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Abstract 
This article investigates the mediating role of specific emotions attached to the consumption of milk, yoghurt, 
cheese, and maas (Note 1) in Gauteng Province, South Africa. To this end, 81 South African dairy consumers’ 
consumption experiences were assessed through the use of the Product Emotion measurement (PrEmo). 
Computer-aided web interviews (CAWI) were used to collect the data. The findings indicate that ultimately, 
dairy consumption is emotionally-driven. The findings also clearly offer strong support that the notion of 
consumer emotion is a much better indicator for assessing and improving consumer experience. The uncovered 
strong emotions elicited by the selected generic dairy products should be considered by dairy marketers as 
critical building blocks in creating dairy marketing messages. Measuring consumers’ consumption experience as 
integral part of a marketing programme is the first study of its kind in the South African dairy industry.  
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1. Introduction 
Most approaches to decision-making usually have a high regard on rational cognitive variables in explaining 
human performance. For example, economic theories contend that individual consumption decisions are governed 
by variables such as disposable income and interest rate. The utilitarian perspective of decision-making has also 
dominated consumer behaviour literature, with consumers being, for decades, assumed to exhibit a rational 
approach to decisions, with scant regard to the nature of products. The fundamental question that drives research in 
this area is ‘why consumers who are presented with the same options make different choices’ (Gutnik, Hakimzada, 
Yoskowitz, & Patel, 2006) or the mechanisms consumers use to cope with the vast array of information with which 
they are presented. Building on unanswered issues left by rationally-led theories, a revolution in emotion research 
has emerged in the last few decades, engendering a paradigm shift in thinking about decision theories (Lerner, Li, 
Valdesolo, & Kassam, 2014). Empirical studies provide evidence of the emotional component of consumption 
decisions. According to Percy, Hansen, & Randrup (2004), emotional memories are attached to all that consumers 
experience, including brands. Similarly, Schoefer (2008) reports that emotions are well-known for their ability to 
predict customers’ judgments, while Desmet (2002) maintains that emotions evoked by products enhance the 
pleasure of buying, owning and using them. Therefore, there is a need to provide a context-specific case to 
ascertain the emotionality of consumers in consuming dairy products. 

The purpose of this article is to report on the findings of a larger study that set out to ascertain the specific 
emotionality attached to milk, yoghurt, cheese and maas consumption in Gauteng Province, South Africa.  

This research has extended the scope of the use of consumption-related emotions in decision-making by 
positioning emotional response as a key indicator in improving buying behaviour and consumption experience. 
With this research being one of the first in the South African dairy industry to incorporate emotions in addressing 
consumption issues, it will assist dairy marketers or other policy makers to identify priorities and interventions. 
This article begins by providing an overview of the existing knowledge on product experience. Then follow an 
examination of previous research on emotional response, and, more specifically, studies that have focused on the 
effects of emotions consumption experience. An innovative research instrument, PrEmo, used in this study to 
examine the emotional response of South African consumers to the selected dairy products, is introduced. A 
discussion of the results and implications for future research concludes the article. 
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2. Literature Review 
2.1 The Context of the Study 

The dairy industry is the fifth largest agricultural industry in South Africa, representing 5.6% of the gross value 
of all agricultural production. The contribution of milk production in South Africa is approximately 0.5% to the 
world milk production. However, in terms of value, the South African dairy market generated R17.2 billion in 
2009 and as at December 2011, this figure reached R23 billion (Yao, 2013). The industry comprises of a number 
of different economic activities and there are significant differences between farming methods and processing of 
dairy products. These activities involve the production and marketing of raw milk, pasteurized milk and cream, 
fermented milk, long-life milk and cream, yoghurt, cheese and its by-product whey, milk powder, sweetened and 
unsweetened concentrated milk, butter and butter oil (Department of Agriculture, Forestry & Fisheries, 2011). In 
1996, the dairy industry was deregulated, turning it from a single channel marketing system to a more 
competitive free-market (Bandama, 2011). A number of issues, including the decrease in the number of dairy 
producers and general consumption as well as misconceptions about dairy products (Yao, 2013), were noticed. 
One of the avenues to address the issue of the decrease in consumption was to design new marketing initiatives 
towards consumers (NAMC, 2001). Within this avenue, it is suggested to investigate the emotional connection of 
consumers with dairy products for increased engagement. 

2.2 Product Experience 

The concept of emotion has had a profound impact on various research areas including advertising and 
marketing (Richins, 1997). Research by Desmet (2002) in the area of design has translated an unprecedented 
emergence of product experience in marketing. Transactional marketing was grounded on the fact that when a 
customer has bought a product, it does not forecast the probability of a new purchase, not even if a series of 
purchases has been made (Brink & Berndt, 2008). Researchers in that era, with a short-term vision 
underestimated the consumer as a potential source of investment possibilities (Shien & Yazdanifard, 2014). 
However, the concept of relationship marketing, ennobled marketing in claiming that sacred relationships 
develop between consumers and their brands or products through interactions (Bordegoni, 2013; Abubakar & 
Mokhtar, 2015). Through this philosophy, marketing researchers have come to realise the richness of 
understanding consumers from a variety of perspectives, including consumption. Kim, Sullivan, & Forney (2007) 
even claim that consumption is a catalyst of consumer knowledge and, consequently, a powerful source of 
identification of marketing strategies. From this perspective, consumption is elevated to a cultural system 
characterised by the simultaneous deployment of images, pictures and concepts, creation of affect, and 
mobilisation of the body (Schroeder & Zwick, 2004) as depicted in Figure 1. 

 

  
Figure 1. Correlation of product attributes and elicited emotions 

Source: Bordegoni (2013). 

 

Consumption becomes an adventure with consumers constantly being in search for experiences that stimulate, 
elicit psychological excitement, and produce sensory pleasure (Kim et al., 2007). Furthermore, conceptualisation 
of consumption experience led to sensory consumption. Krishna (2010) defines consumption as consumption of 
products or experiences that engage the senses of the consumer; a consumption experience that is processed 
through one or more of the five sensory modalities of taste, vision, sound, smell and touch. Previous research 
suggests three components of product experience, namely; aesthetics, meaning and emotions. In fact, consumers’ 
attraction, awareness, discovery, cultivation, advocacy, purchase and use of a product engender a holistic 
experience, the result of a constant interaction of these three components (Fokkinga, Hekker, Desmet, & Özcan, 
2014). 
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2.3 Utilitarian versus Hedonic Consumption 

In positioning consumption in the economic life cycle, Goodwin, Nelson, Ackerman, & Weisskopf (2008) define 
consumption as the process by which goods and services are put to final use by people. Previous research on 
consumption appears to be diverse. For example, some economic research has focused more attention on income, 
disposable income, and interest rate as influential factors on national and household decision-making. Others 
have revealed that consumption is shaped by dynamics such as age and gender (Lucier & Lin, 2001; Mitchell & 
Walsh, 2004). The common ground of those studies is that the consumer is portrayed as ‘an instrumentally 
rational consumer’. In the field of consumer behaviour, most models of consumer behaviour adopted this 
approach (Engel, Blackwell, & Miniard, 1993; Peter & Olson, 1987; Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997). With regard to 
decision making, two major approaches seem to emerge; the utilitarian and hedonic decision making. The 
utilitarian approach borrowed from economists, has historically suggested that decision-making was viewed as a 
cognitive process, a matter of making a choice with the intention of maximising the positive consequences 
(Wanglee, 2011). From a theoretical and empirical point of view, the utilitarian approach to decision-making, 
with a strong emphasis on rationality, was challenged in terms of shortcomings. World-renowned consumer 
researchers, Holbrook & Hirschman (1982) pointed to the possibility and potential benefits of advancing 
consumer behaviour research away from the rational approach simply because it would neglect important 
consumption phenomena. In fact, it has been criticised for lack of realism (Erasmus, Boshoff, & Rousseau, 1991). 
Therefore, efforts to understand and to remedy these concerns have paved the way to advocacy of hedonic 
consumption. Alba & Williams (2012) define hedonic consumption as those facets of consumer behaviour that 
relate to the multisensory, fantasy, and emotive aspects of one's experience with chosen products. Put simply, 
consumers do not always purchase goal-directed or need-satisfying products. In most cases, consumption is 
portrayed as an ‘adventure’ with consumers seeking some pleasurable experiences (Li, Dong, & Chen, 2011). In 
this regard, a number of writings sought to address how consumers’ expectations influence, alter or hold their 
consumption (Ariely & Norton, 2009). Even if these two approaches are not exclusive, which implies that many 
acts of consumption are driven by some combination of utilitarian and hedonic motives (Alba & Williams, 2012), 
the discussion in this article relates to hedonic consumption. The central contention of this study is that 
consumption translates into emotional experiences that are unique to individual consumers, namely; consumers 
of dairy products (Kim et al., 2007; Andrade & Cohen, 2007). 

2.4 Emotional Consumption Experience 

Caru & Cova (2003) concluded their paper stating: ‘to avoid finishing again in a dead-end similar to that already 
seen in relationship marketing, marketers must be able to take in the full breadth of a phenomenon such as 
experience, from the ordinary to the extraordinary’. A closer understanding of this statement informs that any 
interaction that a consumer has with a product or a service encounter develops or leaves an opinion, an attitude, 
or an experience on the part of the consumer. This experience serves as critical judgemental value for future 
decisions regarding consumption. Emotions have been shown to play an important role in consumers’ evaluation 
of their consumption experiences. The concept of consumption emotion refers to, according to Hou, Xiaoding, & 
Hu (2013) and Argan, Argan, & Akyildiz (2014), the psychological response derived from acknowledgement of 
products and services in consumption. For example, modern shoppers, according to LaSalle & Britton (2003) 
and Kim et al. (2007) are looking for something extraordinary, memorable and enjoyable. When consumption is 
viewed as a process, it can be divided into three or four phases (Caru & Cova, 2003; Davis, 2002; 
Bonnefoy-Claudet & Ghantous, 2013), namely; pre-consumption, actual and post-consumption. In each of the 
phases, a consumer may experience a number of emotions. In the discussion that follows, consumer emotional 
experience will embrace the three-phase classification. 

Pre-consumption experience can be situated at the beginning of a consumption decision continuum, whereby the 
prospective consumer engages in a search for a particular product or service. One of the most popular situations 
where one expresses pre-consumption experience is crowding. It is commonly described as a psychological state 
of mind when a person’s demand for space exceeds its supply (Kazakevičiūtė & Banytė, 2012). Research 
investigating the effect of crowding reveals mixed findings. Most studies find a negative correlation between 
crowding and consumer satisfaction, with strong expressions of irritation, anger, disappointment, and stress. The 
second explanation builds on the fact that the emotional aspects are an important part of the service encounter 
whether the emotional benefits are at the core of the service or not. With regard to post-purchase consumption 
experience, there is always an experience associated with consuming products and services. However, this 
experience can be good or bad. The nature of post-purchase consumption experience should be measured against 
the initial expectation of the consumer (Honea & Horsky, 2011). For example, when a consumer’s expectations 
are matched or exceeded by a product with superior hedonic benefits, he develops strong positive experience, 
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also referred to as consumer delight. The contrary results in consumer disappointment (Honea & Horsky, 2011). 
From Pine & Gilmore’s (1998) perspective, the best consumption experiences are those that engage consumers 
in a unique and memorable way. 

3. Methodology 
3.1 Research Approach  

In order to explore dairy consumers’ emotive experiences associated with their consumption behaviour, a 
qualitative research design was adopted for this study for the following reasons. Ontologically, the approach 
followed in this study is that emotions are consistently credited with the high potential to influence judgement 
and choices in different spheres of life. Epistemologically, emotional responses elicited by products, services and 
ideas are reported to be crucial in determining the final outcome of decision-making. While positive emotions 
enhance the likelihood of acquiring, using and exhibiting patronage to products, services and ideas, negative 
emotions lead to brand avoidance. 

3.2 Research Participants and Instrument 

A non-probability sample of 81 South African dairy consumers from different background across the Gauteng 
Province participated in the study. The ethical aspects of the research were discussed with participants. 
Participation was voluntary and required a signed consent form. However, participants could withdraw from the 
research at any time. The recruitment criteria of participants comprised dairy consumption, LSM classification 
and age. 

Studies in a number of contexts, including advertising, attitude, product usage, brand evaluation and 
consumption confirm different forms of consumer responses to different consumption situations (Kapoor, 2008). 
The study was about capturing emotional experiences of selected dairy consumers, based on the assumption that 
any interactions consumers have with a product or a brand leaves some positive or negative experiences on their 
memories (Percy, Hansen, & Randrup, 2004; Joubert & Poalses, 2014). Although Drozdova (2012) found 
explicit methods, such as explicit verbal self-report method very adequate in measuring emotional experience in 
empirical research, Richins (1997), on the contrary, concluded that these measures are completely unsuited for 
the purpose of measuring consumption-related emotions. As a result, Desmet (2002) developed the Product 
Emotion Measurement (PrEmo), a non-verbal instrument tool, consistently used in consumer research worldwide 
with a track record in emotion measurement. The PrEmo comprises a total of 14 possible emotions (cartoons). 
The Susa Group offers a more refined version of PrEmo that is used in this study. This version consists of 12 
emotions. These include Desire, Satisfaction, Pride, Hope, Joy and Fascination and six negative emotions 
namely Disgust, Dissatisfaction, Shame, Fear, Sadness and Boredom. Participants express the intensity of the 
emotions as elicited by the stimulus on a 5-point scale (Sorensen, 2008). The PrEmo animations used in the 
questionnaire is displayed in Appendix. 

PrEmo was identified as the most suitable instrument for this study for some reasons. Although the instrument is 
computerised, literacy is not a pre-requisite for participation. The PrEmo uniquely measures distinct secondary 
emotions, and it can be used cross-culturally as it does not ask participants to verbalise their emotions. In 
addition, it can measure mixed emotions, that is, more than one emotion experienced simultaneously. In this 
regard, Sorensen (2008) states that with PrEmo more than one specific emotion can be registered making it 
suitable to study mixed emotions. PrEmo is a user-friendly, valid, and inexpensive instrument to measure 
emotional reactions to advertising (Joubert, 2008). 

4. Data Analysis 
Due to the non-verbal nature of the instrument, participants were only presented with the animations without 
being pre-informed of the emotions depicted by each character in an attempt to elicit the most emotively 
authentic response. Respondents’ data were captured in an Excel spreadsheet and exported to IBM SPSS 
(version 23) where after summative statistics were calculated to indicate intensities of emotive reactions. 

5. Results and Discussion 
Table 1 displays the mean score ratings of product users for the six positive and six negative PrEmo emotions 
elicited by each of the four dairy products.  It should be noted that the ratings were captured on a 5-point 
measurement scale.  
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Table 1. PrEmo emotive reactions to milk, cheese, yoghurt and maas  

 Positive emotions Negative emotions 

Milk 2.6 .5 
Cheese 2.7 .5 
Yoghurt 2.9 .5 
Maas 2.1 .9 
Average 2.5 .6 

 
The average positive emotions rating of 2.5 reflected in Table 1 is marginally lower than ratings found in similar 
surveys. However, the ratings do, however, differ with yoghurt, cheese and milk evoking stronger positive 
emotions than maas. This is not a surprising finding, given that the user base for maas is lower as compared to 
milk, cheese and yoghurt. The average 0.9 rating for negative emotions felt towards maas is also indicative of the 
lower user base and infrequent and non-users experiencing less intense emotions. A more detailed analysis of 
these mean scores by specific emotion is visually displayed in Figure 2 to Figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 2. PrEmo milk users versus total 

 

The user and total participant profiles reflected in Figure 2 are similar in shape, level and distribution, indicating 
the generic nature of milk with Desire, Satisfaction, Joy and Pride the salient emotions evoked. Due to a low 
non-user participant base (n=2), an analysis of users versus non-users is not reflected as a result of insignificant 
findings from which no additional insights can be deducted. 

 

 

Figure 3. PrEmo cheese users versus total 
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The user and total participant profiles reflected in Figure 3 are, as with milk, similar in shape and distribution.  
However, the level is marginally higher indicating slightly stronger positive emotions evoked. Desire, 
Satisfaction, Joy and Pride remain the salient emotions experienced. 

 

 
Figure 4. PrEmo cheese users versus non-users 

 

Unlike milk, Figure 4 depicts that the user and non-user profiles of cheese differ in shape, level and distribution.  
Cheese evokes stronger feelings of Sadness, Fear and Disgust among non-users, whereas users experienced 
stronger Desire, Satisfaction, Pride and Joy as a result of being exposed to the product. Non-users clearly 
experience comparable emotive intensities irrespective of the positive or negative nature of the emotions. 

 

 
Figure 5. PrEmo yoghurt users versus total 

 

The user and total participant profiles reflected in Figure 5 are, as with milk and cheese, similar in shape and 
distribution. However, the level is marginally higher indicating stronger positive emotions evoked as opposed to 
milk and cheese. Desire, Satisfaction, Joy and Pride remain the salient emotions experienced. 
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Figure 6. PrEmo yoghurt users versus non-users 

 

Figure 6 indicates that the user and non-user profiles of yoghurt differ in level and distribution. It is evident that 
the positive profile displays a similar shape for both users and non-users, which indicates the more positive 
image that yoghurt enjoys among both users and non-users. It is also evident that non-users experience feelings 
of Fear, Disgust and Sadness when exposed to yoghurt. 

 

 
Figure 7. PrEmo maas users versus total 

 

The user and total participant profiles portrayed in Figure 7 are, as with milk, yoghurt and cheese, similar in 
shape and distribution, specifically on Desire, Satisfaction, Pride, Hope, Joy, Fascination, Dissatisfaction, Shame 
and Fear. The level is substantially lower compared to that of the other products, indicating less intense positive 
emotions evoked by maas. 
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Figure 8. PrEmo Maas users versus non-users 

 

According to Figure 8 the user and non-user profiles of maas differ significantly in shape, level and distribution. 
However, the positive profile displays an equivalent shape for both users and non-users with regards to Pride, 
Hope and Joy. Non-users appear to experience strong negative feelings of Fear and Disgust when exposed to 
maas. 

 
Figure 9. PrEmo all dairy products 

 

Figure 9 conceptually illustrates the positive emotive reactions elicited by being exposed to all four dairy 
products. Exposure to yoghurt evoked stronger positive emotions on Satisfaction, Pride, Hope, Joy and 
Fascination, followed by cheese and milk. Despite maas depicting lower positive emotions, the similar shape and 
distribution to the other products could be indicative of a smaller maas user base, although they experience 
similar positive emotions to users of the other three products. 

6. Conclusion and Managerial Implications 
Consumer engagement is a dynamic and multidimensional concept. According to Paolocci (2014), organisations 
wishing to implement it should understand it as the result of an interactive dialogue with their target markets in 
order to have increased consumer knowledge for value creation.  

This article focuses on determining the actual consumer feeling-related reactions associated with milk, yoghurt, 
cheese and maas and more specifically, the emotions that each of the selected products elicits in consumers in 
Gauteng, South Africa. With regards to the emotive reactions to the four dairy products included for the purposes 
of this study, the products do differ with yoghurt, cheese and milk evoking stronger positive emotions than maas. 
Milk, cheese and yoghurt all evoke feelings of Desire, Satisfaction, Joy and Pride with varying emotive 
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intensities. Maas, on the contrary, evoked feelings of Hope and Fascination in addition to Desire, Satisfaction, 
Pride and Joy. Overall, yoghurt evoked the most intense emotions on Satisfaction, Pride, Hope, Joy and 
Fascination, followed by cheese and milk. However, the intensities of these emotions are substantially lower for 
maas. 

7. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
The study being primarily qualitative in nature is not dependent on large samples. It has been found that smaller 
sample sizes (less than 120) are sufficient to provide understanding and strategic insight. It should also be noted 
that this study was only exploratory in nature, and prevents therefore the possibility of generalisation of the 
findings. However, it exhibits a strong interest in finding ways to engage with consumers. 

The findings that are presented highlight the need to take into consideration the context-specific emotional 
dimensions of decision-making in relation to consumption of the dairy products under investigation. The study 
suggests that an exploration of consumer behaviour requires an understanding of ‘individual consumption 
experiences’ as a point of reference. These experiences will act as certain remembrance and judgemental values, 
and will greatly assist in devising basic strategies for increasing the amount of consumption, enhance the 
frequency of consumption and enhance the amount consumed per consumption.  
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Note 

Note 1. Maas is the African name for sour milk sold in South Africa. 
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PrEmo animated character 5-point rating scale 

 
Source: Susa group, 2012. 
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