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Academic-Industry Dialog on Emotions’ Key Role in
Customer Experience
Emotions are a key part of all stages of the retailing experience, and retailers have to not only understand and predict 
customers’ emotions, but also shape retail environments to cultivate desired emotions and eliminate undesired ones. 

The conference summarized in this report is part of the Baker Retailing Center’s think tank mission to spark a dialog on
important and timely retail questions. It explored some of the latest thinking and work on emotion in retailing by leading
academics and retail executives, both in marketing and organizational behavior. In addition to academic and corporate
presentations, the program featured store visits to provide a first-hand view of exemplary industry practice in customer
experience and emotional connection.

We hope that the insights in this report will be useful for a wide audience of academics and retail executives in a variety of
corporate functions, including customer experience, merchandising, marketing, brand strategy, store design and operations,
and organizational development.

We would like to thank everybody who contributed to the success of the conference, including the presenters, hosts of store
visits, and other participants, as well as the Baker Center board members that connected us with speakers, store hosts and
other participants.   n

Barbara E. Kahn Patti Williams Sigal Barsade 
Director, Baker Retailing Center Conference Co-Chair Conference Co-Chair
Patty and Jay H. Baker Ira A. Lipman Associate Joseph Frank Bernstein
Professor, Professor of Marketing Professor of Marketing Professor of Management



Speakers, Hosts of Store Visits, and Moderators
Hillary Anger Elfenbein, Professor of Organizational Behavior, University of Washington at St. Louis

Sigal Barsade, Joseph Frank Bernstein Professor of Management, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Fran Boller, Executive Vice President Nike, Haddad Brands

Lisa Cavanaugh, Assistant Professor of Marketing, Marshall School of Business at University of Southern California

Yochi Cohen-Charash, Associate Professor of Psychology, Baruch College; Graduate Center, CUNY

Denise Dahlhoff, Research Director, Baker Retailing Center, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Amir Erez, Huber Hurst Professor, Professor of Management, University of Florida

Jean Hermsen, Bearitory Leader - Philadelphia, Build-A-Bear Workshop

Gale Jarvis, President, Madame Alexander Doll Company

Barbara Kahn, Patty and Jay H. Baker Professor; Professor of Marketing; Director, Baker Retailing Center, 

Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Jeffrey Koziel, Vice President of Operations and Community Management, Walgreens

Dorrie Krueger, Managing Director for Strategic Planning and Analysis, Build-A-Bear Workshop

Andrew Knight, Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior, University of Washington at St. Louis

Lynn LaRocca, Former Senior Vice President, Marketing, Modell's Sporting Goods

Leonard Lee, Associate Professor of Marketing, Columbia University

Mary Frances Luce, Robert A. Ingram Professor, Professor of Marketing, Fuqua School at Duke University

Anne Martin-Vachon, Chief Merchandising Officer, HSN

Peter McGraw, Associate Professor of Marketing and Psychology, University of Colorado Boulder

Wayne Meichner, Former President and Chief Operating Officer, Ralph Lauren Retail Group, 
Ralph Lauren Corporation

Shimul Melwani, Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior, Kenan-Flagler Business School, 
University of North Carolina

Mitchell Modell, Chief Executive Officer, Modell’s Sporting Goods

Cassie Mogilner, Assistant Professor of Marketing, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Andrea Morales, J. Willard & Alice S. Marriott Foundation Professor of Marketing and Services Leadership, 
W. P. Carey School of Business, Arizona State University

Mark Oliver, Senior Vice President, Human Resources, Modell's Sporting Goods

Olivia (Mandy) O’Neill, Assistant Professor of Management, George Mason University

Anat Rafaeli, Harry Levensfeld Chaired Professor of Industrial Engineering, Technion – Israel Institute of Technology

Lindsay Rice, Vice President, Direct to Consumer, The North Face

Nancy Rothbard, David Pottruck Professor of Management, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Gwyn Wiadro, Vice President, Women’s, Youth, and Accessories, Under Armour

Patti Williams, Ira A. Lipman Associate Professor of Marketing, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania
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Customer Emotion in Retail Setting

• In-store music and temperature. Music can make shoppers
pay more attention to their own preferences and attitudes
and less to product attributes such as price. Physical warmth
can increase willingness-to-pay for a product by activating
a sense of emotional warmth.

• Emotional cross-effects on a shopping list. A mix of prod-
ucts on shopping lists can create “emotional cross-contam-
ination” and affect shoppers’ shopping behavior. Items that
induce disgust (cat litter, tampons) or sadness (sympathy
card) can affect the search effort, shopping time, and prices
paid for other items.   

• Effects of sadness and anger. Sadness causes consumers to
process individual alternatives more extensively and analyt-
ically and reduces their likelihood to explore a range of op-
tions. Anger makes consumers evaluate alternatives in an
efficient lexicographic way by focusing on select attributes.

Positive Emotion in Marketing

• Benefit of humor. Humor makes experiences more enjoy-
able and eases social interaction. Retailers can educate their
staff members on how humor works and encourage humor
in interactions with customers. Suggestions for well-tested
jokes can help mitigate the risk of offending customers.

• Happy togetherness in promotional messages can backfire.
Counterintuitively, images of groups of happy people such
as romantic couples, friends, or families can reduce shop-
pers’ indulgence if they are reminders of relationships that
people currently don’t have. A reason could be that people
feel less deserving.

• Catering to consumers’ pursuit of happiness. With in-
creasing age, which puts more focus on the presence vs. the
future, people tend to experience a calmer kind of happi-
ness (relaxed, serene) as opposed to an excited kind (higher
energy, fun, passion). With appropriate messages, marketers
can shift people’s temporal focus and thus their happiness
with calming vs. exciting options.

Emotion in Retail Marketing

"Positive Emotions in Marketing" panel (Patti Williams, Leonard Lee, Peter McGraw, Lisa Cavanaugh, Cassie Mogilner)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Emotions and Behaviors on Teams 

• Healthy joking culture. Joking breaks up boredom and pro-
motes a group’s social cohesiveness. Someone’s centrality in
an organization’s joking culture as a joke teller, listener or
target of jokes predicts better future work performance. 

• Energy transmits on cohesive teams. Physical energy plays
an important role in group dynamics and team performance.
It influences people’s creativity and response to diverse oth-
ers. Energy is contagious, not just within a team but it also
spills over to external people such as customers.

• Manage envy to not hurt performance. Envy is caused by a
comparison with a similar other and can be triggered by a
pay raise, promotion, office space, attention, or other re-
wards. Separating an envious employee from the envied one
(e.g., offices on different floors) can promote constructive
behavior (e.g., work harder) as opposed to less constructive
behavior such as hiding information or spreading rumors
to reduce the perceived gap.

• Gossip is often harmful but can create team spirit. Gossip is
mostly perceived as negative but it can be a useful informa-
tion exchange and foster group solidarity and bonding. Gos-
sip about team members has been found to negatively
impact team members’ feelings about the team and team co-
operation while gossip about external people had a positive
effect on both.

Employee-Customer Interactions

• Employees’ start-of-the-day mood impacts customer in-
teraction. Start-of-workday mood affects employees’ per-
ceptions of customers, their emotional reactions and
ultimately their performance and productivity. Therefore,

fostering a positive start-of-workday mood with customer-
facing employees can be beneficial.

• Manage customer hostility to prevent errors and emo-
tional exhaustion. Customer hostility can have detrimental
effects on employees. Dealing with angry customers can
cause significantly more errors after hostility incidents and
higher emotional exhaustion. Customer hostility can spread
and create a vicious cycle. 

• Rudeness causes impaired cognitive function and other
negative effects. Crude or disrespectful behavior or lan-
guage can have a host of negative effects on the person on
the receiving end: negative emotions, less creativity, lower
cognitive performance, a more aggressive mindset, slower
decision making, and more errors. Rude behavior by one
person on a team can create a toxic environment.

• Non-verbal communication skills to better connect with
customers. Non-verbal communication can provide valu-
able information such as subtle indications of preferences
and intentions. Training employees on non-verbal cues and
matching them as best as possible with roles, situations and
customers can be beneficial.   n

Someone’s centrality in an 

organization’s joking culture

as a joke teller, listener or 

target of jokes predicts better

future work performance. 

Managing Emotions to Optimize Team and
Customer Interactions
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• HSN has refined shopping as entertainment, an 
experience infused with fun, interactive elements, and
engaging product videos, among other things. HSN
varies the emotional connection with its customers
by product category.

• For The North Face, brand building involves creat-
ing a positive connection with both customers and its
associates. It leverages both its stores and digital 
channels and creates a personalized experience. It 
offers its staff free equipment rentals and athlete-led
trips and encourages community service.

• Emotional appeal is a core element of the Under 
Armour brand. Brand videos, taglines, and ads are
designed to connect with athletes of all types as well
as wholesale buyers. Messages center on themes such as 
passion, challenge, humor, accomplishment, and strength.

•  At the Madame Alexander Doll Company, customer 
emotion and engagement start with the product. The 
assortment includes dolls that reflect pop culture themes,
and there is a vintage collection. There are passionate adult
collectors that give feedback and actively participate in 
collector clubs.

• At Build-A-Bear, the customer experience is front and 
center. Build-A-Bear transports customers, both children
and adults, into a world of play and fun. The bear building
is an immersive, playful experience, which was recently 
revamped to feature more digital and interactive elements.

• Duane Reade, owned by the Walgreen Company, reinvent-
ed not only itself but the traditional drugstore model. It took
a customer-centric approach, localized the assortment and
added new beauty, healthcare, and convenience offerings.
The concept is all about differentiation and customer 
experience. 

• Haddad Brands, a licensor of Nike, Jordan, Converse, Levi’s
and other brands for children’s apparel, is an extension of
the licensed brands. Each showroom, merchandised every
season by an in-house visual designer, is an immersive brand
experience to tell retail buyers each brand’s story through
displays, videos, music, and even scents and brand-specific
cocktails. 

• Modell’s Sporting Goods is a chain of sports stores on the
East Coast. Each store has its own distinct personality 
because of localized features. Much like in sports, the
company culture features passion, inclusion, support, and
compassion.

• The Ralph Lauren Mansion at Madison Avenue is a show-
case of the various labels in the Ralph Lauren brand portfo-
lio. It conveys each label’s distinct personality and lifestyle.
To provide an authentic brand experience, new associates
participate in a three-month-long onboarding process.   n

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Creating Emotional Experiences in Stores and Online

Build-A-Bear creates an immersive in-store experience–
a world of play and fun

For additional information about the conference and presentations, please visit the conference website: 
http://www.wharton.upenn.edu/bakerretail/research-and-publications/1142.cfm. 
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From left to right: Shimul Melwani (University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill), Mandy O'Neill (George Mason 
University), Amir Erez (University of Florida), Yochi Cohen-
Charasch (Baruch College)

Leonard Lee (Columbia University) on the 
impact of music and temperature on 
consumer behavior Fran Boller hosting a visit of the Haddad Brands showrooms

Lisa Cavanaugh (University of Southern California) 
explaining how reminders of happy togetherness 
in ads and stores, for example, can make consumers
indulge less

Wayne Meichner giving a tour of the Ralph Lauren Mansion Jean Hermsen (Build-A-Bear)


