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Abstract
The previous literature provides evidence for the positive impact of handmade 
products on product evaluation. However, limited research has specifically 
investigated the preferences of different consumer groups for handmade products. 
To bridge this gap, this paper aims to investigate the impact of social exclusion on 
the consumption of handmade products in comparison to machine-made products. 
The findings of this research reveal that socially excluded consumers have a stronger 
preference for handmade products than socially included consumers. This effect 
is mediated by emotional attachment. Furthermore, self-construal (independent 
self vs. interdependent self) moderates the aforementioned effects. Specifically, 
interdependent self-construal enhances consumers’ emotional attachment and 
subsequently increases their willingness to purchase handmade products. This 
paper establishes a theoretical link between social exclusion and the compensatory 
consumption of handmade products and reveals the mechanisms of emotional 
attachment and the theoretical boundaries of self-construal. These findings provide 
valuable insights to enrich the literature on social exclusion and advance our 
understanding of consumers’ attitudes toward handmade products.

Keywords  Handmade products · Social exclusion · Compensatory consumption · 
Emotional attachment

 *	 Xiaoming Fan 
	 fanxm@fudan.edu.cn

1	 College of Economics, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China
2	 School of Management, Zhejiang University of Finance and Economics, No.18 Xueyuan Street, 

Hangzhou 310018, China

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7143-2554
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43039-024-00093-8&domain=pdf


268	 Italian Journal of Marketing (2024) 2024:267–285

1 3

1  Introduction

Handmade production is a key method of creating products and has been widely 
adopted by merchants for marketing and promotional purposes. However, it is 
important to note that the term “handmade” is often used as a marketing and 
promotional strategy by companies although products labeled as such may not 
always be entirely or partially handmade (Fan et  al., 2024;  Fuchs et  al., 2015). 
Previous research on the effects of handmade products has primarily examined 
consumer attitudes, purchase intentions, and evaluations of product attractiveness, 
originality, and quality (Droege, 2022; Frizzo et  al., 2020; Fuchs et  al., 2015; 
Song et  al., 2023; Yi & Anh, 2016). However, limited attention has been given 
to understanding the specific preferences of consumers who favor handmade 
products. To address this research gap, the present study aims to investigate the 
characteristics of consumers who are inclined to purchase handmade products. 
Moreover, handmade products are often chosen as gifts to express mutual love 
and affection for loved ones (Fuchs et al., 2015). Therefore, it is worth exploring 
whether individuals who experience difficulties in their relationships or feelings 
of social isolation are more likely to engage in compensatory consumption of 
handmade products to fill an emotional void.

Social exclusion refers to a state in which individuals are unable to meet their 
fundamental needs for social connection and interpersonal relationships due to 
rejection or isolation by other individuals or a particular social group (Kumar 
& Kaushal, 2021; Su et al., 2023; Williams, 2007). Previous marketing research 
that has examined consumers’ preferences for product categories in the context 
of social exclusion has focused mainly on dehumanized products. For example, 
individuals who experience social exclusion tend to prefer unique products (Wan 
et  al., 2014), products that are visually pattern intensive (Su et  al., 2019), and 
unattractive products (Chen et  al., 2021). However, few studies have focused 
on products with distinct human qualities, such as handmade products (Fuchs 
et al., 2015). Hence, this study explores the influence of social exclusion on the 
compensatory consumption of handmade products.

Social identity theory (Brewer, 1991) suggests that socially excluded people 
need emotional comfort more than those who are not socially excluded. Based 
on emotional attachment theory (Thomson et  al., 2005), when people’s need 
for emotional attachment arises, they seek products with human qualities 
(Schroll et  al., 2018), including handmade products that reflect human qualities 
such as warmth, passion and love (Fuchs et  al., 2015), to fulfill their needs. 
Consequently, this study suggests that the consumption of handmade products 
fulfills consumers’ need for emotional attachment and that individuals’ emotional 
attachment to handmade product consumption varies based on their level of social 
identification. Specifically, socially excluded individuals exhibit a greater desire 
for emotional attachment than their nonexcluded counterparts (Li & Han, 2021), 
leading to an increased likelihood that the former group will consume handmade 
products. Thus, emotional attachment serves as a mediator of the relationship 
between social exclusion and handmade product consumption.



269

1 3

Italian Journal of Marketing (2024) 2024:267–285	

The consumption of handmade products may be influenced by consumers’ self-
construal, which refers to whether consumers have an independent or interdependent 
self. People with independent self-construal emphasize individual thoughts and 
feelings, prioritize personal needs, and are less likely to conform to social norms. 
As a result, individuals with independent self-construal may have weaker emotional 
attachment and a lower tendency to consume handmade products. In contrast, people 
with interdependent self-construal value conformity with others, place less emphasis 
on the self, and emphasize the importance of emotional connection. Consequently, 
individuals with an interdependent self-construal are more likely to have a stronger 
preference for handmade products. Therefore, this research considers self-construal 
as a moderating variable in the relationship between social exclusion and the 
consumption of handmade products.

2 � Theoretical background and hypothesis development

2.1 � Social exclusion and the compensatory consumption of handmade products

Handmade products evoke a sense of cultural heritage and aesthetic fascination due 
to their association with traditional values and the human touch (Sennett, 2008). 
The craftsmanship involved in creating these products infuses them with a tangible 
expression of love, which in turn is perceived by consumers as an integral part of 
the item itself (Fuchs et al., 2015). Consequently, consumers exhibit a preference for 
handmade products and are often willing to pay a premium when purchasing items 
for loved ones or to convey feelings of love. This deep connection with seemingly 
inanimate products reflects individuals’ innate desire for meaningful relationships 
with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). When this need is threatened, as in the 
case of social exclusion (Kumar & Kaushal, 2021; Liu et al., 2022; Su et al., 2019; 
Williams, 2007), individuals often engage in compensatory behaviors that aim to 
restore these interpersonal bonds (Mourey et al., 2017).

From a social identity perspective (Brewer, 1991), humans are inherently social 
beings who are strongly inclined to form social connections (Loveland et  al., 
2010; Shafqat et  al., 2023). These connections often involve stable and intimate 
relationships that are characterized by emotional ties (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Bügel et  al., 2011; Leary et  al., 1995). When people’s goal is to establish human 
connections, their behavior is influenced (Loveland et  al., 2010; Roggeveen & 
Rosengren, 2022). Individuals continuously monitor how others respond to their 
actions to determine whether they are being excluded. If they perceive social 
exclusion (Kumar & Kaushal, 2021), they might experience lower levels of human 
connection and self-esteem. Consequently, this might prompt them to engage 
in compensatory behaviors aimed at repairing damaged social relationships 
(Farivar et al., 2021; Gardner et al., 2005; Pickett et al., 2004). For example, when 
individuals experience social exclusion in the context of playful social activities, 
they are likely to engage in social bonding behaviors to reestablish connections with 
others (Shafqat et  al., 2023; Williams & Jarvis, 2006). Furthermore, individuals 
who have been socially excluded are often more attuned to cues related to human 
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interaction (Pickett et al., 2004) and may actively seek out new social relationships 
(Maner et al., 2007; Zhai & Chen, 2023).

Human consumption has profound meaning, and the choice to consume 
handmade products reflects not only consumers’ preferences for quality and 
uniqueness but also their longing for human connection (Campbell, 2005; Fuchs 
et al., 2015; Sennett, 2008). Handmade products are often viewed as an extension 
of one’s own identity, and they allow individuals to experience a sense of human 
presence and connect with the creator (Luckman, 2013). This connection with the 
maker satisfies their need for human interaction. In contrast, it is challenging for 
individuals to establish a direct connection with machine-made products, which 
makes it even more difficult for them to relate to the manufacturer or designer 
(Frizzo et al., 2020; Fuchs et al., 2015; Yi & Anh, 2016). Machine-made products 
are often perceived as impersonal or purely functional, and they may fail to fulfill 
the needs of human consumption (Liebl & Roy, 2003). This paper hypothesizes that 
the perception of human connections with handmade products varies depending 
on the level of social exclusion. Specifically, individuals who experience social 
exclusion and feel isolated from others have a greater desire for human connections. 
To compensate for their lack of interpersonal relationships, they are more inclined 
to consume products that reflect human attributes, such as handmade products. On 
the other hand, individuals who do not feel socially excluded have less motivation 
to establish human connections and, as a result, have less interest in consuming 
handmade products. Hence, this paper proposes the following research hypothesis.

H1  Social exclusion (vs. social inclusion) increases the preference for handmade 
products.

2.2 � Mediation of emotional attachment

Human survival is dependent on the ability to establish mutually beneficial 
relationships with others (Brewer, 2004; Farivar et al., 2021; Zhai & Chen, 2023). 
Humans also have an inherent need to feel connected, trusted, and loved, as well 
as to trust and love others in return (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hutcherson et al., 
2008). The need for emotional attachment is particularly strong when individuals 
perceive social exclusion, and they seek to achieve emotional attachment through 
consumption (Hutcherson et  al., 2008; Ladhari et  al., 2020; Li & Han, 2021). 
Emotional attachment theory (Thomson et  al., 2005) conceptualizes emotional 
attachment as a multidimensional construct that includes consumers’ emotions, 
passions, and human connections. While it has been suggested that emotional 
attachment typically develops in long-term relationships (Park et al., 2010; Thomson 
et  al., 2005), more recent research has indicated that it can form rapidly (Dunn 
& Hoegg, 2014). The marketing literature suggests that a key factor in emotional 
attachment is the cognitive and emotional link between a brand or product and an 
individual’s identity (MacInnis & Folkes, 2017; Park et  al., 2010). The research 
hypothesis is that individuals who experience social exclusion can establish 
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emotional attachment through handmade products that incorporate elements of 
human connection.

Studies have demonstrated that the presence of individuals within a society can 
evoke feelings of intimacy, bonding, and connection (Yim et al., 2008). Similarly, 
when consumers perceive a product as being rich in cues related to human 
connection, their sense of intimacy with the product tends to be stronger (Schroll 
et  al., 2018). Similar to interpersonal relationships, consumers who feel a greater 
affinity toward a product or brand tend to achieve a higher level of emotional 
attachment (Park et  al., 2010; Thomson et  al., 2005). For instance, by enhancing 
the product’s cues of human presence, consumers can develop a direct emotional 
attachment to products that feature handwritten labels (as opposed to those with 
machine-written labels) (Schroll et al., 2018), which, in turn, elicits a more robust 
response toward the product. This includes their attitude toward the product, loyalty 
to the brand, purchase intention, and willingness to pay a premium (Hadi et  al., 
2014; Thomson et al., 2005).

Based on this speculation, it can be further inferred that while emotional 
attachment is a universal human experience, individuals’ specific social identities 
can result in varied needs for emotional attachment (Li & Han, 2021; Schroll 
et  al., 2018). These different needs may also translate into diverse preferences for 
handmade products. More specifically, individuals who experience social exclusion 
(in comparison to those who do not) may place greater emphasis on subjective 
interaction and emotional connection with products (Chen, 2009; Ma & Li, 2023). 
This increased focus on emotional connection can strengthen or weaken their 
emotional attachment to products and subsequently influence their preference for 
handmade products that evoke feelings of love (Fuchs et al., 2015).

This study therefore suggests that the relationship between social exclusion and 
the consumption of handmade products is mediated by emotional attachment.

H2  Emotional attachment mediates the effect of social exclusion on the consump-
tion preference for handmade products.

2.3 � Moderating role of self‑construal

Previous studies have demonstrated that social exclusion can lead to an increased 
tendency for individuals to conform to others to regain social acceptance (DeWall 
et al., 2009; Mead et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2007). However, social exclusion can also 
result in aggression and indifference, leading individuals to behave in opposition to 
social norms (Baumeister et al., 2007; Twenge et al., 2001). These different findings 
can be attributed to variations in individual personality types (DeWall et al., 2008, 
2009; Twenge et  al., 2001) because social exclusion is influenced by individuals’ 
perception of their connection or disconnection from others. One key factor that 
affects the extent to which individuals accept and anticipate social separation is self-
construal (Ku et al., 2021; Markus & Kitayama, 1991).

Self-construal includes both the independent self and the interdependent 
self, which correspond at the cultural level to individualism and collectivism, 
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respectively (Jebarajakirthy & Das, 2020; Lu & Gilmour, 2007). Variations in 
social equality, power, wealth, and status exist across different cultures (Gao 
et al., 2016; Han et al., 2017). According to self-construal theory, regardless of 
their cultural background, individuals experience both types of self-construction 
simultaneously. However, due to the influence of mainstream culture, individuals 
tend to be dominated by a particular type of self-construal and display a stable 
self-orientation. However, self-construal can also be temporarily manipulated 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Therefore, self-construal may moderate the impact 
of social exclusion on consumption preferences for handmade products through 
emotional attachment.

Specifically, individuals who cultivate independent self-construal prioritize and 
value their distinctiveness, and they adhere to cultural norms that emphasize the 
discovery and expression of their own unique qualities apart from others (Wang 
& Keh, 2017). They prefer to rely on their own thoughts and emotions in pursuing 
their goals rather than depending on others. The concept of the independent self 
also implies a sense of individuality in terms of consciousness, emotion, and 
judgment as well as setting oneself apart from various social groups, society at 
large, and nature (Bakir et  al., 2020). This understanding of the self originates 
from the belief in the inherent singularity of each individual (Das et al., 2021). 
Consequently, it results in pursuits such as self-actualization, self-expression, 
cultivating individual rights and abilities, and fostering one’s unique potential. At 
its core, independent self-construal involves perceiving oneself as an autonomous 
and independent individual, which can be referred to as the independent 
interpretation of the self (Jebarajakirthy & Das, 2021; Markus & Kitayama, 
1991). Other terms for independent self-construal include individualism, egotism, 
separation, and autonomy. As a result, this paper argues that individuals with 
independent self-construal have a reduced desire for emotional attachment and a 
decreased inclination to consume handmade products.

Conversely, interdependent self-construal emphasizes the significance of main-
taining interdependence among individuals. This involves perceiving oneself 
as part of social relationships where thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are influ-
enced by others within the group (Jebarajakirthy & Das, 2020). Individuals with 
dependent self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) are connected to society 
and closely tied to others while maintaining their own identity. As in independent 
self-construal, self-construal plays a crucial role in social comparison and self-
validation. However, in dependent self-construal, these others become the means 
through which the self connects and assimilates. Thus, interdependent self-con-
strual strengthens the emotional connection of socially excluded consumers and 
increases their inclination to consume handmade products (Fig. 1).

H3  The effect of social exclusion (vs. social inclusion) on the preference for hand-
made products is moderated by consumers’ self-construal. Specifically, (a) for con-
sumers with interdependent self-construal, the effect is positive, while (b) for con-
sumers with an independent self-construal, the effect disappears. These effects are 
mediated by emotional attachment.
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3 � Study 1

To obtain general findings, the sample for Study 1 was a nonstudent sample chosen 
from the online platform with the aim of obtaining preliminary evidence of the 
impact of social exclusion on the consumption of handmade products. Subsequently, 
a more rigorous discussion of mechanisms and moderation was conducted to 
determine whether laboratory experiments could better control for external 
confounding factors (Studies 2 and 3).

3.1 � Method

Design and subjects Study 1 was a 3 × 1 (social exclusion vs. social inclusion vs. 
control condition) between-subjects single-factor design. This study recruited 
123 Chinese participants (M age = 31, 55% female) from China’s largest online 
questionnaire platform (https://​www.​wjx.​cn/), which is similar to the MTurk data 
collection platform and provides a large subject pool of qualified participants (Zhou 
et al., 2018).

Procedure and Measures The participants’ sense of social exclusion was 
manipulated through a recall task (Su et  al., 2019). Participants in the social 
exclusion context described social experiences in which they felt excluded (e.g., 
“Recall one thing that impresses you about being ignored/isolated/rejected by 
another person or group”). Participants in the social inclusion context described 
their social experiences of feeling included (e.g., “Recall one thing that impresses 
you about being accepted/welcomed by another person or group”). Participants in 
the control scenario were asked to recall an ordinary activity.

As a manipulation check of social exclusion, immediately after the participants 
completed the recall task, they were asked to assess their level of “rejection,” 
“abandonment,” and “neglect” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; α = 0.86). The mean score 
was used to form an index of social exclusion (Duclos et al., 2013; Su et al., 2019). 
Participants then read a shopping scenario about purchasing kitchen knives and forks 
in which they saw pictures of two sets of knives and forks side by side. Product A 
was advertised as “machine-made knives and forks”, and product B was advertised 
as “handmade knives and forks” (see Appendix A). The participants were then asked 

Social exclusion
vs.

social inclusion

Self- construal

Emotional 
attachment

Consumption of 
handmade products

Fig. 1   Theoretical model

https://www.wjx.cn/
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to respond with their product preferences (e.g., “Which of these two sets of forks and 
knives is more attractive to you?” and “Which of the two sets of forks and knives are 
you more likely to buy?” 1 = Product A, 7 = Product B; α = 0.89; Yan et  al., 2021). 
Finally, demographic data (gender and age) were collected.

3.2 � Results and discussion

Manipulation check One-way ANOVA indicated that the participants perceived 
stronger social exclusion in the social exclusion context (Msocial exclusion = 4.15, 
SD = 0.17) than in the social inclusion (Msocial inclusion = 3.10, SD = 0.17) and control (M 
control = 3.43, SD = 0.18, F (2, 118) = 9.88, p < 0.001) contexts. In addition, there was no 
significant difference in perceived social exclusion between participants in the social 
inclusion (Msocial inclusion = 3.10, SD = 1.37) and control conditions (Mcontrol = 3.43, 
SD = 0.71, t (80) = 1.33, p = 0.19). Therefore, the manipulation of social exclusion was 
successful.

Product preferences The results of the one-way ANOVA showed that consumers 
in the social exclusion context (Msocial exclusion = 4.79, SD = 0.18) preferred handmade 
products over machine-made products more than those in the social inclusion (M 
social inclusion = 3.53, SD = 0.18) and control (Mcontrol = 3.74, SD = 0.18, F (2, 118) = 13.97, 
p < 0.001) conditions.

Additionally, the results showed that there was a significant difference between the 
social exclusion and social inclusion conditions in terms of preferences for handmade 
products (Msocial exclusion = 4.79, Msocial inclusion = 3.53; t (81) = 4.72, p < 0.001). However, 
there was no significant difference in the preference for handmade products between the 
social inclusion and control groups (Msocial inclusion = 3.53, Mcontrol = 3.74; t (80) = 1.06, 
p = 0.29).

Discussion The findings suggest that with the manipulation of participants’ social 
exclusion, consumers in the social exclusion condition showed a more significant 
preference for handmade products than those in the social inclusion and control 
conditions. In addition, consumers in the social inclusion and control conditions did 
not show significant differences in their preference for handmade products. Therefore, 
the next study manipulated only two contexts, social exclusion and social inclusion 
(Su et al., 2019). Study 2 examined whether this preference was driven by emotional 
attachment or had other potential explanations.

4 � Study 2

Study 2 aimed to examine the mediating role of emotional attachment (H2). Potential 
mechanisms for positive handmade effects (product uniqueness and quality, Fuchs 
et al., 2015) were excluded.
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4.1 � Method

Design and subjects Study 2 was a 2 × 1 (social exclusion vs. social inclusion) 
between-subjects single-factor design. This study recruited 209 college students (M 
age = 20.12, 51.2% female) who earned credits.

Procedure and measures Social exclusion and social inclusion were manipulated 
in the same way as in Study 1. Subsequently, the participants were asked to assess 
the extent to which they felt “rejected,” “abandoned,” and “ignored” (1 = not at 
all, 7 = very much; α = 0.94) as a manipulation check of social exclusion. The 
participants were then directed to an apparently unrelated study of a bread-shopping 
scenario. They were presented with two images of bread (see Appendix B) in which 
product A was machine-made bread and product B was handmade bread. The 
participants were asked to choose their preferred product (1 = product A, 0 = product 
B). The participants’ emotional attachment was subsequently measured (“I want 
the product I buy to be full of emotion, enthusiasm, and connection to people”; 
1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.89; Schroll et  al., 2018; Thomson 
et al., 2005). Next, consumers’ need for product uniqueness (“I want the product I 
buy to be original, uncommon, special, atypical”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree; α = 0.78; Fuchs & Diamantopoulos, 2012) and need for quality (“Product 
quality is important to me; I am concerned about the quality of the product, and 
I seek the best-quality product”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.84; 
Ordabayeva & Fernandes, 2018) were assessed. Finally, demographic data (gender 
and age) were collected.

4.2 � Results and discussion

Manipulation check The results of the t test analysis showed that there was a 
significant difference in the participants’ perception of social exclusion in both 
contexts (Msocial inclusion = 3.07, SD = 1.03 vs. Msocial exclusion = 5.23, SD = 0.94; t 
(207) = 15.80, p < 0.001). Thus, the manipulation of social exclusion was successful.

Product choice The data analysis revealed that 76.1% of the participants 
chose handmade products. Binary logistic regression revealed (1 = handmade, 
0 = machine-made) that social exclusion had a significant effect on the choice of 
handmade products ( � = 2.88, Wald = 54.31, p < 0.001), with participants in the 
social exclusion condition (73.4%) favoring the choice for handmade products more 
than participants in the social inclusion condition (20.0%).

Mediation analyses To examine the mediating role of emotional attachment in 
the effect of social exclusion on the consumption of handmade products, this study 
used bootstrapping mediation analysis (Hayes, 2017; Model 4, n = 5000). The results 
showed that the mediating effect of emotional attachment was significant (b = 1.46, 
SE = 0.40; 95% CI 0.7884, 2.3659), specifically with regard to a) the effect of social 
exclusion on emotional attachment (b = 1.68, t = 13.57, p < 0.001), b) the effect of 
emotional attachment on the consumption of handmade products (b = 0.87, t = 4.03, 
p < 0.001), and c) the effect of social exclusion on the consumption of handmade 
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products (b = 1.65, t = 3.47, p < 0.001). Therefore, emotional attachment was a 
partial mediator.

Alternative mechanisms To verify whether the effect of social exclusion on 
handmade product preferences was transmitted by both emotional attachment 
(mediator) and the need for uniqueness and quality (alternative mediator), this study 
used a multiple mediator model (Hayes, 2017; Model 4, n = 5000), which showed 
that only the indirect effect of emotional attachment was significant (b = 1.60, 
SE = 0.45; CI95% 0.9135, 2.6629). The indirect effects of the need for uniqueness 
(b = -0.34, SE = 0.22; CI95% −  0.8317, 0.0388) and the need for quality (b = 0.33, 
SE = 0.25; CI95% − 0.1094, 0.9038) were not significant.

Discussion Study 2 showed that emotional attachment explained the effect of 
social exclusion on the preference for handmade product consumption, supporting 
H2. Potential explanatory mechanisms for product uniqueness and quality were 
excluded. Study 3 explored the boundary conditions of the effect of social exclusion 
on the consumption of handmade products in relation to self-construal.

5 � Study 3

Study 3 examined the moderating role of self-construal (H3). That is, self-construal 
moderates emotional attachment, which in turn affects the willingness of a socially 
excluded subject to consume handmade products.

5.1 � Method

Design and subjects Study 3 used a 2 (social exclusion manipulation: social exclusion 
vs. social inclusion) × 2 (self-construal: independent self vs. interdependent self) 
between-subjects design and recruited 189 college students (Mage = 23, 62% female) 
who earned credits.

Procedure and measures Social exclusion was manipulated using the same 
methods as in Study 1. As a manipulation check, participants rated their feelings 
of being socially excluded (“rejected,” “abandoned,” and “ignored” extent; 1 = not 
at all, 7 = very much; α = 0.94). The participants then read what was described as a 
handmade sweater shopping scenario (see Appendix C) and were randomly assigned 
to either the independent-self or interdependent-self advertising situation, with self-
construal manipulations adapted from Sui and Han (2007). Both advertisements had 
the same product price tag and identical content except for the tagline. The sweater 
in the independent-self advertisement read, “New products arrived! I deserve it!” 
The advertising propaganda for the interdependent self read, “New products arrived! 
We deserve it!” The participants were also asked to circle the personal pronouns 
used in the ads. After reading the ad, the participants assessed their purchase 
intention for the shirt (“How likely/willing are you to buy this sweater?” 1 = not 
at all, 7 = definitely buy; α = 0.92). As a manipulation check, the participants’ self-
construal ratings (1 = relying on oneself when making decisions, 7 = relying on 
others when making decisions) were measured using Rucker et  al.’s (2011) scale. 
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Finally, the participants’ emotional attachment (α = 0.74) and demographics (gender 
and age) were measured using the scale from Study 2.

5.2 � Results and discussion

Manipulation check A 2 (social exclusion vs. social inclusion) × 2 (self-construal: 
independent self vs. interdependent self) ANOVA indicated that there was a 
significant difference between the two contexts in the participants’ sense of 
social exclusion (Msocial inclusion = 3.34 vs. Msocial exclusion = 4.56; F (1, 183) = 80.13, 
p < 0.001). Neither the main effect of production mode (p > 0.05) nor the interaction 
effect (p > 0.1) was significant. Thus, the manipulation of social exclusion was 
successful. Another 2 × 2 ANOVA showed that only the effect of self-construal was 
significant (Minterdependent self = 4.69 vs. Mindependent self = 2.59; F (1, 183) = 218.76, 
p < 0.001), but neither social exclusion nor interaction was significant (p > 0.1). 
Thus, the manipulation of self-construal was successful.

Purchase intention The results of a 2 × 2 ANOVA revealed that the interaction 
of social exclusion and self-construal had a significant effect on purchase intentions 
for handmade sweaters (F (1, 183) = 80.50, p < 0.001). Planned contrasts further 
showed that the effect of social exclusion on the purchase intention for handmade 
shirts was significant in the interdependent-self context (Msocial exclusion = 5.05 vs. 
Msocial inclusion = 2.74; F (1, 90) = 193.96, p < 0.001; see Fig. 2). The effect of social 
exclusion on the purchase intention for handmade products was not significant in 
the independent-self context (Msocial exclusion = 3.72 vs. Msocial inclusion = 3.59; F (1, 
90) = 0.51, p = 0.48).

Emotional attachment The 2 × 2 ANOVA results revealed a significant 
interaction effect between social exclusion and self-construal (F (1, 183) = 15.13, 
p < 0.001). Planned contrasts showed that the effect of social exclusion on emotional 
attachment was significant in the interdependent-self context (Msocial exclusion = 4.73 
vs. Msocial inclusion = 3.84; F (1, 90) = 36.36, p < 0.001). The effect of social exclusion 
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Fig. 2   Interaction effect of social exclusion and self-construal on purchase intentions
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on emotional attachment was not significant in the independent-self context (M 
social exclusion = 3.71 vs. M social inclusion = 3.70; F (1, 90) = 0.01, p = 0.94).

Moderated mediation analysis To test whether emotional attachment mediated 
the effect of the interaction between social exclusion and self-construal on the 
consumption of handmade products, this study used a moderated mediation analysis 
(Hayes, 2017; Model 7, n = 5000) to confirm the above hypothesis (b = 0.19, 
SE = 0.11, CI95%: 0.0282, 0.4564). Specifically, in the interdependent self-context, 
the mediating effect of emotional attachment on the effect of social exclusion on 
purchase intentions was significant (b = 0.19, SE = 0.09, 95% CI 0.0415, 0.3948). 
In the independent-self context, the mediating effect of emotional attachment on 
the effect of social exclusion on purchase intentions was not significant (b = 0.01, 
SE = 0.04, 95% CI − 0.1016, 0.0607).

Discussion Study 3 further validated emotional attachment as an explanatory 
mechanism through which social exclusion affects the consumption of handmade 
products and revealed a moderating role of self-construal.

6 � Concluding remarks and implications

Previous research has demonstrated that consumers’ decisions regarding the 
consumption of handmade products can be influenced by social and psychological 
factors (Fan et  al., 2024;  Frizzo et  al., 2020; Fuchs et  al., 2015; Yi & Anh, 
2016). This study comprehensively examined how social exclusion impacts the 
consumption of handmade products. Through three studies, this paper empirically 
demonstrated the preference of socially excluded individuals for handmade products, 
elucidated the mediating role of emotional attachment, and explored the moderating 
effect of self-construal. Importantly, these findings were consistent across different 
measurement approaches for gauging product preferences. Overall, this research 
contributes to the understanding of handmade product consumption and its link to 
social exclusion and has important implications for practitioners.

6.1 � Theoretical implications

First, this paper finds that consumers who perceive social exclusion have a 
preference for the consumption of handmade products. This finding complements 
research on the evaluation of handmade products by consumer categories that has 
previously been missing from the literature on handmade effects (Droege, 2022; Fan 
et  al., 2024; Frizzo et  al., 2020; Fuchs et  al., 2015; Song et  al., 2023). Moreover, 
this research established a theoretical connection between social exclusion and the 
consumption of handmade products based on social identity theory (Brewer, 1991; 
Leonardelli et al., 2010; Yan et al., 2021).

Second, the mechanism of emotional attachment reveals the intrinsic psychology 
of consumers’ compensatory consumption of handmade products. This study reveals 
the mechanism of the handmade effect from the perspective of consumer demand. 
Previous studies have focused on product producers and product characteristics 
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(Frizzo et  al., 2020; Fuchs et  al., 2015; Song et  al., 2023). Moreover, emotional 
attachment clearly represents consumers’ subjective perceptions of both handmade 
and machine-made methods. This finding supports new theories on the impact of 
different production methods.

Third, this paper finds that self-construal moderates the process by which social 
exclusion influences the consumption of handmade products, which contributes an 
important theoretical boundary to this study at the consumer level. Additionally, 
the theoretical relationships among self-construal and social exclusion, emotional 
attachment, and product consumption are constructed within the framework of 
social identity theory.

6.2 � Practical implications

The core finding of this paper is that socially excluded consumers are more likely 
than socially included consumers to consume handmade products. This finding 
has significant practical implications for global marketing strategies that target 
handmade products.

First, feelings of isolation and mistrust are widespread in society, and various 
technological, economic and social changes have resulted in smaller social networks 
and a disruption of emotional connections between individuals (Hutcherson et al., 
2008; McPherson et  al., 2006). However, socially excluded individuals can find 
solace in the consumption of handmade products that represent human connections. 
Given that consumers’ social exclusion can be easily manipulated in the marketplace 
(Duclos et  al., 2013; Mead et  al., 2011; Su et  al., 2017), these findings have the 
potential to provide valuable guidance to marketing practitioners. For instance, 
social exclusion can be inferred from consumers’ income and occupation, living 
environment, and spending power, and marketing strategies can be tailored 
accordingly.

Second, this paper demonstrates that embedded advertising messages that 
employ heuristics can temporarily manipulate consumers’ self-perceptions of 
social exclusion, thereby influencing their desire to purchase handmade products. 
Specifically, this research finds that consumers who feel socially excluded are 
more likely to seek emotional fulfillment through products that possess a personal 
connection, such as handmade products. In contrast, consumers who do not feel 
socially excluded have weaker emotional attachments and are less influenced 
by the notion of love in regard to the consumption of handmade products, which 
reduces their inclination to purchase them. The findings of this study indicate 
that the mediating effect of emotional attachment is moderated by self-construal. 
Accordingly, policy-makers and marketers can stimulate consumers’ emotional 
attachment by promoting interdependent self-construal, which underscores the 
importance of interconnectedness and increases their likelihood of consuming 
handmade products.

Third, intelligent machines have significantly enhanced productivity and 
advanced material development. However, these products often lack a sense of 
human connection or personal experience. Notably, the need for human connection 
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is a fundamental requirement for individuals. Hence, for products that consumers 
perceive to be suitable for handmade production, merchants should strive to 
emphasize handmade cues whenever possible. For manufacturers, when a new 
product is created that can be crafted either manually or through automation, 
merchants should consider how these different production methods influence 
consumers’ evaluation of the product rather than focusing solely on the cost-
effectiveness of mass production.

6.3 � Limitations and future research

This paper provides a preliminary discussion of the relationship between social 
exclusion and the consumption of handmade products. While it offers contributions 
to the literature, there are several limitations that need to be addressed. First, the 
experimental design relied on the use of pictures to stimulate the perception 
of products made by hand or machine. It would be more informative to use real 
production processes in future research. Second, this paper only examined the 
moderating role of self-construal at the individual level of consumers. It would be 
valuable to explore other potential moderating variables, such as product types and 
motivations, in future research.

Appendix A

Study 1

Stimuli
Please imagine that you want to buy knives and forks for your home kitchen.
In the following, we will introduce you to new products produced by a company. 

We are interested in how you evaluate the product. There are no right or wrong 
answers. Please answer the questions based on what you think and what you feel.
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Appendix B

Study 2

Appendix C

Study 3
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