other such resources 

when dealing with morphological word representations (e.g., “trumpanzee”, “libtard”; 

Bojanowski et al. 2017). 
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6.3.4. Procedure for Text Classification   

 

To apply LSTM supervised models, two human coders first manually annotated a 

subset of political ideology data as an input for training and testing the models. Using 

the training datasets, the machine-learning algorithms then automatically classified all 

comments in our datasets. We ran two separate models, one for Yahoo comments and 

one for Ryanair comments, due to the demographical difference (hence, a difference in 

the political commentary) between the Yahoo readers and the Mail readers.  

Since the supervised models need to predict more than 200,000 Mail Online 

comments and more than 10 million Yahoo comments, and the comments’ topics are 

vastly diverse, the training of the models requires large numbers of human-labelled 

comments covering a wide range of topics. For this reason, we decided to obtain subsets 

of 10,000 Mail human-annotated comments (≈ 5%) and 14,500 Yahoo human-annotated 

comments (≈ .14%). First, two independent coders manually classified a subset of 2,500 

Yahoo comments and 2,500 Mail comments into left-leaning, right-leaning, or 

irrelevant using a pre-defined guideline (Yahoo: Krippendorff’s alpha = 83.6%; Mail: 

Krippendorff’s alpha: 86.1%). The coders then discussed the results to reach an 

agreement and to revise the pre-defined guideline. Using the revised guideline, one 

coder manually classified the rest of the human-annotated comments. The Yahoo subset 

contains 3,629 right-leaning comments (25.0%), 2,368 left-leaning comments (16.3%), 

and 8,503 irrelevant comments (58.6%), and the Mail subset contains 1,727 right-

leaning comments (17.3%), 1,175 left-leaning comments (11.8%), and 7,102 irrelevant 

comments (71.0%). 

Table 6 provides the coding book. While many criteria are universal, such as 

insults towards left-wingers and left-wingers, abortion, climate change, etc., other 



 

 

106 

 

criteria need to be directly relevant to the political climates in which the readers are 

living to improve prediction accuracy. Because the Mail readers are mostly UK-based, 

they tend to talk about topics related to UK politics such as Boris Johnson, Tory Party, 

Labour Party, whereas, as the Yahoo readers are mostly US-based, they tend to talk 

about US politics such as Republican Party, Democratic Party, etc. Note that Donald 

Trump is a controversial and universal topic so that we use this topic for both Mail 

readers and Yahoo readers. Furthermore, although we can classify the political 

orientation of readers’ comments using numerous other topics (e.g., then US 

presidential nominee Joe Biden), we focus on the most common and controversial 

topics that readers are more likely to discuss during the period of data collection, to 

improve data density and consequently to improve the models’ accuracy. Note that, 

while a single comment or a stance on a single topic might not always accurately reflect 

the political ideology of the reader, because readers tend to make comments on various 

politics-related topics, we believe that comments on a wide range of topics can 

collectively predict readers’ political ideology. 

One might concern that there is a substantial overlap between the criterion 

regarding the support/opposition to unions in general and the stance toward 

dehumanization because one of the ways readers expressed their opposing stance 

against dehumanization was calling for unionization. First, we hypothesize that there is 

a relationship between these two variables and consequently the overlap between them 

should be expected. Furthermore, the overlap should not be a concern if it remains only 

partial. In this case, supporting/opposing unions is only one of many criteria for 

classifying the political leaning of comments and calling for unionization is also just 

one of the ways readers expressed their opposition to dehumanization. In fact, regarding 

the political ideology datasets, there are only 1.3% political leaning comments 
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containing the “union” strings (e.g., union, unionization, unionisation, unionising) in the 

human-annotated political leaning Yahoo dataset (62 right-leaning comments and 16 

left-leaning comments) and 9.4% in the human-annotated political leaning Mail dataset 

(228 right-leaning comments and 44 left-leaning comments). Regarding the 

dehumanization datasets, comments containing the “union” strings only occupy 2.3% of 

opposing and supporting dehumanization comments for the Yahoo dataset (22 opposing 

comments and 11 supporting comments) and also 2.3% for the Mail dataset (8 opposing 

comments). Finally, we also conducted the same analysis when excluding all comments 

containing the “union” strings in the dehumanization datasets (Appendix H provides the 

detailed analysis), and all the findings remain virtually unchanged. Therefore, we 

believe that while there is a small overlap between two key variables regarding 

supporting/opposing unions, this overlap is, however, neglectable.  
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Table 6. The Coding Guidelines for Text Classification of Political Orientation of Comments 

Platforms Topics Left-leaning comments Right-leaning comments Irrelevant 

Only for 

comments 

on Yahoo! 

News 

Republican 

Party 

Oppose/insult the Republican Party and its 

supporters. For example: “Lying Republican 

filth.”  

Support/praise the Republican Party and its 

supporters. For example: “Vote 

REPUBLICAN!” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards the 

Republican Party and its supporters. For 

example: “He is registered as a republican 

[sic]....” 

Democratic 

Party 

Support/praise the Democratic Party and its 

supporters. For example: “Time to elect 

democrats [sic] again to clean up the latest 

republican [sic] mess” 

Oppose/insult the Democratic Party and its 

supporters. For example: “Democrats are 

bad people.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards the 

Democratic Party and its supporters. For 

example: “Democratic voters.” 

Gun Control Support stricter gun control laws and/or 

prohibition of personal gun ownership. For 

example: “guns kill WAY more people than 

drunk drivers” 

Oppose stricter gun control laws and/or 

prohibition of personal gun ownership. For 

example: “Could that be because GUN 

CONTROL DOESN'T WORK!?!?!?!!?” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards gun 

control laws and/or prohibition of personal 

gun ownership. For example: “Any mention 

of lives saved by gun owners?” 

For both 

comments 

on Yahoo! 

News and 

Mail 

Online 

The right/ 

conservatives 

Insult conservatives/righties. For example: 

“another right wing nut with a gun” 

Support/praise conservatives/righties. For 

example: “I'm Conservative and am 

enjoying some edibles in Colorado while 

visiting. Many Conservatives support it's 

[sic] legalization.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards 

conservatives/righties. For example: “it's 

[sic] government is conservative, dummy” 

The left/ 

liberals 

Support/praise liberals/lefties. For example: 

“actually liberal are way better educated 

than trumpanzees” 

Insult liberals/ lefties. For example: “But 

according to libtards it's not a crisis”, 

“another leftist loon” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards 

liberals/lefties. For example: “You have to 

be a liberal...” 

Donald 

Trump 

Oppose/insult Donald Trump and his 

supporters. For example: “Another Trump 

idiot!” “Dump trump [sic]!” 

Support/praise Donald Trump and his 

supporters. For example: “Excellent. Trump 

2020”, “Get a life you weirdo. He is the best 

POTUS we ever had.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards Donald 

Trump and his supporters. For example: 

“Who, Trump” 
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Abortion Support abortion and legalization of 

abortion. For example: “My body. My 

choice.” 

Oppose abortion and legalization of 

abortion. For example: “A foster home is 

cruel and yet abortion is not. Typical lib 

fantasy land.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards abortion 

and its legalization: “@just thinking or for 

THEIR abortions.” 

Capital 

punishment 

Oppose capital punishment.  Support capital punishment. For example: 

“Death Penalty!” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards capital 

punishment. For example: “Correction. A 

crime spree in the white house [sic] should 

be a death sentence for a “politician.”” 

Climate 

change 

Support actions against climate change 

and/or believe in man-made climate change. 

For example: “there is no natural 

phenomenon that explains the rate of 

warming” 

Do not believe climate change is man-made 

and/or oppose/insult climate change 

activists. For example: “Climate Change cult 

using children to promote their lunacy. 

Sick.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards climate 

change: “I blame the asteroid for global 

warming.” 

Feminism Support/praise feminism.  Oppose/insult feminism. For example: 

“Toxic femininity for all to see.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards 

feminism. For example: “Only democrat 

feminist [sic] were allowed to vote.” 

Privatization Oppose privatization and/or support 

nationalization. For example: “privatization 

rears it's [sic] ugly head AGAIN…” 

Support privatization and oppose 

nationalization. For example: “Answer, 

privatise the BBC.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards 

privatization. For example: 

“Precisely.....Their intention....They WILL 

Privatise the NHS, come what may...” 

Wealth tax Support (an increase in) taxing the 

rich/wealthy. For examples: “Wealth cap 

needed. A MAXIMUM wage and 

MAXIMUM capital.” 

Oppose (an increase in) taxing the 

rich/wealthy. For example: “You are not 

going to make the poor rich by making the 

rich poor, that will never work.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards taxing 

the rich/wealthy. For example: “They 

already Tax the Rich!” 

Union Support/praise union and unionization. For 

example: “I belong to a union, and now I get 

regular raises. During the 10 years before 

Oppose union and unionization. For 

example, “Ah, unions: helping keep useless 

people employed” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards union 

and unionization. For examples: “Unions.” 
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we formed the union we got 1 raise. I love 

my union.” 

Other topics Not applicable Not applicable classify all comments to this label 

Only for 

comments 

on Mail 

Online  

Boris 

Johnson 

Oppose/insult Boris Johnson and his 

supporters. For example: “Boris Johnson, a 

liar and an incompetent fool” 

Support/praise Boris Johnson and his 

supporters. For example: “Well done Boris.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards Boris 

Johnson and his supporters. For example: 

“Boris Johnson did.” 

Tory 

(Conservativ

e) Party 

Oppose/insult the Conservative Party and its 

supporters. For example: “That's the Tory 

ethos for you. We all love expenses cheats 

and all stick together.” 

Support/praise the Conservative Party and 

its supporters. For example: “As a life-long 

Conservative voter of Conservative-voting 

parents, I can say that we all like this man a 

lot and wish him every success in his new 

role!!.” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards the 

Conservative Party and its supporters. For 

example: “Tory boy.” 

Jeremy 

Corbyn* 

Support/praise Jeremy Corbyn and his 

supporters. For example: “If you trust 

Corbyn you are a fool.” 

Oppose/insult Jeremy Corbyn and his 

supporters.  

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards Jeremy 

Corbyn and his supporters. For example: “Is 

this woman related to Corbyn.” 

Labour Party Support/praise the Labour Party and its 

supporters. For example: “In other words, 

the Labour manifesto is largely about the 

people of the UK” 

Oppose/insult the Labour Party and its 

supporters. For example: “Negative sums up 

the Liebour [sic] party” 

Neutral/ambiguous attitude towards the 

Labour Party and its supporters. For 

example: “There is no Labour Party you f 

idiot.” 

 Note: *Jeremy Corbyn was the leader of the Labour Party during the data collection period 
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In the next step, for the Yahoo dataset, we use the hold-out validation to train the 

LSTM algorithms, particularly by using 80% of the human-annotated data, and test the 

accuracy using the remaining 20%. For the Mail dataset, due to the relatively small 

numbers of left-leaning comments, we use the k-fold (k = 3) cross-validation to stabilize 

the model predictions while increasing the amount of data for training (Jurafsky 2008; 

Kohavi 1995; Yadav and Shukla 2016). K-fold is a common cross-validation strategy 

where the human-annotated dataset is divided into k parts. The model is trained on k-1 

parts and validated on the remaining part. The accuracy indexes of the overall model 

(which we discuss below) are the mean of the indexes in three training and testing 

sections. Appendix A and Appendix B show the algorithms for training the Yahoo 

model and Mail model respectively. To determine the accuracy of the LSTM models, 

we use three conventional metrics: precision, recall, and F1 (Jurafsky 2008). 

Particularly, the indexes are calculated as below:  

Precision= 
true positives

true positives + false positives
 

 

Recall = 
true positives

true positives + false negatives
 

 

F1= 
2 × Precision × Recall

Precision + Recall
 

True positives are the numbers of comments that a model predicts as positives 

(e.g., a model predicts comment X as belonging to category A) which are in fact 

positives (e.g., the human coder also classifies comment X as belonging to category A). 

False positives are the numbers of comments that a model predicts as positives (e.g., a 

model predicts comment X as belonging to category A) which are in fact negatives 

(e.g., the human coder classifies comment X as not belonging to category A). False 
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negatives are the numbers of comments that a model predicts as negatives (e.g., a model 

predicts comment X as not belonging to category A) which are in fact positives (e.g., 

the human coder classifies comment X as belonging to category A). Accordingly, 

precision measures the proportion of comments that are correctly assigned to a 

particular category to comments that are assigned to that category by the model in total. 

Recall measures the proportion of comments that are correctly assigned to a particular 

category to comments that in fact belong to that category. F1 measures “a weighted 

harmonic mean of precision and recall” (Jurafsky 2008, p.66), which also is referred to 

as model accuracy (Vermeer et al. 2019). 

Table 7 shows the indexes of the model validation comprising recall, precision, 

and F1 scores. In general, the precision, recall, and F1 scores of all categories are above 

50%. The trained models then perform the prediction task to classify the remaining 

sample of unclassified Mail comments and Yahoo comments.  

Table 7. Long Short-Term Memory Network Political Ideology Classification Results 

Website Categories Precision Recall F1 

Yahoo 

Right-leaning .74 .69 .71 

Left-leaning .60 .51 .55 

Irrelevant .79 .84 .81 

Mail 

Right-leaning .63 .52 .57 

Left-leaning .64 .53 .58 

Irrelevant .83 .89 .86 

 

6.3.5. Measurement of Political Ideology 

The labelled comments from the output from the LSTM models then were used to 

measure readers’ political ideology. The Mail model predicts 3,245 right-leaning 

comments and 3,323 left-leaning comments. The Yahoo model predicts 453,873 right-
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leaning comments and 241,650 left-leaning comments. We operationalize this in two 

ways, namely political ideology (dummy) and liberalism (scale).  

 

Political Ideology (Dummy) 

First, in line with a measure of stance on dehumanization, we create a dummy 

variable indicating the political ideology of the reader. A reader is assigned as 

conservative (1) or liberal (0) when he/she has more or less right-leaning comments 

than left-leaning comments respectively. If a reader only has irrelevant comments or the 

number of their right-leaning comments is equal to the number of their left-leaning 

comments, the reader is assigned as unidentifiable (missing value). The final Mail 

dataset contains 85 liberals and 97 conservatives (N = 182). The final Yahoo dataset 

contains 382 liberals and 765 conservatives (N = 1,147). 

While this method provides a clear and simple measure of political ideology, it 

faced a problem when there was not much difference in the numbers of left-leaning 

comments and right-leaning comments. For example, a reader would be classified as 

liberal if he/she has 31 left-leaning comments and 29 right-leaning comments. However, 

because any automatic classification method always has certain false positives or false 

negatives (e.g., assign a comment as left-leaning but it is in fact irrelevant or right-

leaning), this could make a major measurement error. Therefore, we create another 

measure of political ideology in the form of a continuous variable called a liberalism 

scale. 

 

Liberalism (Scale) 

The score of this scale is a proportion of the number of left-leaning comments to 

the number of politically polarizing comments (a sum of left-leaning and right-leaning 
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comments) in a reader’s comment history. Thus, similar to a self-identified scale 

(Winterich et al. 2012), this scale shows to what extent a person is a liberal (vs. 

conservative). The equation is as follows: 

Scoreliberalism= 
nleft-leaning

nright-leaning + nleft-leaning

  

Where nright-leaning and nleft-leaning are the numbers of right-leaning and left-leaning 

comments that a reader has made respectively. Similar to the first measure, if a reader 

only has irrelevant comments, we assign a missing value for this variable. This method 

can minimize the impact of false positives or false negatives on the measurement. 

Furthermore, another advantage of the scale over the dummy variable is that we do not 

exclude moderate readers who have the same number of right-leaning and left-leaning 

comments. The final Mail dataset contains 192 readers (Mliberalism = .4940, SD = .311) 

and the final Yahoo dataset contains 1,167 readers (Mliberalism = .4092, SD = .272). 

 

6.4. Analyses and Results 

 

6.4.1. Political Ideology (Dummy Variable)  

 

Yahoo. The chi-square test showed that there was an interaction between political 

ideology and stance on dehumanization on the Yahoo website (χ2 = 104.62, df = 1, p < 

.001). Particularly among conservative readers, there were significantly more people 

who expressed support comments than people who expressed oppose comments under 

the focal article (Nsupport = 720 vs. Noppose = 45, χ2 = 595.588, df = 1, p < .001). Among 

liberal readers, the difference was significantly smaller (Nsupport = 277 vs. Noppose = 105, 

χ2 = 77.445, df = 1, p <.001). Furthermore, among readers who supported 
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dehumanization, there were significantly more conservatives than liberals (Nconservatives = 

720 vs. Nliberals = 277, χ2 = 196.840, df = 1, p < .001), whereas, among readers who 

opposed dehumanization, there were significantly more liberals than conservatives 

(Nconservatives = 45 vs. Nliberals = 105, χ2 = 24.00, df = 1, p < .001). Figure 8 plots the 

interaction. 

 

Figure 8. The Interaction between Readers’ Political Ideology and Their Online 

Response to Amazon’s Dehumanization of Service Employees on the Yahoo! New 

Website (Study 1) 

 

Mail. The chi-square test also showed that there was an interaction between 

political ideology and stance on dehumanization on the Mail website (χ2 = 17.85, df = 1, 

p < .001). Particularly among liberal readers, there were significantly more people who 

expressed oppose comments than people who expressed support comments under the 

focal article (Noppose = 67 vs. Nsupport = 18, χ2 =28.247, df = 1, p < .001). Among 

conservative readers, the number of people who expressed oppose comments was 

similar to that of people who expressed support comments under the focal article 
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(Noppose = 47 vs. Nsupport = 50, χ2 =.093, df = 1, p = .761). Furthermore, among readers 

who supported dehumanization, there were significantly more conservatives than 

liberals (Nconservatives = 50 vs. Nliberals = 18, χ2 = 15.059, df = 1, p < .001), whereas, among 

readers who opposed dehumanization, there were significantly more liberals than 

conservatives (Nconservatives = 47 vs. Nliberals = 67, χ2 = 3.509, df = 1, p = .06). Figure 9 

plots the interaction. 

 

Figure 9. The Interaction between Readers’ Political Ideology and Their Online 

Response to Ryanair’s Dehumanization of Service Employees on the Mail Online 

Website (Study 1) 

 

6.4.2. Liberalism (Scale) 

 

We performed the logistic regressions to access the impact of the liberalism scale 

on the stance on dehumanization. For both Yahoo and Mail datasets, we found a 

significant correlation between liberalism and an online stance on dehumanization, such 

that, the more liberal the readers were, the more likely they were to express an oppose 
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stance on dehumanization (Yahoo: B = -2.983, Wald = 81.3, p < .001; Mail: B = -1.86, 

Wald = 12.432, p < .001). Table 8 provides details of the findings. 

Table 8. The Relationship between Online Readers’ Political Ideology and Their 

Online Stance on Dehumanization of Service Employees (Study 1) 

Websites Results 

Yahoo 

Logistic Regression Model with Liberalism (IV) and Online Stance on 

Dehumanization (DV): χ2 = 88.852, df = 1, p <.001, Cox and Snell R2 = .073, 

Nagelkerke R2 = .135 

Liberalism → Online Stance on Dehumanization: B = -2.983, Wald = 81.3, p < .001 

Political ideology (Dummy)*Dehumanization: χ2 = 104.62, df = 1, p < .001 

Stance on dehumanization 
Political ideology (Dummy) 

Conservative Liberal 

Numbers of Oppose Readers 45 105 

Numbers of Support Readers 720 277 

Mail 

Logistic Regression Model with Liberalism (IV) and Online Stance on 

Dehumanization (DV): χ2 = 13.577, df = 1, p <.001, Cox and Snell R2 = .072, 

Nagelkerke R2 = .098 

Liberalism → Dehumanization: B = -1.86, Wald = 12.432, p < .001 

Political ideology (Binary)*Dehumanization: χ2 = 17.85, df = 1, p < .001 

Stance on dehumanization 
Political ideology (Dummy) 

Conservative Liberal 

Numbers of Oppose Readers 47 67 

Numbers of Support Readers 50 18 

 

6.5. Discussion 

 

Study 1 provides important preliminary evidence supporting that liberals and 

conservatives react differently towards dehumanization using unstructured behavioural 

data. Particularly, we consistently found that liberalism is positively correlated with the 

oppose stance against dehumanization across the two websites. When using a dummy 

measure of political ideology, we also found a similar effect: that the liberals’ tendency 

to express oppose (vs. support) comments was significantly higher than that of the 

conservatives across the two platforms.  
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Notably, the findings using Yahoo comments show that liberals are more likely to 

express a support stance than an oppose stance on Amazon’s dehumanization of 

employees. This might be because Amazon is perceived as a “Democrat” company 

(Global Strategy Group 2014); hence, liberals might be highly motivated to support 

Amazon practices. Nevertheless, we still found that conservative readers have a higher 

tendency to make support comments than oppose comments, while the effect was 

weaker among liberal readers, in line with our theorization. Furthermore, on the Mail 

website, we found that liberal readers had more oppose comments than support 

comments towards Ryanair’s dehumanization of employees, while the numbers of 

oppose and support comments were similar among conservative readers. These findings 

further support our theory. 

By using real-life behavioural data, Study 1 lends important external validity to 

our research. However, this study lacks internal validity because it utilizes only 

correlational data and contains many unaccounted other factors (e.g., Amazon-

Democrat link, readers’ selection bias) that might operate and interfere with the 

proposed effects. Particularly, the nature of online interactions is different from offline 

settings, which might influence readers’ responses. For example, while readers’ 

anonymity, as the key characteristic of online interactions on news websites, can 

increase the authenticity and truthfulness of the discussions, it might also artificially 

increase polarizing responses.   

It is also possible that some findings of this study might be explained by the 

historical association between the Labour/Democrat Party and their support for certain 

labour practices (e.g., a higher minimum wage, a high ethical standard of practice). 

Particularly, as the Mail article heavily focuses on the unfair wage of the cabin crew, 

this aspect of the article might be the main factor driving a more negative response to 
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dehumanization among liberal readers than among conservative readers. Nevertheless, 

the relationship still holds (and even stronger) for the Yahoo article, in which 

dehumanization is characterized by the robot-like standard, the isolation and monotony 

of the job, rather than unfair minimum wage. In contrast, the Yahoo article even reports 

that Amazon even offers “better wages and benefits” than other warehouses.  

Another possibility is that as dehumanizing practices of Ryanair’s and Amazon’s 

employees in both articles are too explicit, such practices can be classified as unethical 

practices, which is very unfavourable among liberals simply because of their historic 

support for the working class. We deal with this concern in Studies 4 and 5 using more 

implicit forms of dehumanization. Furthermore, we conducted our next studies in more 

controlled environments and examined the causal effect of dehumanization. Finally, in 

the next studies, we also use more consequential outcomes (e.g., choice preference, 

willingness to use service, willingness to pay for service), thereby directly testing our 

hypotheses. 
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7. STUDY 2: CHOICE EXPERIMENT 

 

Study 1 provides initial evidence that political ideology defines consumer 

response to dehumanization of employees. In Study 2, we focus on the front-line service 

contexts and, by employing a choice experiment, we examine how political ideology 

affects the preference for a service firm that uses a dehumanization (vs. human) 

approach (H1). In this study, participants who self-identified as either liberals or 

conservatives prior to the study were asked to select between two service options (one 

utilizes dehumanization of service employee and the other does not). We use a coffee 

shop context in this study. 

 

7.1. Participants, Procedure, and Measures 

 

We invited a hundred and eighty American participants from Prolific to complete 

the online study. To qualify to participate in our study, participants had to pre-identify 

their political orientation as either “Liberal” or “Conservative” on Prolific. In total, we 

recruited 90 conservatives and 90 liberals. Furthermore, to ensure that participants 

understood American politics and did not just randomly pre-identify as liberals or 

conservatives, we only included participants that were either born in the United States 

or were living in the United States at the time of the study. The final sample yielded 174 

participants (Mage= 35.6, 48% female, political ideology: 84 pre-identified 

conservatives, 89 pre-identified liberals). 

First, participants read a scenario in which they want to go to a coffee shop for 

coffee. There were two shops nearby that they were considering visiting. They then saw 

the introductory text for each coffee shop sequentially, which showed that employee 
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was trained to follow a robot-like approach (vs. a personal approach). As we 

previously argued (Section 2.1.5), when being instructed to behave like robots, 

employees are being denied not only their capacity of feeling and having emotions but 

also their capacity of thinking and planning as robot-like employees can just follow and 

execute the pre-defined scripts. To strengthen the manipulation, we further elaborate on 

some two representative aspects of robot-like approach (vs. a personal approach) in the 

introduction, such that employees are instructed to behave in a strictly formal manner, 

following a specific service script (vs. very naturally, expressing themselves freely) 

when talking with customers, and not to display their personal feelings (vs. to display 

their personal feelings) when serving customers. While both aspects (i.e. imposing a 

strict service script and restraining personal feelings) strongly reflects the denial of 

experience/human nature (i.e., interchangeability, denial of feelings), a highly strict 

service script also reflects the denial of the capacity of thinking and planning as it 

provides the cognitive schema that employees can mindlessly follow (see more detailed 

discussion in section 2.3.1).  

We kept the professionalism and service quality constant across conditions by 

adding “they are also instructed to be polite, professional, and deliver excellent service 

quality” at the end of both introductions. Furthermore, we offered a visual aid to the 

introduction by providing an image of each coffee shop, side-by-side. Figure 10 

provides a sample of the stimuli. The order of the texts and the images of the 

dehumanization option and non-dehumanization option were both counterbalanced. 

Appendix C provides the questionnaire detail.  

Participants then indicated which coffee shop they were more likely to visit (Scale 

Measure of Choice preference: 1 = Definitely coffee shop A, 7 = Definitely coffee shop 

B). We also asked participants to choose either coffee shop A or coffee shop B with a 



 

 

122 

 

choice question (Binary Measure of Choice preference: 0 = Coffee shop A, 1 = Coffee 

shop B). To check whether the descriptions of the two coffee shops varied across 

dehumanization levels as expected, participants answered “Which coffee shop 

dehumanizes its employees?” with 1 = Definitely coffee shop A, 7 = Definitely coffee 

shop B. We also asked participants their political ideology with a single self-identified 

item (1 = Extremely liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative) from Winterich et al. (2012), 

and their party affiliation (0 = Democratic Party vs. 1 = Republican Party) from (Han et 

al. 2019).  
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Figure 10. The Introduction of the Dehumanization Option (Left) vs. the Non-Dehumanization Option (Right) in Study 2 
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7.2. Results 

 

7.2.1. Political Ideology Check 

The independent-samples t-test showed that participants who pre-identified as 

conservative on Prolific also identified themselves as more conservative in our study 

than those who pre-identified as liberals (Mconservative = 5.68 vs. Mliberal = 1.81, t(171) = -

27.69, p < .001). Similarly, the chi-square test showed that significantly more people 

pre-identifying as conservatives reported being affiliated with the Republican Party (χ2 

= 143.18, df = 1, p < .001).  

 

7.2.2. Dehumanization Check 

 The one-sample t-test showed that the mean of the dehumanization scale 

(Mdehumanization = 6.11) was significantly higher than mid-point (mid-point value = 4, t = 

22.57, df = 173, p < 0.001), indicating that people perceive the dehumanization option 

as more dehumanizing than the non-dehumanization option. 

 

7.2.3. Effect of Political Ideology on Choice Preference 

Choice preference (Scale). The independent-samples t-test on willingness to 

choose showed that people who pre-identified as liberals (Mliberal = 2.03) were less likely 

to select the dehumanization option (vs. non-dehumanization option) than conservatives 

(Mconservative = 2.68, t(171) = -2.713, p = .007). Figure 11 plots the effect of political 

ideology on willingness to choose the dehumanization option. 
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Figure 11. The Effect of Political Ideology on Choice Preference (Scale) in Study 2.  

Note: 1 is the equivalent of definitely the coffee shop that dehumanizes its employees and 7 is the 

equivalent of definitely the coffee shop that does not dehumanize its employees 

 

Choice preference (Binary). The chi-square test also showed that there was a 

significant interaction between political ideology and choice preference (χ2 = 4.273, df = 

1, p = .039). Particularly among liberals, more people selected non-dehumanization than 

selected the dehumanization option (Nnon-dehumanization = 80 vs. Ndehumanization = 6, χ2 

=63.674, df =1, p <.001). However, among conservatives, the difference in numbers of 

people who selected the non-dehumanization option and those who selected 

dehumanization was significantly smaller (Nnon-dehumanization = 72 vs. Ndehumanization = 15, χ2 

= 37.345, p < .001). Thus, H1 is supported. Figure 12 plots the effect of political 

ideology on choice preference. 
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Figure 12. The Effect of Political Ideology on Choice Preference (Binary) in Study 2 

 

Robustness check 

To check the robustness of the effect of political ideology on choice preference 

(scale and binary), we tested the correlation between choice and self-identified political 

ideology. Furthermore, we also tested the relationship between choice preference and 

party affiliation.  

Choice preference (Scale). There was a positive correlation between self-

identified political ideology measured in our study and willingness to choose (r = .144, 

p = .057). Similarly, the independent-samples t-test comparing willingness to choose 

scores between Republicans and Democrats showed that people who affiliated 

themselves with the Democratic Party (MDemocrat = 2.16) were less likely to select the 

dehumanization option (vs. non-dehumanization option) than those who affiliated 

themselves with the Republican Party (MRepublican= 2.57, t(172) = -1.715, p = .088). 

Choice preference (Binary). There was a positive correlation between self-

identified political ideology and choice preference (r = .136, p = .043). The chi-square 
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test also showed that there was an insignificant interaction between party affiliation and 

choice preference (χ2 = 2.093, df = 1, p = .15). Nevertheless, the trend is as expected, 

such that, particularly among Democrats, more people selected the non-dehumanization 

option than selected the dehumanization option (Nnon-dehumanization = 84 vs. Ndehumanization = 

8, χ2 =62.783, df =1, p < .001). However, among Republicans, the difference in numbers 

of people who selected the non-dehumanization option and those who selected 

dehumanization was smaller (Nnon-dehumanization = 69 vs. Ndehumanization = 13, χ2 =38.244, df 

= 1, p < .001)  

 

7.3. Discussion 

 

Study 2 further demonstrates evidence for the ideological difference in preferences 

regarding dehumanization of service employees. Specifically, participants who pre-

identify as liberals are less likely to select the dehumanization option (vs. non-

dehumanization option) than participants who pre-identify as conservatives (H1). 

Nevertheless, the findings show that conservatives still choose the non-dehumanization 

option over the dehumanization option. This could be because an explicit manipulation 

of dehumanization (“…follow a robot-like approach”) generated a social desirability 

bias and this bias is more likely to influence conservatives who tend to conform to the 

social norms and seek social approval (e.g., Fernandes and Mandel 2014; Jost et al. 

2003a; Jost et al. 2008; Kaikati et al. 2017). In the next study, we provide further 

evidence of the interactive effect of dehumanization and political ideology on the 

willingness to use a service.  
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8. STUDY 3: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF SURFACE ACTING 

 

This study has two objectives. First, we seek to provide causal evidence that 

dehumanization of service employees influences conservatives and liberals differently. 

Second, we examine the mediating role of anticipated surface acting. In this study, we 

manipulate dehumanization (dehumanization vs. non-dehumanization) between-subjects 

and measure political ideology. Similar to Study 2, this study utilizes the coffee shop 

context.  

 

8.1. Participants, Procedure, and Measures 

 

We recruited a total of two hundred seventy-four participants of American 

nationality from Prolific in return for monetary compensation to complete our Qualtrics 

survey. Similar to Study 2, we only include participants who were either born in the 

United States or were living in the United States at the time of our survey. The final 

sample yields 268 participants (Mage= 33.2, 54.5% female). Participants are randomly 

assigned to either the dehumanization or non-dehumanization condition. We use the 

same stimuli from Study 2 to manipulate dehumanization, such that, in the 

dehumanization condition (vs. non-dehumanization) condition, participants read the 

introduction of a coffee shop that utilizes a robot-like approach (vs. a personal 

approach). Appendix D provides the detail of Study 3 manipulation and questionnaire.  

Willingness to use service. We asked participants to indicate their likelihood to 

use the service of a coffee shop with two 7-point items: “After reading the information 

about this coffee shop, how likely are you to visit this coffee shop?”, “After reading the 
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information about this coffee shop, how likely are you to buy coffee from this coffee 

shop?” (1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely; α = .95).  

Surface acting. We then measured surface acting with a 3-item scale adapted from 

Groth et al. (2009): “the employees in this coffee shop fake the emotions they display to 

customers”, “The employees in this coffee shop put on a 'mask' in order to display the 

emotions their boss wants them to display”, “the employees in this coffee shop show 

feelings to customers that are different from what they actually feel” (1 = Strongly 

disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; α = .91). 

Manipulation check. Participants answered a 6-item scale of perceived 

dehumanization of service employees (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The 

first three items were in the implicit format, comprising two item about experience 

(“The employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to express emotions”, “The 

employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to express feelings”) and one item 

about agency (“The employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to act on their own 

intentions”) in the mind attribution model (adapted from Kozak et al. 2006). The final 

three items were in the explicit format (“Employees of this coffee shop will behave like 

robots”, “This coffee shop treats its employees as if they had no free will”, “Which 

coffee shop dehumanizes its employees?”). An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on all 

six items of the dehumanization scale revealed that all items were loaded onto one 

factor, explaining 84% of the total variance. The EFA results in the other experiments 

(Studies 4 and 5) show similar results. Thus, we used a composite scale of 

dehumanization for a further manipulation check in this study (α = .96) and the other 

experimental studies. 

As there is a potential overlap between dehumanization manipulation check and 

surface acting, we also performed EFA with Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization 
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rotation on six items of dehumanization and three items of surface acting. The EFA 

revealed that there were two factors extracted from nine items and all items were loaded 

onto the expected factors with no cross-loadings and with high communalities and 

loadings. Two factors explained 85% of the total variance. The first factor extracted 

from six dehumanization check items explained 73% of the variance while the second 

factor extracted from 3 surface acting items explained 12% of the variance. The finding 

offers evidence for the discriminant validity of the dehumanization check and surface 

acting scale.  

We also measure a potential confounding variable, namely the perceived 

competence of employees: “Please indicate your opinions about the employees of this 

coffee shop you saw in the picture” (1 = Very incompetent, 7 = Very competent).  

Political ideology. Participants self-identified their political views (Winterich et 

al. 2012): “Indicate your political views by choosing one of the following choices…” (1 

= Extremely liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative).  

 

8.2. Results 

 

8.2.1. Manipulation Check 

 The manipulation was successful. The independent-samples t-test showed that 

participants in the dehumanization condition perceived higher dehumanization of 

employees than those in the non-dehumanization condition (Mnon-dehumanization = 2.28 vs. 

Mdehumanization = 5.71, t(266) = -22.573, p < .001). The t-test also verified that the 

manipulation did not influence the perceptions of the competence (Mnon-dehumanization = 

5.53 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.34, t(266) = 1.222, p = .22). 
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8.2.2. The Moderating Effect of Political Ideology 

We regressed the willingness to use on dehumanization, political ideology, and 

their interaction. The two-way interaction between dehumanization and political 

ideology was statistically significant (b = .36, t = 3.813, p < .001). A simple-slopes test 

showed that, among liberals (-1SD), dehumanization decreased willingness to visit 

(Mnon-dehumanization = 6.08 vs. Mdehumanization = 3.49, b = -2.59, t = -10.22, p < .001), and the 

effect was significantly weaker among conservatives (+1SD; Mnon-dehumanization = 5.67 vs. 

Mdehumanization = 4.45, b = -1.22, t = -4.82, p < .001). Thus, H1 was supported. Figure 13 

further illustrates the interactive effect. 

 

Figure 13. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology on 

Willingness to Use Service (Study 3) 

 

8.2.3. The Mediating Role of Surface Acting  

To test the mediating role of anticipated surface acting, we run PROCESS model 
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We included dehumanization as an independent variable, political ideology as a 
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moderator, surface acting as a mediator, and willingness to use service as a dependent 

variable. The analysis revealed that surface acting mediated the interactive effect of 

dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to use service (Index = .11, 95% 

CI = [.0118, .2153]). Among liberals, the indirect negative effect of dehumanization on 

willingness to use service through surface acting was statistically significant (b = -.58, 

95% CI = [-.9125, -.2802]), whereas, among conservatives, the effect turned 

insignificant (b = -.16, 95% CI = [-.5023, .1815]). Particularly, dehumanization 

increased anticipated surface acting (b = 1.91, t = 11.91, p < .001). The effect of surface 

acting on willingness to use service was then contingent upon political ideology (b = 

.058, t = 2.03, p = .04). Surface acting reduced willingness to use service among liberals 

(-1SD, Mlow surface acting (-1SD) = 5.25, Mhigh surface acting (+1SD) = 4.27, b = -.304, t = -3.57, p < 

.001) but not among conservatives (+1SD, Mlow surface acting(-1SD) = 5.18, Mhigh surface 

acting(+1SD) = 4.91, b = -.082, t = -.895, p = .37). Thus, H2 was supported. Figure 14 

illustrates the moderated mediation model. 

 
 

Figure 14. The Conditional Indirect Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology 

on Willingness to Use Service through Surface Acting (Study 3) 

Note: All coefficients reported above are unstandardized. *p < .05. **p < .01. *** p < .001 

Conditional indirect effect of the model: Index = .11, 95% CI = [.0118, .2153] 

Indirect effect among liberals: b = -.58, 95% CI = [-.9125, -.2802] 

Indirect effect among conservatives: b = -.16, 95% CI = [-.5023, .1815] 
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8.3. Discussion 

 

Complementing the choice quasi-experiment (Study 2), this study shows that 

liberals have a lower willingness to visit a coffee shop that dehumanizes its employees 

than a coffee shop that does not dehumanize its employee, whereas this effect is 

significantly weaker among conservatives (H1). While we expect that, among 

conservatives, willingness to use a service is invariant across dehumanization 

conditions, this study shows that conservatives also have a lower willingness to use a 

service. Similar to Study 2, we speculate that the social desirability bias might affect our 

findings due to the overall negative sentiment about the phrase “robot-like approach” 

and that conservatives might display the stronger bias due to their tendency for norm 

conformity and social approval-seeking. We address this issue of Studies 2 and 3 in the 

following studies by using an implicit manipulation of dehumanization. Study 3 also 

shows that surface acting mediates the interactive effect, such that dehumanization 

increases surface acting, which in turn reduces willingness to use service among 

liberals, but not among conservatives. 
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9. STUDY 4: THE ROLE OF FIRM TYPES 

 

Study 4 has three objectives. First, to generalize the causal effect established in 

Study 3, we aim to replicate the effect in another context (i.e., hotel) using a subtler 

manipulation of dehumanization (H1). Second, we also aim to test the moderating role 

of firm types (a chain vs. an independent firm; H3). Third, we aim to examine whether 

liberals might feel more empathy towards the dehumanized employees compared to 

conservatives. In this study, we use a 2 (dehumanization of service employees: yes vs. 

no) × 2 (firm types: global chain vs. independent firm) between-subjects design and 

measures political ideology. 

 

9.1. Participants and Procedure 

 

We recruited three hundred and ninety-eight participants (40% female) from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk who completed the online Qualtrics study. With regard to 

age, 8.8% of the sample were 18-24 years old, 50% were 25-34 years old, 23.9% were 

35-44 years old, 10.3% were 45-54 years old, and 7% were above 54 years old. 

Manipulation of firm types. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

conditions relating to types of hotel. In the independent [the chain] hotel condition, we 

instructed participants to read some introductory information about the independent [the 

chain] hotel. The details of the two were identical (e.g., deliver a truly great service, 

offer excellent amenities), except for the hotel designations (the independent hotel vs. 

the chain hotel). Because customers might expect a different price between the two 

types of hotel, we also kept the price constant by adding an average price (i.e., $230) in 
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both conditions. After reading their assigned introduction, participants then engaged in 

the manipulation of dehumanization. 

Manipulation of dehumanization of service employees. Participants were then 

randomly assigned to one of two dehumanization conditions. To manipulate the subtle 

dehumanization of service employees, we utilized the Code of Conduct with Customers 

(CCC) showing how employees of a hotel should behave, interact, and appear to the 

customers. While one version of the CCC provides cues about dehumanization (e.g., 

sticking to a step-by-step guideline, always wear their uniform), the other version does 

not (e.g., showing their professional self, can wear their own clothes). In addition to the 

CCCs’ practical basis, to reflect our bi-dimensional definition of dehumanization of 

service employees, we designed our manipulations also based upon the psychology 

literature, consisting of the dehumanization theories (Gray et al. 2007; Haslam and 

Loughnan 2014), subtle dehumanizing treatments (Bastian and Haslam 2011), and 

sociology literature (Ritzer 1983). Particularly, wearing a homogeneous uniform, 

putting on a number tag, and not being allowed to express personal preferences and 

tastes (denial of experience/human nature: deindividualization), strictly following a 

predefined service script (denial of experience/human nature: interchangeability, and 

denial of agency/human uniqueness: capacity of thinking and planning), not allowed to 

deal with service failure (denial of agency: capacity of thinking and planning), and not 

supposed to show personal feelings (denial of experience/human nature: emotionality) 

all imply that a firm only sees its employees as relatively mindless and emotionless 

robots (Ashforth and Fried 1988; Haque and Waytz 2012; Haslam 2006). Figure 15 

shows the CCC used in each condition of dehumanization. Appendix E provides the 

study detail.  
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We also pre-tested the subtle manipulation of dehumanization in the coffee shop 

context. Particularly, we recruited 180 MTurk participants (42% female) to rate the 

CCC of a coffee shop on the 6-item dehumanization scale (similar to the manipulation 

check in the main study, α = .95). The result verified that the dehumanizing CCC led to 

participants’ higher perception of the dehumanization of service employee than the non-

dehumanizing CCC (Mdehumanization = 5.30 vs. Mnon-dehumanization = 4.53, t(178) = -3.327, p 

< .01). Furthermore, it also verified that the dehumanizing CCC did not affect 

perceptions of the CCC’s clarity (p = .19, 1 = “very unclear” to 7 = “very clear”) and 

structuredness (p = .32, 1 = “very unstructured” to 7 = “very structured”).  

 

Dehumanization condition Non-Dehumanization condition 

  

Figure 15. Dehumanization Manipulation of Study 4. 

 

9.2. Measures 
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After engaging in the reading task, participants were asked to respond to the 

following measures in sequence.  

Willingness to stay. We asked participants to indicate their likelihood to stay at the 

hotel with a single 7-point item (1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely). 

Empathic concern. We asked participants to indicate to what extent did they feel 

sympathetic/compassionate/moved toward the employees of the coffee shop (adapted 

from Batson et al. 2007, α = .86)  

Dehumanization of employees (manipulation check). We measured firms’ 

dehumanization of employees with the six items from Study 3 with minor adaptation to 

fit the hotel context (e.g., “The employees of this hotel are dehumanized.”; α = .96). An 

exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on all six items of the dehumanization scale revealed 

that all items were loaded onto one factor, explaining 83.3% of the total variance. 

Political ideology. We measured political ideology using the validated single item 

(1 = Extremely liberal, 9 = Extremely conservative) from Study 3.  

 

9.3. Result 

 

9.3.1. Manipulation Check 

 An independent-samples t-test revealed that participants in the dehumanization 

condition perceived higher dehumanization of employees by the hotel than those in the 

non-dehumanization condition (Mdehumanization = 5.08 vs. Mnon-dehumanization = 2.78, t(396) = 

-14.04, p < .001), indicating that the manipulation was successful.  
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9.3.2. The Moderating Effect of Political Ideology 

The two-way interaction between dehumanization and political ideology was 

statistically significant (b = .103, t = 1.98, p = .048). A simple-slopes test showed that, 

for liberals (-1SD), dehumanization decreased willingness to stay (Mnon-dehumanization = 

5.25 vs. Mdehumanization = 4.77, b = -.48, t = -2.44, p = .015) while, among conservatives 

(+1SD), the effect turned insignificant (Mnon-dehumanization = 5.28 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.35, 

b = .07, t = .37, p = .71). Figure 16 further illustrates the interactive effect. A floodlight 

analysis further revealed that participants whose political ideology scores were 3.96 or 

below were less likely to stay at the dehumanizing hotel than at the non-dehumanizing 

hotel (b = -.27, SE = .14, p = .05). Thus, H1 was supported. 

 

Figure 16. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology on 

Willingness to Use the Service (Study 4) 
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9.3.3. The Role of Empathic Concern 

We regressed the empathic concern on dehumanization, political ideology, and 

their interaction. The two-way interaction between dehumanization and political 

ideology was statistically insignificant (b = -.03, t = -.592, p = .55). Furthermore, we 

tested whether empathic concern mediated the effect of dehumanization, political 

ideology on willingness to using PROCESS model 7. Similarly, the finding revealed 

that empathic concern did not mediate the interactive effect (Index = -.0063, 95% CI = 

[-.0285, .0170]). 

9.3.4. The Moderating Effect of Firm Types 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between dehumanization 

and firm types (F(1, 394) = 2.91, p = .089). Follow-up simple contrasts revealed that, in 

the independent firm condition, dehumanization decreased willingness to stay (Mnon-

dehumanization = 5.37 vs. Mdehumanization = 4.96, F(1, 394) = 4.40, p = .037), while, in the 

global chain condition, willingness to stay was similar across dehumanization 

conditions (Mnon-dehumanization = 5.16 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.22, F(1, 394) = .106, p = .75). 

Thus, H3 was supported. The graph in Figure 17 further illustrates the interaction. 
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Figure 17. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Types of Firm on Willingness 

to Use the Service (Study 4) 

 

9.3.5. Post-Hoc Analysis 

We also conducted a post-hoc analysis of the three-way interaction between 

dehumanization, political ideology, and hotel types. While the effect was insignificant 

(b = .15, t = 1.462, p = .145), there was a clear difference in the pattern of the interactive 

effect of dehumanization and political ideology between the two types of firms. 

Therefore, we conducted a further post-hoc test for the interactive effect of 

dehumanization and political ideology for each type of firm.  

Particularly in a global chain condition, the two-way interaction of 

dehumanization and political ideology was statistically insignificant (b = .013, t = .178, 

F(1, 193) = .032, p = .86). Specifically, willingness to stay was similar across 

dehumanization conditions among both liberals (-1SD; Mnon-dehumanization = 5.02 vs. 

Mdehumanization = 5.01, b = -.01, t = -.038, p = .97) and conservatives (+1SD; Mnon-

dehumanization = 5.33 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.39, b = .06, t = .21, p = .83). In contrast, in the 
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independent hotel condition, the two-way interaction of dehumanization and political 

ideology was statistically significant (b = .17, t = 2.24, F(1, 197) = 5.02, p = .026). 

Specifically, dehumanization decreased willingness to stay among liberals (-1SD; Mnon-

dehumanization = 5.47 vs. Mdehumanization = 4.58, b = -.88, t = -3.063, p < .01) while, among 

conservatives (+1SD), the effect turned insignificant (Mnon-dehumanization = 5.26 vs. 

Mdehumanization = 5.29, b = .03, t = .11, p = .91). The graphs in Figure 18 plot the two-way 

interactions of dehumanization and political ideology in each condition of firm type. 

 

 

Figure 18. Two-Way Interaction of Dehumanization and Political Ideology in Global 

Chain and Independent Firm Conditions (Study 4) 
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9.4. Discussion 

 

Study 4 shows further evidence that liberals and conservatives have different 

reactions towards dehumanization in another service context. Particularly, this study 

addresses the social desirability bias in Studies 2 and 3 by using the CCC to provide a 

subtle cue about dehumanization. The findings show that dehumanization of service 

employees reduces the willingness to stay at the hotel among liberals but not among 

conservatives (H1). Furthermore, dehumanization also reduces the willingness to visit 

an independent, family-run firm but not a global chain (H3). The post-hoc analysis 

further demonstrates that dehumanization reduces consumers’ willingness to visit an 

independent hotel among liberals but not among conservatives. However, 

dehumanization does not influence the willingness to visit a chain hotel, regardless of 

consumers’ political ideology. The findings further confirm our argument that the effect 

of dehumanization is more prominent for a service that contains high human 

interactions.  

Study 4 also provide evidence that the association between liberals and their 

historic opposition to unethical labour practices cannot fully explain our findings. 

Particularly, the findings still hold even when we use an implicit form of 

dehumanization, which is unlikely to be considered an unethical practice. Furthermore, 

if dehumanization were perceived as an unethical practice, liberals would show more 

empathic concerns toward the dehumanizing employees. However, the findings of 

Study 4 indicated that this was not the case. We will come back to this issue in the 

general discussion. 
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10. STUDY 5. WILLINGNESS TO PAY: THE MEDIATING 

ROLE OF CAPITALISM ASSOCIATIONS AND THE 

INTERACTION WITH PERSONALIZATION 

 

Previous studies provide evidence for the negative aspect of dehumanization on 

willingness to use, through surface acting. However, we also argue that dehumanization 

of service employees might have a positive side related to its long-standing relationship 

with a capitalist system. Also, because of the heuristic association between capitalism 

and money, we expect that, by signifying a prototypical capitalist firm, dehumanization 

can actually increase willingness to pay. This study empirically investigates the positive 

aspect of dehumanization. Particularly, we examine the interactive effect of 

dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay (H4) and whether 

capitalism associations mediate the interactive effect (H5).  

Moreover, this study also aims to empirically test the distinction between 

dehumanization of service employees and service standardization. To this end, we 

manipulate dehumanization (vs. non-dehumanization) and service standardization (vs. 

personalization). If our theoretical argument is correct, the results should show that 

standardization has an insignificant effect on (1) capitalism associations and (2) surface 

acting, and consequently (3) produces similar reactions for liberals and conservatives. 

We also aim to examine the moderating role of personalization in this study (H6).  

Finally, this study also tests a possible alternative explanation such that tolerance 

of ambiguity might explain the interactive effect of dehumanization and political 

ideology. Particularly, dehumanization of service employees can increase service 

consistency by reducing the unpredictability of humanness during service interactions, 

which then can reduce service uncertainty and ambiguity. Therefore, conservatives, who 
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are less tolerant of uncertainty and ambiguity than liberals (Jost 2017a; Jost et al. 2003a) 

might have a less negative reaction towards dehumanization. If it is the case, the 

consistency of the service should mediate the interactive effect of dehumanization and 

political ideology. We test this possibility in this study. 

 

10.1. Procedure and Measurement 

 

In this study, we used a 2 (dehumanization of service employees: yes vs. no) × 2 

(service standardization vs. service personalization) between-subjects design and 

measured political ideology. The study also utilized a coffee shop context. Three 

hundred and ninety-six participants (Mage = 36.7., 36% female) from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk successfully completed the online Qualtrics study for monetary 

compensation.  

We instructed participants to read the code of conduct of a coffee shop. We used 

the code of conduct to manipulate dehumanization of service employees (yes vs. no) 

and service standardization (vs. personalization). Particularly, manipulation of 

dehumanization was identical to Study 4, with minor changes to adapt from a hotel 

context to a coffee shop context. To manipulate service style, we added an additional 

rule at the end of the CCC. Particularly, in the standardization [personalization] 

condition, participants read that employees must deliver a standardized service for all 

customers [personalized service for each customer]. The graphs in Figure 19 show the 

four versions of the CCC used for the manipulation task. After the reading task, 

participants were instructed to respond to the following measures. 

Willingness to pay. Participants answered the question “How much would you be 

willing to pay for a cup of coffee at this coffee shop?” by writing down the price in US 
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dollars. Note that some participants provided an unrealistic price for a cup of coffee 

(e.g., $100, $50, $30). As such, the mean of price was $7.73, while the average price for 

a cup of coffee in the US seems to range from $2.5 to $4 (e.g., McCarthy 2018; 

Rosenfeld 2021; Settembre 2019; Square 2015). Therefore, we only included 

participants who indicated a price equal to or smaller than $15 (N = 358, Mprice = $3.75) 

because $15 for a cup of coffee is not too unrealistic (Mclaughlin 2016; Rosner and 

Rosenbaum 2017), the mean of price falls between the realistic $2.5 to $4 range.   

Capitalism associations. We then measured capitalism associations with a two-

item scale: “this coffee shop represents a typical capitalist enterprise.” (1 = Strongly 

disagree, 7 = Strongly agree), “to what extent does this coffee shop fit the common 

stereotypes for a firm in the capitalist system?” (1 = Does not fit the stereotypes at all, 7 

= Totally fits the stereotypes; α = .87). 

Surface acting. We measured surface acting with a scale from Study 3 (e.g., “The 

employees in this coffee shop fake the emotions they display to me.”; 1 = Strongly 

disagree, 7 =Strongly agree; α = .92). 

Service consistency. We measured service consistency with a two-item scale: “I 

could visit this coffee shop at many different times and I would still receive the same 

level of service quality each time”, “It really doesn’t matter which employees in this 

coffee shop I would interact with; I would receive the same level of service quality” (1 

= Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree, α = .76). 

Dehumanization of employees (manipulation check). We measured firms’ 

dehumanization of employees with the six items adapted from Study 3 (e.g., “The 

employees of this coffee shop are dehumanized.”; α = .97). Similar to previous studies, 

an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on all six items of the dehumanization scale 
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revealed that all items were loaded onto one factor, explaining 86.9% of the total 

variance. 

Standardization of employee (manipulation check). We measured standardization 

levels with two items: “The service I would get in this coffee shop is…” (1 = The same 

as it is for other customers, 7 = Personalized for me), and “The employees of this coffee 

shop are instructed to deliver a …” (1 = Personalized service for each customer, 7 = 

Standardized service for all customers; α = .64). 

Political ideology. We also asked participants their political ideology with a single 

self-identified item (1 = Extremely liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative) and their party 

affiliation (0 = Democratic Party vs. 1 = Republican Party) from Study 2. 
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Figure 19. Four Versions of the Code of Conduct Used with Customers in Study 5

Dehumanization and Service Standardization Dehumanization and Service Personalization 

  

Non-Dehumanization and Service 

Standardization 

Non-Dehumanization and Service  

Personalization 
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10.2. Results 

 

10.2.1. Manipulation Check 

An independent-samples t-test revealed that participants in the dehumanization 

condition perceived higher dehumanization of employees by the coffee shop than those 

in the non-dehumanization condition (Mnon-dehumanization = 2.56 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.48, 

t(394) = -18.181, p < .001), indicating that the dehumanization manipulation was 

successful. Similarly, the t-test also showed that participants in the standardization 

condition perceived a greater standardized service than those in the personalization 

condition (Mpersonalization = 3.56 vs. Mstandardization = 5.09, t(394) = -8.449, p < .001), 

indicating that the service style manipulation was successful.  

 

10.2.2. Distinction between Standardization and Dehumanization 

We found no evidence supporting that standardization was empirically 

indistinguishable from dehumanization in this study. Particularly, an independent-

samples t-test revealed that standardization manipulation did not influence 

dehumanization perception (Mpersonalization = 3.97 vs. Mstandardization = 4.10, t(394) = -.581, 

p = .56). In contrast, dehumanization manipulation had a significant influence on 

standardization perception (Mnon-dehumanization = 3.47 vs. Mdehumanization = 5.13, t(394) = -

9.316, p < .001). Importantly, consistent with our predictions, the t-tests showed that 

standardization did not have a significant effect on capitalism associations (Mpersonalization 

= 4.79 vs. Mstandardization = 4.79, t(394) = .002, p > .9), or surface acting (Mpersonalization = 

4.42 vs. Mstandardization = 4.64, t(394) = -1.223, p = .22). In contrast, dehumanization had a 

significant effect on capitalism associations (Mnon-dehumanization = 4.35 vs. Mdehumanization = 
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5.23, t(394) = -5.971, p < .001) and surface acting (Mnon-dehumanization = 3.66 vs. 

Mdehumanization = 5.37, t(394) = -10.807, p < .001), as hypothesized.  

 

Additionally, we regressed the willingness to pay on standardization, political 

ideology, and their interaction. The two-way interaction between standardization and 

political ideology was statistically insignificant (self-identified political ideology: b = -

.13, t = -.225, p = .82; party affiliation: b = 2.93, t = .968, p = .33). In contrast, when we 

regressed the willingness to pay on dehumanization, political ideology, and their 

interaction, we found a significant effect of the interaction, as hypothesized. We report 

these findings in the following section.  

 

10.2.3. Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology 

on Willingness to Pay 

 

Self-identified political ideology. We regressed the willingness to pay on 

dehumanization, political ideology, and their interaction. Two-way interactions between 

dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay were statistically 

significant (b = .28, t = 2.382, p = .018). A simple-slopes test showed that, for 

conservatives (+1SD), dehumanization increased willingness to pay (Mnon-dehumanization = 

$4.07 vs. Mdehumanization = $4.88, b = .81, t = 2.004, p = .046) while, among liberals (-

1SD), the effect turned insignificant (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.29 vs. Mdehumanization = $2.74, 

b = -.55, t = -1.37, p = .17). Thus, H4 was supported. Figure 20 further illustrates the 

interactive effect. A floodlight analysis further revealed that participants whose political 

ideology scores were 6.6 or above were more willing to pay a higher price for a 

dehumanizing service than for a non-dehumanizing service (b = .61, t = 1.746, p = .08), 
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whereas participants whose political ideology scores were 1.4 or below were more 

willing to pay a higher price for a non-dehumanizing service than for a dehumanizing 

service (b = -.83, t = -1.677, p = .095).  

 

Figure 20. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology on 

Willingness to Pay (Study 5) 

 

Party affiliation. A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between 

dehumanization and party affiliation (F(1, 354) = 5.84, p = 0.016). Follow-up simple 

contrasts revealed that dehumanization of service employees increased willingness to 

pay among Republicans (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.63 vs. Mdehumanization = $4.69, F(1, 354) = 

4.744, p = .03), while, among Democrats, willingness to pay was similar across 

dehumanization conditions (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.69 vs. Mdehumanization = $3.28, F(1, 354) 

= 1.273, p = .26). Thus, H4 was supported. Figure 21 further illustrates the interaction. 
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Figure 21. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology on 

Willingness to Pay (Study 5). 

 

10.2.4. Mediating Role of Capitalism Associations 

Self-identified political ideology. To test the mediating role of capitalism 

associations, we run PROCESS model 14 (Hayes 2017) with 5,000 bootstrapped 

samples and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). We included dehumanization as an 

independent variable, political ideology as a moderator, capitalism associations as a 

mediator, and willingness to pay as a dependent variable. The analysis revealed that 

capitalism associations mediated the interactive effect of dehumanization and political 

ideology on willingness to pay (Index = .12, 95% CI = [.0517, .2049]). Among 

conservatives, the indirect positive effect of dehumanization on willingness to pay 

through capitalism associations was statistically significant (+1SD; b = .603, 95% CI = 

[.2964, .9626]), whereas, among liberals, the effect turned insignificant (+1SD; b = -

.004, 95% CI = [-.1996, .1824]). Particularly, dehumanization increased capitalism 
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associations (b = .97, t = 6.22, p < .001). The effect of capitalism associations on 

willingness to pay was dependent upon political ideology (b = .127, t = 3.54, p < .001). 

Capitalism associations increased willingness to pay among conservatives (+1SD, Mlow 

capitalism associations (-1SD) = $3.35, Mhigh capitalism associations (+1SD) = $5.28, b = .62, t = 4.398, p < 

.001) but not among liberals (+1SD, Mlow capitalism associations (-1SD) = $3.09, Mhigh capitalism 

associations (+1SD) = $3.07, b = -.004, t = -.036, p = .97). Thus, H5 was supported. The 

graphs in Figure 22 illustrate the moderated mediation model. 

 
 

Figure 22. The Conditional Indirect Effect of Dehumanization and Political Ideology 

on Willingness to Pay through Capitalism Associations (Study 5) 

Note: All coefficients reported above are unstandardized. n/s Non-Significant. *** p < .001 

Note that, when including both surface acting and capitalism associations as dual 

mediators in the moderated mediation model, we found that capitalism associations still 

mediated the interactive effect of dehumanization and political ideology on willingness 

to pay (Index = .10, 95% CI = [.0329, .1774]) but surface acting did not (Index = .075, 

95% CI = [-.0384, .1967]). 

We also test the mediating role of service consistency using PROCESS model 14. 

The analysis revealed that service consistency did not mediate the interactive effect of 

Conditional indirect effect of the model: Index = .12, 95% CI = [.0517, .2049] 
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dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay (Index = .014, 95% CI = [-

.0453, .0791]). Particularly, while dehumanization increased service consistency 

(b = .66, t = 4.57, p < .001), the effect of service consistency on willingness to pay was 

not dependent upon political ideology (b = .0215, t = .505, p = .61). Furthermore, when 

including service consistency and capitalism associations as dual mediators in the 

moderated mediation model, we found that capitalism associations still mediated the 

interactive effect of dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay 

(Index = .13, 95% CI = [.0518, .2130]) but service consistency did not (Index = -.027, 

95% CI = [-.0877, .0276]). 

Party affiliation. We also run a similar PROCESS model with party affiliation as 

a moderator. Again, the analysis revealed that capitalism associations mediated the 

interactive effect of dehumanization and party affiliation on willingness to pay 

(Index = .59, 95% CI = [.2163, 1.0645]). Among Republicans, the indirect positive 

effect of dehumanization on willingness to pay through capitalism associations was 

statistically significant (b = .68, 95% CI = [.3418, 1.1123]), whereas, among Democrats, 

the effect turned insignificant (b = .094, 95% CI = [-.1116, .2722]). Particularly, 

dehumanization increased capitalism associations (b = .97, t = 6.22, p < .001). The 

effect of capitalism associations on willingness to pay was dependent upon party 

affiliation (b = .602, t = 3.06, p = .002). Capitalism associations increased willingness to 

pay among Republicans (Mlow capitalism associations (-1SD) = $3.17, Mhigh capitalism associations (+1SD) 

= $5.34, b = .699, t = 4.42, p < .001) but not among Democrats (Mlow capitalism associations (-

1SD) = $3.33, Mhigh capitalism associations (+1SD) = $3.63, b = .097, t = .793, p = .43). Thus, H5 

was supported. The graphs in Figure 23 illustrate the moderated mediation model. 
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Figure 23. The Conditional Indirect Effect of Dehumanization and Party Affiliation on 

Willingness to Pay through Capitalism Associations (Study 5). 

Note: All coefficients reported above are unstandardized. n/s Non-Significant. ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

And again, when including both surface acting and capitalism associations as dual 

mediators in the moderated mediation model, we found that capitalism associations still 

mediated the interactive effect of dehumanization and party affiliation on willingness to 

pay (Index = .55, 95% CI = [.1833, 1.016]) but surface acting did not (Index = .1095, 

95% CI = [-.4838, .7369]). 

Similarly, we also test the mediating role of service consistency using PROCESS 

model 14. The analysis revealed that service consistency did not mediate the interactive 

effect of dehumanization and party affiliation on willingness to pay (Index = .14, 95% 

CI = [-.1046, .4504]). When including service consistency and capitalism associations 

as dual mediators in the moderated mediation model, we found that capitalism 

associations still mediated the interactive effect of dehumanization and party affiliation 

on willingness to pay (Index = .565, 95% CI = [.1921, 1.0380]) but service consistency 

did not (Index = -.026, 95% CI = [-.2870, .2404]). 
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10.2.5. The Moderating Effect of Service Personalization 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a marginally significant interaction between 

dehumanization and service personalization (F(1, 354) = 3.362, p = .068). Follow-up 

simple contrasts revealed that, in the personalization condition, dehumanization has a 

marginally positive effect on willingness to pay (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.48 vs. 

Mdehumanization = $4.17, F(1, 354) = 2.772, p = .097), while, in the standardization 

condition, willingness to pay was similar across dehumanization conditions (Mnon-

dehumanization = $3.87 vs. Mdehumanization = $3.48, F(1, 354) = .870, p = .352). Thus, H6 was 

supported. The graph in Figure 24 further illustrates the interaction. 

 

Figure 24. The Interactive Effect of Dehumanization and Service Personalization on 

Willingness to Pay (Study 5) 

 

10.2.6. Post-hoc Analysis 

We also performed the three-way interaction of dehumanization, political 
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Self-identified political ideology. We regressed the willingness to pay on 

dehumanization, political ideology, personalization (vs. standardization), and their 

interactions. The three-way interaction of dehumanization, political ideology, and 

personalization was statistically significant (b = -.494, t = -2.12, p = .035). In the 

personalization condition, the two-way interaction of dehumanization and political 

ideology was statistically significant (b = .48, F(1,350) = 9.455, p = .002). Specifically, 

dehumanization increased willingness to pay among conservatives (+1SD; Mnon-

dehumanization = $3.61 vs. Mdehumanization = $5.38, b = 1.76, t = 3.29, p = .001) while, among 

liberals (-1SD), the effect turned insignificant (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.33 vs. Mdehumanization 

= $2.71, b = -.61, t = -1.06, p = .29). In the standardization condition, the two-way 

interaction of dehumanization and political ideology was statistically insignificant (b = -

.013, F(1,350) = .006, p = .94). Specifically, willingness to pay was similar across 

dehumanization conditions among both conservatives (+1SD; Mnon-dehumanization = $4.64 

vs. Mdehumanization = $4.18, b = -.46, t = -.751, p = .45) and liberals (-1SD; Mnon-

dehumanization = $3.24 vs. Mdehumanization = $2.85, b = -.397, t = -.702, p = .48). The graphs in 

Figure 25 plot the three-way interaction. 
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Figure 25. Three-Way Interaction of Dehumanization, Political Ideology, and 

Personalization on Willingness to Pay (Study 5) 

 

Party affiliation. We also regressed the willingness to pay on dehumanization, 

party affiliation, personalization (vs. standardization), and their interactions. The three-

way interaction of dehumanization, party affiliation, and personalization was 

statistically insignificant (b = -.532, t = -.43, p = .67). Nevertheless, the trend was as 

expected. In the personalization condition, the two-way interaction of dehumanization 
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Mdehumanization = $4.23, b = .35, t = .504, p = .62) and Democrats (Mnon-dehumanization = $3.87 

vs. Mdehumanization = $3.05, b = -.82, t = -1.56, p = .12). 

 

10.3. Discussion 

 

This study offers compelling evidence that service standardization cannot fully 

account for the effects of dehumanization, at least within our research context. 

Particularly, the finding shows that dehumanization has a significant influence on 

perceived standardization, indicating a partial overlap between dehumanization and 

standardization. Importantly, service standardization (vs. personalization) does not have 

a significant effect on capitalism associations, surface acting, and also dehumanization 

perception. In contrast, as shown in the previous studies and this study, dehumanization 

has a significant impact on surface acting and capitalism associations. Furthermore, 

unlike dehumanization, this study also shows that the effect of service standardization 

on willingness to pay is not contingent upon the political ideology of consumers, which 

further demonstrates the validity of our findings.  

Regarding the effects of dehumanization, the findings show that dehumanization 

increases willingness to pay for a service among conservatives but not among liberals 

(H4). Further examination of the underlying process shows that dehumanization 

signifies a prototypical capitalist firm, which in turn enhance conservatives’ willingness 

to pay a higher price (H5). Additionally, we observe similar effects when measuring 

political ideology using party affiliation. Furthermore, when including surface acting in 

the moderated mediation model as another mediator, the mediating effect of capitalism 

associations still holds while surface acting does not mediate the interactive effect. We 

also show that service consistency does not mediate the interactive effect, which 
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provides important evidence for ruling out the alternative account of tolerance of 

ambiguity.  

Finally, we also aimed to examine the moderating role of personalization in this 

study. The findings indicate that dehumanization increases willingness to pay for 

personalized services, but this is not the case for willingness to pay for a standardized 

service (H6). Furthermore, post-hoc analysis shows the significant three-way interaction 

of dehumanization, political ideology, and personalization. Particularly, conservatives 

and liberals are willing to pay a similar price for a dehumanizing (vs. non- 

dehumanizing) service when that service is standardized. Nevertheless, when a service 

is personalized, conservatives are willing to pay more for a dehumanization (vs. non-

dehumanizing) service, unlike liberals. When using the party affiliation measure of 

political ideology, we cannot observe a significant three-way interaction; nevertheless, a 

similar trend emerges, such that, when a service is personalized, dehumanization can 

increase willingness to pay among Republicans.  
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11. CONCLUSION 

 

The conclusion chapter begins with a summary of the findings of the five studies. 

Next, we discuss the theoretical and methodological contributions of this research. We 

then present its practical implications. Finally, we acknowledge the limitations of this 

research while suggesting avenues for future research. 

 

11.1. General Discussion 

 

Under a capitalist system, many service firms dehumanize their employees to 

eventually increase the profitability of service productions, and yet the extant literature 

offers a lack of insight into consumers’ reactions towards this form of marketplace 

dehumanization. This dissertation systematically examines when and why 

dehumanization influences consumers’ willingness to use a service and their willingness 

to pay for the service. We test our hypotheses using five studies with different designs 

(i.e., text mining, between-subjects experiments, a quasi-experiment), in different 

contexts (coffee shop, hotel, retailing, airline). We also employ both implicit and 

explicit manipulations of dehumanization in three experiments to strengthen the validity 

of our findings. In general, the findings indicate that dehumanization of service 

employees is perceived negatively among liberals. Further investigation into the 

underlying mechanism indicates that dehumanization induces a stronger perception of 

surface acting, which in turn reduces willingness to use service among liberals, but not 

among conservatives. The negative effect of dehumanization on willingness to use a 

service also is more prominent for independent, family-run firms. Strikingly, the 

findings show that dehumanization might have a functional consequence, especially for 



 

 

161 

 

conservatives. This is because this form of dehumanization can signify a prototypical 

capitalist firm stereotyped with great consumer and monetary values, which in turn 

increases the willingness to pay a higher price for a service using dehumanization of 

service employees among conservatives, who tend to rely on heuristic and stereotypical 

thinking. We also show that the positive effect of dehumanization on willingness to pay, 

especially among conservatives, is also heightened when the service is personalized. 

Table 9 provides a summary of the research findings. 

Table 9. Summary of Empirical Findings 

Study 1. Large-Scale Text Mining 

Online Comments on Yahoo Article about Dehumanization of Amazon Employees (Mostly US 

readers) 
 

Liberalism (N = 1167, Mliberalism = .4092)→Online Stance on Dehumanization B = -2.98  p < .001 

Political ideology (Dummy, N = 1147)*Online Stance on Dehumanization χ2 = 104.6 p < .001 

 
Oppose 

Dehumanization 

Support 

Dehumanization 
  

Liberals (Dummy) 105 277 χ2 = 77.45 p < .001 

Conservatives (Dummy) 45 720 χ2 = 196.8 p < .001 

Online Comments on Mail Article about Dehumanization of Ryanair Employees (Mostly UK 

readers) 
 

Liberalism (N = 192, Mliberalism = .4940) → Online Stance on Dehumanization B = -1.86 p < .001 

Political ideology (Dummy, N = 182)*Dehumanization χ2 = 17.85 p < .001 

 
Oppose 

Dehumanization 

Support 

Dehumanization 
  

Liberals (Dummy) 67 18 χ2 = 28.25 p < .001 

Conservatives (Dummy) 47 50 χ2 = .093 p = .761 

Study 2. Choice Preference (N = 174, Prolific, US participants) 

Political ideology → Choice preference (Scale) t = -2.71 p = .007 

Political ideology → Choice preference (Choice) χ2 = 4.27 p = .039 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Pre-identified Liberals 80 6 χ2 =63.67 p <.001 

Pre-identified Conservatives 72 15 χ2 =37.35 p <.001 

Study 3. Mediating Role of Surface Acting (N = 268, Prolific, US participants) 

Dehumanization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Use Service b = .36 p < .001 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Liberals (-1SD) 6.08 3.49 b = -2.59 p < .001 

Conservatives (+1SD) 5.67 4.45 b = -1.22 p < .001 

Mediating process (Model 14): Anticipated surface acting mediated the interaction of 

dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to use service (Index = .11, 95% 

CI = [.0118, .2153]). 

  

Study 4. Need for Human Interaction: The Role of Firm Types (N = 398, MTurk, US participants) 

Dehumanization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Use Service  b = .103 p = .048 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   
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Note: In Study 5, the results were similar when using measuring political ideology using party affiliation 

 

Study 1 provides real-life evidence that liberals and conservatives have different 

online stances on dehumanization of service employees. In this study, we measure the 

online stance on dehumanization by manually classifying readers’ comments under two 

Liberals (-1SD) 5.25 4.77 b = -.48 p = .015 

Conservatives (+1SD) 5.28 5.35 b = .07 p = .71 

Dehumanization × Hotel Types →  Willingness to Use Service F = 2.91 p = .089 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Independent firm 5.37 4.96 F = 4.40 p = .037 

Global chain 5.16 5.22 F = .106 p = .75 

Global Chain: Dehumanization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Use Service  b = .013 p = .86 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Liberals(-1SD)/chain 5.02 5.01 b = -.01 p = .97 

Conservatives(+1SD)/chain 5.33 5.39 b = .06 p = .83 

Independent Firm: Dehumanization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Use Service b = .17 p = .026 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Liberals(-1SD)/independent 5.47 4.58 b = -.88 p < .01 

Conservatives(+1SD)/independent 5.26 5.29 b = .03 p = .91 

Study 5. Willingness to Pay: The Mediating Role of Capitalism Associations (N = 396, MTurk, US 

participants) 

 (Non-significant) effects of standardization  

 Personalization Standardization   

Dehumanization perception 3.97 4.10 t = -.581 p = .56 

Capitalism stereotypes 4.79 4.79 t = .002 p > .9 

Surface acting 4.42 4.64 t = -1.22 p = .22 

Standardization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Pay b = -.14 p = .82 

Interactive effects of dehumanization and political ideology (and standardization)  

Dehumanization × Political Ideology → Willingness to Pay b = .28 p = .018 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Liberals (-1SD) $3.29 $2.74 b = -.55 p = .17 

Conservatives (+1SD) $4.07 $4.88 b = .81 p = .046 

Mediating process (Model 14): Capitalism associations mediated the interaction of 

dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay (Index = .12, 95% CI = 

[.0517, .2049]). 

  

Dehumanization × Service Personalization → Willingness to Pay F = 3.362 p = .068 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Service Personalization $3.48 $4.17 F = 2.772 p = .097 

Service Standardization $3.87 $3.48 F = .870 p = .352 

Dehumanization× Political Ideology × Personalization → Willingness to Pay b = -.494 p = .035 

 Non-Dehumanization Dehumanization   

Dehumanization × political ideology (personalization) b = .48 p = .002 

Liberals(-1SD)/Personalization $3.33 $2.71 b = -.61 p = .29 

Conservatives(+1SD)/Personalization $3.61 $5.38 b = 1.76 p = .001 

Dehumanization × political ideology (standardization) b = -.013 p = .94 

Liberals(-1SD)/Standardization $3.24 $2.85 b = -.397 p = .48 

Conservatives(+1SD)/Standardization $4.64 $4.18 b = -.46 p = .45 
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articles reporting on dehumanization. We then measure the political ideology of the 

readers by using the deep learning algorithm (i.e., LSTM) to classify millions of their 

past comments on those news websites. The statistical analysis consistently indicates 

the proposed relationship between political ideology and the online stance on 

dehumanization across the two websites, such that, the more liberal readers are, the 

more likely they are to express the opposing online stance on dehumanizing practices. 

Thus, this study has great external validity by revealing the effect using real-life 

behavioural data, across different service settings (front-line, back-end) and different 

countries (United Kingdom, United States). 

Study 2 and Study 3 provide causal evidence for the observed effect in Study 1 in 

a more controlled environment. In Study 2, we examined the difference in choice 

preference between participants who pre-identify as liberals and participants who pre-

identify as conservatives. The findings show that pre-identified liberals are less likely to 

use the dehumanization (vs. the non-dehumanization) coffee shop option than pre-

identified conservatives (H1). In Study 3, we manipulate dehumanization of service 

employees and show that dehumanization reduces the willingness to visit the coffee 

shop among liberals whereas the effect is significantly weaker among conservatives 

(H1). Furthermore, Study 3 also demonstrates the underlying mechanism of this 

interactive effect by showing that dehumanization increases surface acting, which in 

turn decreases willingness to use the service among liberals but not among 

conservatives (H2).  

Since we use an explicit manipulation of dehumanization in Study 3, we note that 

the observed negative effect of dehumanization, especially among conservatives, might 

be due to the tendency to social desirability bias. Thus, in Study 4, we strengthen the 

validity of our research by replicating the findings of previous studies with a subtler 
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manipulation of dehumanization and setting it in another service context, hotel service. 

The findings show that dehumanization of service employees still reduces willingness to 

stay at a hotel among liberals but not among conservatives (H1). Furthermore, this study 

also indicates that, when customers expect low human interactions during service 

interactions (e.g., global chains), the effect of dehumanization on willingness to use 

service diminishes; conversely, when consumers’ expectation for human interactions is 

high (e.g., independent, family-run firms), the effect is reinforced (H3). 

Finally, the findings of Study 5 provide empirical evidence supporting that 

standardization, despite sharing variance with dehumanization, does not drive our 

proposed effects. We show that service standardization does not significantly influence 

proposed mediators – namely, surface acting, and capitalism stereotypes – and 

consequently does not interact with the political ideology to influence willingness to 

pay for a service. Furthermore, the findings also demonstrate the positive aspect of 

dehumanization, such that conservatives are more willing to pay a higher price for a 

dehumanized service (H4) because dehumanization signifies a typical capitalist 

enterprise (H5). We also find that dehumanization is also monetizable for personalized 

service (H6), especially among conservatives. 

Other Alternative Explanations 

The findings of five studies also provide evidence that enables us to rule out other 

plausible alternative accounts (i.e., tolerance of ambiguity, the historical association 

between certain labour practices and political orientation). First, the further mediation 

analysis in Study 5 shows that service consistency does not mediate the interactive 

effect of dehumanization and political ideology on willingness to pay, thereby ruling out 

the alternative account of the ideological difference in tolerance of ambiguity. 
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Second, it is possible that the historical association between labour practices (e.g., 

support for a higher minimum wage, oppose unethical practices) and political ideology 

might explain our findings that liberals react negatively towards dehumanization. 

Particularly, in Study 1, the Mail article focuses on a sub-standard minimum wage to 

describe the dehumanizing practice of Ryanair. Thus, the reason for negative reactions 

towards dehumanization among liberals could be just because of their continuing 

support for a higher minimum wage. However, dehumanization described in the Yahoo 

article and other studies is not related to employees’ wages. Thus, we can confidently 

rule out this alternative explanation.  

Another possible alternative account is that dehumanization might be perceived as 

an unethical practice and liberals have also been well-known for their empathy for the 

proletariat (i.e., the working class) throughout history. Thus, liberals might react more 

negatively towards this unethical practice than conservatives simply because they have 

greater empathy for employees. However, different pieces of evidence suggest that it is 

not a case in our research. Particularly, the findings of Studies 4 and 5 show that 

dehumanization of service employees in its implicit form, which is a totally ethical 

practice, can still evoke negative responses among liberals. Moreover, Study 4 indicates 

that dehumanization does not evoke more empathy among liberals than among 

conservatives. Finally, if such a historic association between political ideology and 

certain labour practices plays a role, it should be expected that the negative reactions 

should be stronger for older liberals (vs. younger liberals) who spend more time 

learning and maintaining this historic association. However, across four experimental 

studies, we found that there was no significant difference between young liberals and 

old liberals in rating their willingness to use or willingness to pay when perceiving 

dehumanization (Study 2: p = .28, Study 3: p = .58, Study 4: p = .17, Study 5: p = .84). 
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Therefore, the current evidence suggests that our findings cannot be entirely explained 

by the historic association between political orientation and the support/opposition of 

labour practices.  

 

11.2. Theoretical and Methodological Contributions 

 

11.2.1. Contributions to Marketplace Dehumanization Literature 

 

By illuminating the effect of dehumanization of service employees and identifying 

the important moderator (i.e., political ideology), we considerably expand the emerging 

literature about marketplace dehumanization (Castelo et al. 2019; Henkel et al. 2018; 

Herak et al. 2020; Hill et al. 2016). First, while previous research focuses on the 

dehumanizing perceptions of consumers on other marketplace actors including other 

consumers (Castelo et al. 2019), service employees (Henkel et al. 2018), and an ad 

actor/actress (Herak et al. 2020), we focus on the service practice that service firms 

dehumanize their employees by reducing them to human robots. This form of 

dehumanization is arguably more commonplace in the marketplace and has gone hand-

in-hand with the capitalist system since the Industrial Revolution. Yet, our research is 

the first to systematically study the downstream consequences of this practice from the 

consumer perspective. Integrating insight from political ideology literature, we 

demonstrate that, while dehumanization of employees – by increasing surface acting – 

reduces willingness to use a service among liberals, dehumanization – by increasing 

capitalism associations – can also motivate conservatives to pay a higher price for the 

service. Thus, this research extends the extant literature of dehumanization that implies 

its negative consequences (e.g., Bell and Khoury 2016; Caesens et al. 2017; Henkel et 
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al. 2018; Herak et al. 2020; Marx 1844; Weber 1930; for a comprehensive review in 

psychology see Haslam and Loughnan 2014; Haslam and Stratemeyer 2016) by 

identifying when (i.e. for liberal consumers, and independent, family-run firms) and 

why (i.e., increasing perception of faking emotions) the negative reactions are 

particularly strong.  

Strikingly, we also show that dehumanization of service employees might be 

monetizable among particular consumers. It is clear that, by reducing employees to 

acting and behaving like robots, firms can achieve efficiency, consistency, 

predictability, and eventually profitability (Ritzer 1983). We demonstrate that this 

positive aspect of dehumanization, apart from directly influencing a firm’s productivity, 

also indirectly increases its profitability by enhancing some consumers’ (i.e., 

conservatives) willingness to pay more money for a service, especially when 

accompanied by a certain service style (i.e. personalization). By revealing that this 

effect emerges because of the long-standing association between dehumanization and 

capitalism, we also offer a novel underlying mechanism that is worthy of further 

exploration (we return to this point in section 11.4).  

The striking findings, however, imply a bigger societal challenge. Philosophers 

and sociologists have repeatedly highlighted dehumanization of employees as an 

adverse consequence of the capitalist system (e.g., Blauner 1964; Fromm 1974; 

Goldman and Falk 2003; Leidner 1993; Marx 1844; Ritzer 1983; Thompson 1983; 

Timmermans and Epstein 2010; Weber 1930), perhaps as an attempt to inspire 

individuals to fight back for their own humanity and others’. Yet, our findings show that 

some do, but some might embrace dehumanization as a signal of a well-functioning 

capitalist enterprise. The service firms, hence, might have another money-driven reason 

to exclude humanity from their service interactions.  
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11.2.2. Contributions to Consumers’ Political Ideology Literature 

 

Our research also extends the current understanding of consumers’ political 

ideology (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Irmak et al. 2020). Previous findings show that liberals 

and conservatives have distinctive reactions to many firm stimuli such as product and 

firm information (Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018; Winterich et al. 2012), ad framing 

(Kidwell et al. 2013; Kim et al. 2018; Septianto et al. 2019), product labelling (Irmak et 

al. 2020), and product and brand designs (Angle et al. 2017; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 

2018). In line with the above findings, we first show that liberals and conservatives also 

have different reactions towards service practices (i.e., dehumanization of service 

employees). Second, our findings also expand the extant literature by drawing attention 

to the role of political ideology in service interactions that was neglected up to this 

research. Third, we further demonstrate two novel mediators that serve as opposing 

underlying processes that differ in effects across the political ideology spectrum.  

Finally, our research, Study 1 particularly, also offers a novel method to measure 

and operationalize political ideology. Studies about political ideology heretofore mostly 

utilize well-established self-reported measures of political ideology (e.g., Farmer et al. 

2020b; Fernandes and Mandel 2014; Graham et al. 2009; Kidwell et al. 2013; Stern et 

al. 2014), which are also used in most of our studies. Recent studies have started using 

secondary structured data sources to measure political ideology at the individual level 

(Kim et al. 2018), at the firm level (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Jung et al. 2017b), at the 

county level (e.g., Irmak et al. 2020), and at the state level (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Khan 

et al. 2013; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018). Study 1 of this research proposed another 

way to measure political ideology, by using a large-scale unstructured data source that 
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was organically generated by online users. Given the unlimited supply of user-generated 

content on various new online sources (e.g., online news websites, social media sites, 

forums) and the power of artificial intelligence algorithms, it is now easier than ever to 

transform this type of unstructured data into a reliable source to capture theoretically 

meaningful constructs – political ideology, for example – beyond self-report data and 

structured data. In addition to promoting this new method, our research also 

demonstrates a straightforward procedure for its application.  

 

11.3. Managerial Implications 

 

Our investigation of the dehumanization of service employees and political 

ideology has important practical implications. At the basic level, our research suggests 

that service managers should be mindful of the downstream consequences on customers 

of the prevalent service practice – which is asking employees to behave and appear like 

robots. Particularly, the findings of the five studies consistently indicate that 

dehumanization can reduce willingness to use a service among liberals, but this can 

increase willingness to pay for a service among conservatives. As a result, it is 

extremely important for managers to evaluate whether their service practice and 

communication fit the political ideology of the target consumers.  

Importantly, it is easier than ever for managers nowadays to identify the political 

ideology of consumers. Previous studies show that, by just knowing the consumers’ 

geographic locations at the state level or county level, firms can have a fairly accurate 

description of consumers’ political ideology (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Irmak et al. 2020; 

Khan et al. 2013; Ordabayeva and Fernandes 2018). Our findings suggest that firms, 

especially independent firms, operating in liberal states might re-consider when using 
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dehumanization of employees. In contrast, in conservative states, a firm might be able 

to monetize dehumanization of its service employees, especially when their service is 

highly personalized for customers. Furthermore, firms can utilize our findings when 

advertising their service (robot-like vs. human-like service) on media outlets whose 

target audiences are clearly identified as conservatives (e.g., Wall Street Journal, Fox 

Network) or liberals (e.g., New York Times, CNN). Service managers can also directly 

measure their consumers’ political ideology using a simple demographic question and 

tailor their service accordingly. Moreover, service firms can also adopt a similar 

approach to our Study 1 to measure political ideology using user-generated content. 

Instead of directly asking target consumers about their political ideology, service firms 

can just obtain their online public profile (e.g., Twitter, Facebook usernames) and apply 

a natural language-processing technique to identify political ideology using their public 

social media posts/comments.  

Studies 4 and 5 also suggest other practical factors that influence the effect of 

political ideology. Particularly, the findings imply that managers of independent service 

firms need to weigh the negative influence of dehumanization on consumers against its 

benefits in enabling consistent and productive service productions. In contrast, service 

managers can raise the price of their service to generate profitability if they personalize 

it while asking employees to behave like robots for their conservative consumers. 

However, the monetization of dehumanization also raises an important issue for 

policymakers. While our research mainly focuses on a subtle form of dehumanization, it 

is possible that this result can hold even in cases of more explicit forms of 

dehumanization (e.g., sweatshop workers) that are extremely harmful to employees. If 

consumers are willing to pay a higher price for such services, capitalist firms might 

even try to capitalize on this and push this practice to the extremes. Thus, policymakers 
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need to intervene in those cases to ensure an acceptable working standard for employees 

and maintain a sustainable economic system. 

 

11.4. Limitations and Future Research 

 

Our research is subject to certain limitations that also offer promising avenues for 

future research. First, because dehumanization is a high-order construct that 

incorporates different elements, such as emotionality, individuality, and rationality 

(Haslam 2006), manipulating any of these elements might unintentionally change the 

variances of other, unaccounted, variables rather than dehumanization. In this research, 

we manipulated dehumanization using two different ways, explicit manipulation (firm 

information and firm image) and implicit manipulation (the CCC), which can lend a 

great internal validity to our findings. We also strengthen the validity by using 

(manipulation) checks in all controlled studies, controlling certain confounds within the 

manipulative tasks (professionalism, politeness), and ruling out clear confounds 

(standardization, competence). And yet, it is highly possible that there are unseen 

confounds with our studies. Future research can re-examine our findings by using other 

types of dehumanization manipulation (e.g., an audible manipulation: robotic voice vs. 

human voice, showing a fictitious article describing either dehumanization or non-

dehumanization of service employees). Second, although Study 1 generalizes our 

findings to the real-life online environments, it is also possible that the effects would be 

different in real-life offline contexts. For example, the anonymous nature of the online 

environment might increase polarizations in online responses. Further research can 

conduct field experiments using real behavioural outcomes to validate our theories. 

Third, in Study 1, we only collected comments under two online news articles that both 
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depict dehumanization of employees as a negative practice. In both articles, both the 

authors express strongly negative sentiments against dehumanization of employees. 

Therefore, to increase generalizability, further research could utilize online news articles 

that express more positive sentiments on dehumanization and written from other 

perspectives (e.g., employees).            

Fourth, dehumanization of service employees can interact with other factors that 

are outside the scope of this research to influence other interesting outcomes. For 

example, the levels of service involvement might change consumer perceptions towards 

dehumanization. Previous studies show that highly involved customers tend to devote 

more time and efforts to search and understand the products and services (Beatty and 

Smith 1987; Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 1990; Zaichkowsky 1985), indicating that 

they are more likely to engage in effortful and systematic thinking when processing 

information about products and services of interest. Therefore, those consumers might 

be less susceptible to capitalism associations while more susceptible to surface acting, 

and thus react more negatively towards dehumanization compared to less involved 

customers. Additionally, all of our studies are conducted in Western countries (United 

States, United Kingdom), so it could be interesting to see how consumers from 

countries that are less familiar with the capitalist system (e.g., communist countries like 

Vietnam and China) react to this practice; and whether capitalism associations play a 

stronger or weaker role for those customers. Furthermore, while we focus on the 

influence of dehumanization on firm-related outcomes, future research can enrich our 

findings by investigating how it influences employee-related outcomes such as 

willingness to tip. In addition, many service firms aim to eventually replace human 

service employees with service robots to achieve maximum service rationalization. It 

could be thought-provoking to understand whether the pre-existing dehumanization of 
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service employees can alter the consumers’ perception about the substitution of human 

employees with robots.   

Fifth, our research utilized a unidimensional measure of political ideology, which 

is consistent with previous studies (e.g., Han et al. 2019; Irmak et al. 2020; Kidwell et 

al. 2013), and empirically and theoretically supported (Hetherington 2001; Jost et al. 

2009; Layman and Carsey 2002; Stimson 2015). However, previous studies suggest that 

using both social and economic dimensions of political ideology enables a more 

insightful understanding of this concept (Carmines and D'Amico 2015; Crawford et al. 

2017; Feldman and Johnston 2014). In our context, we speculate that, because economic 

(vs. social) conservatives support the free market economy, they might have stronger 

reactions towards capitalism associations, whereas, as social (vs. economic) liberals 

emphasize universalism and self-direction values more, they might react more 

negatively towards surface acting.    

Future research can further examine the roles of capitalism associations, an 

interesting concept introduced by our research. Because this research focuses on 

dehumanization, we highlight that dehumanization can signify a typical capitalist firm. 

Nevertheless, other factors (e.g., profitability, greediness) can also be a signal of 

capitalism. For example, capitalism associations might be one of the reasons why 

profitable firms keep increasing their profitability – in other words, they are “too big to 

fail”. Particularly, by just being profitable, firms might activate capitalist stereotypes 

(e.g., efficiency, consistency, monetary value, high quality), which then increases 

customers’ willingness to pay for their products and services, which then maintains their 

status as highly profitable firms. Such a profitability-capitalism cycle might have an 

important societal implication that is also worthy of examination. In addition, future 

research can also investigate the downstream consequences of capitalism associations 
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beyond self-report outcomes, and whether consumers might perceive this association in 

certain conditions. 

Finally, recent research (Castelo et al. 2019; Henkel et al. 2018; Herak et al. 2020; 

Hill et al. 2016) and our research have started to identify different manifestations of 

marketplace dehumanization and its consequences. Nevertheless, more work is clearly 

needed to deepen the understanding of how dehumanization influences or is influenced 

by the marketplace. Future research can investigate different forms of marketplace 

dehumanization such as employees’ dehumanization of customers, and the self-

dehumanization of customers. For instance, previous studies show that medical 

employees use dehumanization of customers as a defensive mechanism to avoid 

psychological costs (e.g., burnout); thus, intuitively, one might ask whether it is the 

same for employees in commercial companies. Furthermore, it could be interesting to 

understand the relationship between this form of dehumanization and other market-

related concepts (e.g., customer orientation).  
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Appendix B. Python Code of the LSTM Model Classifying Mail 

Comments 
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Appendix C. Study 2: Questionnaire 

 

Stimuli 

Order 1: Non-Dehumanization option (left) to Dehumanization Option (right) 

Imagine that you want to go to a coffee shop for coffee. There are two coffee shops nearby 

that you consider visiting (Coffee Shop A and Coffee Shop B). Each coffee shop has a 

different service approach. 

Coffee shop A: Employees of this coffee shop are trained to follow a personal approach. 

They are instructed to behave very naturally, expressing themselves freely when talking with 

customers, and to display their personal feelings when serving customers if they want to. 

They are also instructed to be polite, professional and deliver excellent service quality. 

Coffee shop B: Employees of this coffee shop are trained to follow a robot-like approach. 

They are instructed to behave in a strictly formal manner, following a specific service script 

when talking with customers, and not to display their personal feelings when serving 

customers. They are also instructed to be polite, professional and deliver excellent service 

quality.  

The pictures below depict Coffee Shop A and Coffee Shop B: 
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Order 2: Dehumanization option (left) to Non-Dehumanization Option (right) 

Imagine that you want to go to a coffee shop for coffee. There are two coffee shops nearby 

that you consider visiting (Coffee Shop A and Coffee Shop B). Each coffee shop has a 

different service approach. 

Coffee shop A: Employees of this coffee shop are trained to follow a robot-like approach. 

They are instructed to behave in a strictly formal manner, following a specific service script 

when talking with customers, and not to display their personal feelings when serving 

customers. They are also instructed to be polite, professional and deliver excellent service 

quality. 

Coffee shop B: Employees of this coffee shop are trained to follow a personal approach. 

They are instructed to behave very naturally, expressing themselves freely when talking with 

customers, and to display their personal feelings when serving customers if they want to. 

They are also instructed to be polite, professional and deliver excellent service quality.  

The pictures below depict Coffee Shop A and Coffee Shop B:  

 

 

Measures 

Willingness to Use Service 

▪ Which coffee shop are you more likely to visit? [1 = Definitely Coffee Shop A, 7 = 

Definitely Coffee Shop B] 
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▪ If you had to choose, which coffee shop would you visit? [0 = Coffee Shop A, 1 = 

Coffee Shop B] 

Dehumanization Check 

▪ Which coffee shop dehumanizes its employees? [1 = Definitely Coffee Shop A, 7 = 

Definitely Coffee Shop B] 

Political Ideology Check 

▪ Indicate your political views by choosing one of the following choices [1 =Extremely 

liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative] 

▪ Please indicate the party you most closely identify with: [0 = Democrat, 1 = 

Republican] 



 

 

244 

 

Appendix D. Study 3: Manipulation and Questionnaire 

 

Manipulation 

Dehumanization Condition: 

Imagine that you want to go to a coffee shop for coffee. You come across a coffee shop 

which trains its employees to follow a robot-like approach. They are instructed to behave 

very formally, following a detailed service script when talking with customers, and to not 

display their personal feelings when serving customers. They are also trained and 

instructed to be polite, professional and to deliver excellent service quality. 

The picture below depicts this coffee shop: 
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Non-dehumanization Condition: 

Imagine that you want to go to a coffee shop for coffee. You come across a coffee shop 

which trains its employees to follow a personal approach. They are instructed to behave 

very naturally, expressing themselves freely when talking with customers, and to display 

their personal feelings when serving customers. They are also trained and instructed to be 

polite, professional and to deliver excellent service quality. 

The picture below depicts this coffee shop: 

 

 

Measures 

Willingness to Use Service 

▪ After reading the information about this coffee shop, how likely are you to visit this 

coffee shop? 
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▪ After reading the information about this coffee shop, how likely are you to buy 

coffee from this coffee shop? 

[1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely] 

Surface acting 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop fake the emotions they display to customers 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop put on a 'mask' in order to display the emotions 

their boss wants them to display 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop show feelings to customers that are different from 

what they actually feel 

[1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree] 

Manipulation Check 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to express emotions 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to express feelings 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are instructed not to act on their own intentions 

▪ Employees of this coffee will behave like robots 

▪ This coffee shop treats its employees as if they had no free will 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are dehumanized  

[1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree] 

Competence 

▪ Please indicate your opinions about the employees of this coffee shop you saw in the 

picture [1 = Very incompetent, 7 = Very competent] 

Political Ideology 

▪ Indicate your political views by choosing one of the following choices [1 =Extremely 

liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative] 
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Appendix E. Study 4: Manipulation and Questionnaire 

 

Manipulation 

Firm Types (Global Chain Condition) 

ABC HOTEL is a member of a global hotel chain with over 30 years of experience 

in the hospitality industry. ABC HOTEL offers the ultimate exclusive retreat, 

delivering a truly great service. Every room is equipped with excellent amenities 

(e.g., free high-speed Wi-Fi, large flat screen TV, air conditioning). The ABC 

HOTEL chain also has a 24-hour staffed front desk and daily housekeeping. A wide 

range of shops, restaurants and cafes can also be reached easily on foot from this 

ABC HOTEL. The average price for a night at this chain hotel is $230. 

 

Firm Types (Independent, Family-Run Firm Condition) 

ABC HOTEL is an independent, family-run hotel with over 30 years of experience in 

the hospitality industry. ABC HOTEL offers the ultimate exclusive retreat, 

delivering a truly great service. Every room is equipped with excellent amenities 

(e.g., free high-speed Wi-Fi, large flat screen TV, air conditioning). The independent 

ABC HOTEL also has a 24-hour staffed front desk and daily housekeeping. A wide 

range of shops, restaurants and cafes can also be reached easily on foot from this 

independent ABC HOTEL. The average price for a night at this independent, family-

run hotel is $230. 
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Dehumanization Condition 

The chain hotel [Independent, Family-run hotel] ABC HOTEL has the following code of 

conduct/guidelines for their employees when interacting with customers: 
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Non-Dehumanization Condition 

The chain hotel [Independent, Family-run hotel] ABC HOTEL has the following code of 

conduct/guidelines for their employees when interacting with customers: 
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Measures 

Willingness to stay 

▪ How likely would you be to stay at this hotel? [1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely] 

Manipulation Check 

▪ The employees of this hotel are not able to express emotions  

▪ The employees of this hotel are not able to express feeling  

▪ The employees of this hotel are not able to act on their own intentions  

▪ This hotel treats its employees as if they were robots  

▪ This hotel treats its employees as if they had no free will  

▪ The employees of this hotel are dehumanized  

[1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree] 

Political ideology 

▪ Indicate your political views by choosing one of the following choices [1 =Extremely 

liberal, 9 = Extremely conservative]
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Appendix F. Study 5: Manipulation and Questionnaire 

Manipulation 

Dehumanization and Service Standardization 

Coffee shop ARIS has the following code of conduct/guidelines for its employees when 

serving customers: 
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Dehumanization and Service Personalization 

Coffee shop ARIS has the following code of conduct/guidelines for its employees when 

serving customers: 
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Non-Dehumanization and Service Standardization 

Coffee shop ARIS has the following code of conduct/guidelines for its employees when 

serving customers: 
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Non-Dehumanization and Service Personalization 

Coffee shop ARIS has the following code of conduct/guidelines for its employees when 

serving customers: 
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Measures 

Willingness to pay 

▪ How much would you be willing to pay for a cup of coffee at this coffee shop? 

(Please write down the price in USD) 

Capitalism Associations 

▪ This coffee shop represents a typical capitalist enterprise. [1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = 

Strongly agree] 

▪ To what extent does this coffee shop fit the common stereotypes for a firm in the 

capitalist system? [1 = does not fit the stereotypes at all, 7 = totally fits the 

stereotypes] 

Surface acting 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop fake the emotions they display to customers 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop put on a 'mask' in order to display the emotions 

their boss wants them to display 

▪ The employees in this coffee shop show feelings to customers that are different from 

what they actually feel 

[1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree] 

Manipulation Check (Dehumanization) 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are not able to express emotions 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are not able to express feelings 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are not able to act on their own intentions 

▪ This coffee shop treats its employees as if they were a robot 

▪ This coffee shop treats its employees as if they had no free will 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are dehumanized  

[1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree] 
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Manipulation Check (Service Standardization) 

▪ The service I would get in this coffee shop is…” [1 = the same as it is for other 

customers, 7 = personalized for me] 

▪ The employees of this coffee shop are instructed to deliver a …” [1 = personalized 

service for each customer, 7 = standardized service for all customers] 

Political ideology 

▪ Indicate your political views by choosing one of the following choices [1 =Extremely 

liberal, 7 = Extremely conservative] 

▪ Please indicate the party you most closely identify with: [0 = Democrat, 1 = 

Republican] 
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Appendix G. Study 1: Elaboration on Yahoo Article’ and Mail Article’ 

Contents Regarding Dehumanization of Service Employees 

 

The Yahoo article (Guendelsberger 2019) and the Mail article (Boyle et al. 2017) show 

visible manifestations of dehumanization of service employees. Particularly, both articles 

explicitly claim many times that the service firms (i.e., Amazon, Ryanair) dehumanize their 

employees in the articles’ headlines and throughout two articles. The articles’ body texts 

further reflect dehumanizing practices in general. Moreover, by supporting their claims of 

the dehumanizing practices with evidence and employee interviews, the articles tap into two 

key elements of dehumanization captured by our definition—that is, the denial of 

employees’ agency and the denial of employees’ experience. We elaborate further in the 

following sections.  

 

a. Mail article 

In the article, the author kept repeating the assertion that the cabin crews were not treated as 

humans and the author called this practice “modern-day slavery”. Particularly,  

“Ryanair bosses 'don't treat crew like humans'” (The article headline)  

“Many Ryanair stewards claimed bosses 'don't treat us like humans'” 

“It is modern-day slavery…”  

The author justified this assertion by two main lines of argument. First, the author showed 

evidence that the employees received an unfair payment from Ryanair. While this practice 

might not directly map onto the denial of human capacities, this shows that Ryanair denies a 

fundamental financial condition to maintain and develop basic human capacities. 

Particularly, cabin crews were only compensated barely enough to function as the firm’s 

tool with a limited capacity to think and plan (a denial of agency). For example, 
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“Others were repeatedly put on standby at the airport, in eight-hour shifts for 

which they are paid £30, or £3.75 per hour – less than half the minimum wage.” 

“An exhausted crew member said it was possible to work an eight-hour shift on 

board an aircraft but be paid for only two hours” 

“Ryanair stands charged with disgraceful abuse of its cabin crew … Senior 

managers should hang their heads in shame.” (a quote by an employee) 

Second, the author further provided evidence that Ryanair only regarded its employees as 

tools for selling products (i.e., a denial of agency) and that it limited employees’ ability to 

maintain personal connections with their families (i.e., denial of experience). For example, 

“The 28-year-old asked to be moved from her base in Sicily to nearer her home 

town of Pisa when it became clear her relative was seriously unwell. She said she 

made 12 requests that were all declined, and that she was told priority for 

transfers was based on selling performance, not family circumstances.”  

“She described bosses relentlessly pushing cabin crew to hit increasingly 

unrealistic sales targets” 

“'You aren't shown any respect as all they care about are sales.'” 

“One stewardess was told she would be moved to her home country to be with 

her daughter only if she sold more Pringles crisps.” 

 

b. Yahoo article 

Similar to the Mail article, the author kept repeating the assertation that Amazon treats its 

employees like robots rather than human beings. For instance, 

“…They Treat Workers Like Robots” (in the article heading) 

“…day-to-day dehumanizing reality of their workplace.” 

“I felt as if the company wanted us to be robots–never stopping, never letting 

our minds wander off task.” 
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“But we’re not as good at highly inflexible, repetitive tasks as machines and 

algorithms.” 

“And today’s technology makes it possible for employers to force workers to 

suppress their humanity or risk losing their jobs.” 

“Those Amazon workers want to be treated like human beings” 

“…being held to the productivity standards of a robot” 

To be treated like robots is to be denied of both agency (thinking and planning) and 

experience (feelings and emotions) as employees are only allowed to follow and execute the 

pre-defined scripts. Furthermore, to support this assertion, the articles then reported on the 

different ways Amazon dehumanized its employees, which clearly fit our definition of 

dehumanization. First, to ensure “the productivity standards of a robot”, Amazon uses 

technology to rigorously monitor every action of their employees. By doing so, Amazon can 

ensure that employees must stick to the established script (i.e., denial of agency, 

interchangeability) otherwise they will be penalized. For example, 

“Technology has enabled employers to enforce a work pace with no room for 

inefficiency, squeezing every ounce of downtime out of workers’ days.” 

“Every single thing I did was monitored and timed.” 

“After I completed a task, the scan gun not only immediately gave me a new 

one but also started counting down the seconds I had left to do it.” 

“It [the scan gun] also alerted a manager if I had too many minutes of “Time 

Off Task.” 

“And today’s technology makes it possible for employers to force workers to 

suppress their humanity or risk losing their jobs.” 

Other dehumanizing elements of the Amazon warehouse are the isolation, which could 

result in a lack of personal connections with peers (i.e., denial of experience), and the 
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monotony of the work, which once again transform employees into robot-like actions, 

reinforcing the denial of agency. Particularly,  

“…the isolation and monotony of the work left me feeling as if I were losing my 

mind” 

“Overall, low-wage jobs have been so routinized and deskilled” 
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Appendix H. Study 1: Detailed Analysis and Results When Excluding 

“Union” Comments Under Focal Articles 

 

Political Ideology (Dummy Variable) 

Yahoo. The chi-square test showed that there was an interaction between political 

ideology and stance on dehumanization on the Yahoo website (χ2 = 86.609, df = 1, p < 

.001). Particularly among conservative readers, there were significantly more people 

who expressed support comments than people who expressed oppose comments under 

the focal article (Nsupport = 714 vs. Noppose = 40, χ2 = 602.488, df = 1, p < .001). Among 

liberal readers, the difference was significantly smaller (Nsupport = 275 vs. Noppose = 88, χ2 

= 96.333, df = 1, p <.001). Furthermore, among readers who supported dehumanization, 

there were significantly more conservatives than liberals (Nconservatives = 714 vs. Nliberals = 

275, χ2 = 194.865, df = 1, p < .001), whereas, among readers who opposed 

dehumanization, there were significantly more liberals than conservatives (Nconservatives = 

40 vs. Nliberals = 88, χ2 = 18.000, df = 1, p < .001). 

Mail. The chi-square test also showed that there was an interaction between 

political ideology and stance on dehumanization on the Mail website (χ2 = 17.968, df = 

1, p < .001). Particularly among liberal readers, there were significantly more people 

who expressed oppose comments than people who expressed support comments under 

the focal article (Noppose = 65 vs. Nsupport = 18, χ2 = 26.614, df = 1, p < .001). Among 

conservative readers, the number of people who expressed oppose comments was 

similar to that of people who expressed support comments under the focal article 

(Noppose = 45 vs. Nsupport = 50, χ2 = .263, df = 1, p = .608). Furthermore, among readers 

who supported dehumanization, there were significantly more conservatives than 

liberals (Nconservatives = 50 vs. Nliberals = 18, χ2 = 15.059, df = 1, p < .001), whereas, among 
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readers who opposed dehumanization, there were significantly more liberals than 

conservatives (Nconservatives = 45 vs. Nliberals = 65, χ2 = 3.636, df = 1, p = .057). 

Liberalism (Scale) 

We performed the logistic regressions to access the impact of the liberalism scale on the 

stance on dehumanization. For both Yahoo and Mail datasets, we still found a 

significant correlation between liberalism and an online stance on dehumanization, such 

that, the more liberal the readers were, the more likely they were to express an oppose 

stance on dehumanization (Yahoo: B = -2.902, Wald = 68.125, p < .001; Mail: B = -

1.905, Wald = 12.567, p < .001). 

 


