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ABSTRACT

Rituals are part of the consumer experience of goods, especially food and drink,
and can contribute to consumer enjoyment of and fidelity to a specific product.
However, we lack detailed description of food/beverage-related rituals and their
potential impact on consumer perceptions, in particular whether and how commu-
nicating those rituals to consumers influences their attitudes. Here we use coffee as
an example of a ritualized product within the UK market to explore this potential
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relationship and identify opportunities for design. In Study 1, we identified ritu-
als associated with coffee preparation and consumption. In Study 2, we found that
several procedural aspects of the rituals identified in Study 1 were not consistently
conveyed in coffee advertising, indicating a potential gap in communication with
consumers. In Study 3, we showed that communicating such rituals to consumers
resulted in significantly greater willingness to pay for coffee, mediated by percep-
tions of social attention. This work connects growing interest in the psychologi-
cal mechanisms of ritual with work on consumer perceptions and behaviour and
carries significant implications for the design of messaging around food experience.

INTRODUCTION

Study of ritual has traditionally focused on those relevant to religion, myth
and hygiene and/or has involved deep ethnographic or anthropological explo-
rations of a particular phenomenon (Belk et al. 1989; Bell 1992; Matthews
2017). These approaches largely consist of exploring and identifying the
cultural relevance of rituals. Contrastingly, more recent work has emerged
from a psychological perspective (see Hobson et al. 2018 and Ratcliffe et al.
2019 for reviews). A third body of research has been exploring the design of
rituals, for example, rituals integrated within experience design (Baxter et al.
2020), interaction design (Lévy 2015), service design (Matthews 2017) or ritu-
als at organizational levels (Ozenc and Hagan 2017). This work can be seen
as a more formalized expansion of what Grant McCracken referred to as the
‘movement of meaning’in which designers (of communications, products, etc.)
both create meaning and enable the transfer of this meaning through rituals
(McCracken 1986). Rituals need not be limited to ‘high days and holidays’;
they are common in everyday scenarios such as coping with loss (Norton and
Gino 2014), negotiations (Schroeder et al. 2019) or having a drink with friends
(Treise et al. 1999).

Increasing understanding of ritual has significant implications for
consumer research. Rituals can enhance consumer perceptions of food and
drink through engagement in the consumption process (Vohs et al. 2013)
and can be used to facilitate behaviour change around consumption through
self-control (Tian et al. 2018). Rituals are also conveyed to consumers through
marketing (Amati and Pestana 2015). However, three key areas in consump-
tion ritual remain under-researched. First, little is known about the rituals that
consumers perform naturalistically with products and how these rituals come
to be, since psychological research has tended to use researcher-developed
ritual behaviours within experimental paradigms (e.g. Vohs et al. 2013).
Second, there is a tendency for brands to design rituals in a top-down manner
and feature these in marketing (e.g. Amati and Pestana 2015; Otnes and Scott
1996), but it is not clear whether consumers” own naturalistic rituals are simi-
larly featured by marketers. Third, the extent to which featuring such natural-
istic rituals in marketing influences consumer perception of a product remains
under-explored. We address the above points through three studies, using
qualitative and quantitative methodologies, to better understand consum-
ers’ rituals and how they are and could be communicated to consumers for a
specific product — coffee.

Coffee is one of the world’s most consumed beverages; it is part of the
everyday life of millions of consumers worldwide, with revenues of approxi-
mately $448bn in 2020 (Statista 2020). Preparation and consumption of coffee
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is often conducted in a ritualized way (Argan et al. 2015; Stroebaek 2013).
Branding and marketing can significantly influence consumer perceptions of
coffee (de Pelsmacker et al. 2005; Sorqvist et al. 2013), yet messaging mainly
focuses on information provided about the coffee itself and not about how it
can be prepared or consumed. By focusing on coffee rituals, we draw together
strands of existing research on how a well-known, everyday product is
prepared, and offer suggestions for how our findings can be used to enhance
the perceived value of other goods and services by communicating rituals.

The nature of consumption rituals

As a result of its study in multiple academic domains, ritual has been defined in
various ways by different researchers. Rook (1985) defines ritual as a formalized,
prescribed and repetitive series of actions performed for the purpose of symbolic
meaning rather than instrumental or functional value alone. However, Norton
and Gino (2014) suggest a simpler definition, focusing primarily on symbolic,
goal-directed activities performed in the context of certain events. The nuance of
ritual is continuing to be explored against these definitions, especially through
experimental examination of the effects of artificially constructed rituals done
for the sake of a study, rather than for any inherently meaningful or symbolic
purpose (e.g. Tian et al. 2018; Vohs et al. 2013). Still such examples of ritual
include an element of non-instrumental behaviour even if direct symbolism
may be hard to find. This behaviour, sometimes referred to as causal opacity
(e.g. Kapitany and Nielsen 2015), is where the actual behaviour performed
is idiosyncratic and lacks clear purpose to complete the goal at hand. In the
present article we build on past definitions and consider all the above proper-
ties as potential aspects of ritual. At its core, however, we define a ritual as an
intentional and causally opaque behaviour or sequence of behaviours result-
ing in a heightened emotional response. We also acknowledge that while a
particular behaviour may be a ritual or not, the degree of ritualistic behaviour
may be seen as a spectrum since behaviours can include degrees of intent and
causally opaque aspects. This is supported by studies that show more (or less)
ritualistic aspects in devised study conditions (e.g. Kapitany and Nielsen 2015)
and even calling something a ritual (and believing it) seems to also heighten
the effect (Brooks et al. 2016). Thus, this understanding of ritual accounts for
highly symbolic actions as well as performance that exhibits deliberate, caring
and savouring behaviours that are about enhancing the task itself, for exam-
ple, making a cup of coffee just right and not just making a cup of coffee.

To engage in the description and creation of ritual, a more nuanced under-
standing of ritual elements is needed. Hobson et al.’s (2018) psychological
framework has aided in this by arguing that rituals serve to regulate affect,
behavioural motivation and social connection and do so through a combina-
tion of top-down and bottom-up cognitive processing. Such a framework is
extremely useful in order to understand how rituals in general can lead to
psychosocial benefits, but is limited in the extent to which it explores and
explains rituals in specific consumer domains. In the case of coffee, there is
a need to understand the types of rituals that consumers associate with this
product, and we address this question in Study 1.

Communicating consumer rituals to audiences

The lack of understanding of what makes a specific type of ritual relevant and
meaningful to people, as described above, limits the extent to which ritual
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communication can be designed to be accessible and relatable for consumers
of certain goods. In the context of branded goods, participation in shared ritu-
als and traditions is an important element of brand community or the social
context of a brand (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). These acts support continuity
of the brand’s culture and identity and engage members of the community
with the brand; for example, former students who perceived their university
to possess strong traditions and rituals were significantly more loyal to the
university brand (i.e. its name and associations) than alumni who did not have
such perceptions (Martin et al. 2015).

Advertising is an important medium through which brand rituals can be
transmitted (Otnes and Scott 1996), and several well-known ad campaigns
featuring rituals easily come to mind: drinking a bottle of Corona beer with
a slice of lime; breaking a Kit-Kat biscuit in half before eating it; and Oreo’s
“Twist, Lick, Dunk” approach to eating its cookies (Amati and Pestana 2015).
Despite the iconic imagery and ubiquity of some of these brand rituals, there
is limited understanding of whether and how the rituals depicted in adverts
represent what consumers actually do in their own consumption rituals.
Given that the value of rituals for brand communities appears rooted in their
nature as shared and participatory (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001), we argue that
it is important for marketing to convey rituals that align with behaviours that
consumers recognize and relate to. Using coffee as an example, in Study 2 we
examine whether the rituals identified in Study 1 are present in a range of
coffee advertising materials.

Effects of communicating rituals on consumer perceptions

While conducting rituals can enhance consumer perceptions of goods (such
as enjoyment and savouring), simply watching someone else conduct those
same rituals does not have the same effect; this may be due to the lower level
of engagement experienced by someone who is watching rather than doing
the ritual (Vohs et al. 2013). However, that work was conducted in the context
of actually consuming the goods in question, and in an experimental labora-
tory context, rather than experiencing advertising, communications or other
information about the goods.

Information provided to consumers regarding production processes can
also influence product perceptions, and this may have implications for the
study of consumer rituals. For example, when consumers are told that goods
are made primarily by people (rather than by machines), they rate those
goods as higher in value due to perceptions of greater social (i.e. personal,
human) attention to the goods and positive associations with that social
attention (Job et al. 2017). Rituals, too, are associated with increased involve-
ment or interest in consumer goods (Vohs et al. 2013). We therefore hypoth-
esize that communicating performance of a coffee preparation ritual through
advertising may lead to enhanced consumer perceptions of coffee, mediated
through perceptions of social attention or involvement, similarly to findings of
Job et al. (2017). We address this question in Study 3 through a quantitative
online experiment assessing a naturalistic coffee ritual developed from find-
ings from Study 1.

Aims
This research aims to understand how rituals are undertaken by consumers,
the extent to which this is currently mirrored in messaging and the impact
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of ritual messaging on consumer perception to better inform communica-
tion design around ritualistic consumption experiences. We explore the case
of preparing and consuming coffee, which is relatable to a large part of the
global population and is reported to be ritualistic (Argan et al. 2015). We seek
to address the lack of understanding about exactly what that ritual behav-
iour looks like within the coffee domain and how the communication of ritual
can lead to various perceptions of the product. This aim is fulfilled through
three studies that build on each other to understand (1) whether and how
rituals are present in preparation and consumption of coffee; (2) whether and
how those same rituals are present in coffee advertising; and (3) whether
and why depicting such rituals in advertising can positively impact consumer
perceptions of coffee. Together these studies highlight how depicting realistic
consumer rituals in product communication can positively impact consumer
perceptions. The implications being that those responsible for the design of
communication can take a more intentional and informed approach to what
may currently be intuitive portrayal of ritualistic consumption.

STUDY 1: EXPLORING CONSUMERS’ COFFEE RITUALS

Using methodology similar to Norton and Gino (2014), this exploratory quali-
tative study aimed to identify and describe self-reported consumer rituals
associated with coffee preparation and consumption.

Method
Participants and design

One hundred and fifty adult participants provided qualitative data on coffee
rituals. Seventy-five were recruited in person at a well-known food market in
London, United Kingdom, and were not compensated for their time. A further
75 participants were UK residents recruited online via the Prolific.ac research
participation platform and were paid £1 for their participation (5-10 minutes).

Materials and procedure

The procedure and materials used differed between the two samples, reflec-
tive of project development over time and the context in which participants
were engaged. Participants recruited at the market were invited to ‘share a
coffee ritual’ in writing on an A4 sheet of paper. Participants recruited online
were asked to describe the last cup of coffee they had and any coffee rituals
involved, including reasons why and how they felt when doing them. Both
procedures took approximately five to ten minutes. Participants provided
informed consent to participate (oral consent at the market and electronic
consent online).

Data analysis

Responses provided in person were transcribed verbatim. These data and
those provided online were thematically analysed (Braun and Clarke 2006)
using ATLAS.ti software. Responses were read thoroughly and repeatedly by
the first author and with meaning of phrases distilled to form a code. Once all
transcripts were coded in this way, similar codes were grouped into appropri-
ate themes. Data from the two samples were analysed separately but resulted
in identification of the same themes, and so results are combined here.
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Eight key themes relating to coffee preparation and consumption rituals
were identified: behaviour; artifacts/objects; social context; time and place;
other activities; sensory experiences; affect and arousal; and cognition. These
themes, codes that were grouped to form themes and exemplar quotes are

shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Qualitative themes, codes and exemplar quotes regarding coffee rituals in Study 1.

Theme Codes comprising theme

Exemplar quote

Behaviours Specificity

Speed, timing, pausing
Motor actions

Order of actions
Personalization
Repetition

Objects/ Milk
artifacts Type of coffee

Utensils

Brand and branding
Strength of brew
Water

Sugar

Availability, cost
Specific mug

Extra ingredients
Confectionary
Specific furniture

Social context ~ With friends or colleagues

With partner, family
Alone

Self- versus other-made
Culture, lifestyle

Time and place Having time available

Morning, afternoon, evening
Weekend, weekday
Seasonal

Café, coffee shop

At home, at work

Holiday, being abroad

Other activities Waking up, preparing

Sitting down

Going outdoors

Other consumption
Working, finishing work
Caring for health
Talking, communicating
Not doing anything else

‘T always make the coffee in the same
order.”

‘Tlike to take my morning coffee in this
old vintage cup that used to belong to
my partner’s grandma.”

‘T will often get a coffee as people tend
to socialise around the drink-making
area.’

‘At work this morning my daily 10am
coffee in the cafeteria.’

‘T drink my coffee whilst writing a to do
list for the day.’
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Table 1: Continued.

Theme Codes comprising theme Exemplar quote
Sensory Taste ‘I'm normally satisfied with the taste of
experiences Temperature my coffee after the rituals.’
Texture
Smell
Vision, aesthetics
Affect and Control, order ‘I feel calm as though I have finished
arousal Liking, pleasure something.’
Relaxation
Stimulation
Cognition Meaning, symbolism “We use coffee mugs which we were
Knowledge, learning given as a wedding present, even
Speciality/unusualness though they are chipped and glued back
Involvement together. These are all objects with lots
Attention, interest, care of symbolism and personal significance.”
Correctness/completeness
Reflection

Three themes were related directly to the coffee itself:

e behaviours relating to the beverage, including preparing coffee using a certain
number and order of actions, waiting for it to be ready and consuming at a
certain speed;

® artifacts involved in preparing and consuming the beverage, including the
coffee itself, the extra ingredients, utensils and equipment and cognitive
and affective appraisals of them;

e sensory experiences of the beverage, such as taste and temperature.

The use of specific, ordered behaviours and artifacts corresponds strongly
with existing typologies of ritual, both in a general context (Rook 1985) and
in relation to consumption of other goods and services (Amati and Pestana
2015). However, the emphasis on sensory experiences is relatively novel and
otherwise not well explored in ritual research.

Three themes related to the context in which the coffee was consumed were:

e time and place, including the location and time of day of consumption.
Participants were often specific about these locations and times for coffee
consumption, which were either chosen for convenience (e.g. at the
workplace canteen) or because they were preferred locations for consum-
ing coffee (e.g. on the sofa at home). Environmental context is not well
considered in the context of ritual study, while temporal context is more
widely researched (Rook 1985).

e social context, that is, other individuals with whom or around whom coffee
was consumed, such as partners, friends, family and colleagues. This links
to the concepts of ritual actors/audiences outlined by Rook (1985) and
Amati and Pestana (2015). Within this theme, participants at the market
in particular commented on coffee rituals in different cultures, which may
reflect the more international, and often touristic, nature of this sample.
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e other activities done during coffee consumption. Often these related to
other types of consumption, for example, of foods and media, such as
watching television whilst having coffee; or to wider behaviours such
as communicating with others, working or waking up. Rituals conducted
as part of a wider range of activities are, again, not well examined in rele-
vant literature.

The final two themes related to how the coffee consumption experience
felt to individuals were:

e affective appraisals of how pleasant/unpleasant and calming/activating
they found it. Participants discussed coffee consumption as a way to either
increase positive affect or reduce negative affect, and to either gener-
ate relaxation or a state of activation/alertness depending on need state.
Sometimes these affective states were achieved alone, and sometimes
the coffee was highlighted as a vehicle for achieving positive affective
outcomes through social experiences or bonding. These affective apprais-
als and possible changes link to existing knowledge of ritual as a way to
moderate mood (Hobson et al. 2018; Ratcliffe et al. 2019).

* cognitive appraisals or what thoughts they had about the experience.

The theme relating to cognition was more novel, as links between cogni-
tive appraisals/states and ritual are only now starting to be explored (Hobson
et al. 2018). However, participants indicated that performing certain, ritualized
behaviours in relation to coffee consumption resulted in thoughts regarding
care and correctness of their procedure, as well as providing opportunities to
think and reflect. Within this theme, the concepts of meaning and symbol-
ism also emerged, endorsing findings by Amati and Pestana (2015). However,
while symbolism or non-instrumental behaviour was present, many of the
behaviours reported in this study highlight the importance of intent and care
in the action(s) performed even if overt symbolism was not always easily seen.

The findings from Study 1 provide more nuanced understanding of exactly
what behaviours, contexts and outcomes are involved in coffee rituals specifi-
cally. In Study 2 we use these findings as a framework to examine depiction of
coffee rituals in advertising.

STUDY 2: LINKS BETWEEN CONSUMERS’ COFFEE RITUALS AND
ADVERTISING

In this study we examine whether or not consumers’ coffee rituals identified
in Study 1 are present in coffee advertising. Video adverts were chosen as the
focus for this study due to their ability to depict behaviours more accurately
than static images (e.g. posters, print branding).

Method
Data sample

We collected publicly available video-based coffee advertising published for
UK audiences between 2013 and 2018 (i.e. adverts uploaded by brands to
YouTube). Data collection was informed by information regarding popularity
of in-home coffee brands in the United Kingdom (Statista 2017). This resulted
in a dataset of 35 video adverts regarding soluble, roast and ground and
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Table 2: Total number of adverts analysed in Study 2, categorized by coffee type and brand.

Coffee type Brand Number of adverts Total
Soluble Nescafé Gold 3 10
Nescafé Azera 2
Kenco 2
Douwe Egberts 3
Roast and ground Cafédirect 2 11
Iy 1
Taylors of Harrogate 2
Lavazza 4
Carte Noire 2
System Nespresso 3 14
Dolce Gusto 3
Tassimo 8
35

system coffee and relating to eleven brands. The numbers of adverts per brand
and coffee type are indicated in Table 2. Adverts lasted between 10 seconds
and 2 minutes 5 seconds (M = 46 seconds, SD = 31 seconds).

Analytical approach

Adverts were subjected to directed content analysis (i.e. summarizing the
content of each advert using a pre-existing theoretical approach; see Hsieh
and Shannon 2005) informed by the findings of Study 1. All visual and verbal
content (behaviours, objects, settings, people, text and voice-overs) in each
advert was coded using a framework of themes/codes based on the find-
ings of Study 1 (see Appendix 1) by the first author in discussion with other
authors. This coding framework was developed based on findings from Study
1 and a supplementary pilot study of physical behaviours of rituals involved in
coffee preparation and consumption (achieved via a video analysis of recorded
consumer behaviours, not reported here). As a result, we developed an over-
view of whether codes and overarching themes characterizing consumers’
coffee rituals were present or absent in coffee advertising.

Once all adverts had been viewed and coded, a typical representation of
each theme/code in the overall sample of adverts was calculated using median
number of occurrences. We emphasize that the use of median number of
occurrences shows how often different themes and codes were represented
within a typical advert in the sample (50 per cent of adverts showed less than
this median number of occurrences, and 50 per cent showed higher); thus, a
median value of 0 for a particular code does not mean that no occurrences
of that code were observed at all, but rather that the occurrences were not
consistently present enough to be representative of the whole sample of
adverts. Median values are used as a measure of central tendency, rather than
mean values, to avoid distortion by very low or zero occurrences of codes in
some adverts (see Coocsey 2020 for a methodological review).
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results of directed content analysis of coffee advertising are presented in Table 3.
Total number of occurrences across the sample is presented per code, but the
discussion of results here focuses on median number of occurrences.

As can be seen in Table 3, codes and themes relating to consumers’ coffee
rituals were all featured in coffee advertising to some extent, but the consist-
ency with which they appeared varied. Themes and codes that were present in
more than 50 per cent of the adverts were being at home: use of objects/arti-
facts, personalization, coffee and milk during preparation and consumption;
talking/communicating; cognitive perceptions of coffee as special or unusual,
affective outcomes of pleasure and enjoyment of taste.

Themes and codes known to be important in coffee preparation and
consumption rituals that were present in less than 50 per cent of the adverts
were being out of the home, time of day/week or being in specific social
settings; behaviours that were highly ordered and specific, involving speed/
timing, and used specific objects/artifacts; waking up, working or finishing
a task; sensory experiences other than flavour and cognitive appraisals of
knowledge, attention/care, symbolism and correctness and affective outcomes
beyond simply pleasure, such as relaxation or stimulation.

Given that rituals primarily comprise specific, ordered and timed behav-
iours and are often conducted in specific social circumstances (Hobson et al.
2018; Ratcliffe et al. 2019), it is interesting that these aspects of consumers’
coffee rituals appear inconsistently conveyed in coffee advertising. In particu-
lar, it is noteworthy that both symbolic and intentional or caring behaviours
were lacking in this analysis. Our findings from Study 1 also highlighted how
important sensory experiences beyond taste (such as smell, the look of the
coffee, its texture and temperature) are when considering consumers’ coffee
rituals, yet these were not consistently apparent in advertising. We suggest
that the inclusion of these procedural elements, naturalistic to consumers,
may offer opportunities to enhance perceptions of consumed goods. We test
this hypothesis in Study 3.

STUDY 3: EFFECTS OF DEPICTING CONSUMER RITUALS IN COFFEE
ADVERTISING ON PERCEPTIONS OF COFFEE

In Study 3, we examined the effect of including coffee ritual behaviours identi-
fied as important in Study 1, such as specific, ordered and timed behaviours that
focus on sensory experiences in coffee advertising. Specifically, we examined
whether including such rituals impacted attitudes towards the product. Building
on work by Job et al. (2017), we also examined whether perceptions of social
attention to the coffee as it is being prepared (i.e. perceptions of ‘other people
having attended to an object, thought about it, felt something about it, or having
had goals with regard to it [Job et al. 2017: 786]) might be a potential media-
tor between these ritual behaviours and positive perceptions. In other words,
we see social attention as one indicator of increased intention when performing
the act as discussed in the ritual definition. Importantly, we also note that ritual
is distinguished as intentional and non-instrumental (e.g. symbolic or idiosyn-
cratic) behaviour that can be seen on a spectrum. Thus, the intent in the study
design here was to create a more ritualistic condition where elements of intent
and non-instrumental or symbolic behaviour are present based on observa-
tions of coffee rituals and explanations given and shown in the previous studies,
compared to a control condition where little, if any, such behaviour is shown.
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Method
Participants and design

Two hundred and fifty adult participants, resident in the United Kingdom,
were recruited online via Prolific.ac in order to complete an online experi-
ment. They were compensated with £0.60 each for their time (approx. 3—4
minutes). Participants were aged from 18 to 74 years (the plurality, 33 per
cent, were aged 25-34). Half were female and half were male. The majority
(55%) consumed coffee daily or multiple times per day, 17% several times per
week, 12% approximately once per week and 16% less than once per week.
Data from one (male) participant were removed due to non-completion of the
survey. Half of the participants were randomly assigned to the ritual advert
condition, and half to the non-ritual condition.

Measures and stimuli

Two short, advert-style videos were created for the study by two professional
designers and a videographer in a similar mode to those created in a study
by Kapitany and Nielsen (2015). In the ritual condition, based on the find-
ings of Studies 1 and 2, the advert (58 seconds) featured a behavioural coffee
preparation and consumption ritual depicting sensory-rich actions that high-
light intention and caring behaviours that suggest non-instrumental meaning
(shaking the coffee jar, observing change in coffee colour after adding milk,
stirring the coffee a specific number of times and contemplating the finished
coffee cup). In the no ritual condition, the advert (27 seconds) featured only
functional preparation and consumption behaviours (e.g. no shaking of the
coffee jar, brief stirring, no contemplation). Stills of the ritual and no-ritual
videos are shown in Figures 1 and 2, respectively.

Figure 1: Illustrative stills from the ritual condition video, showing key behaviours of (1) shaking the coffee,
(2) observing colour change, (3) stirring a specific number of times and (4) contemplation.
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Figure 2: Illustrative stills from the no ritual condition video, showing key functional behaviours only: (1)
adding coffee, (2) pouring water, (3) adding milk quickly, and (4) taking the coffee away after brief stirring.

Dependent variables were adapted from Job et al. (2017). Items were
prefaced with ‘based on the video above ...". We asked participants about
(1) willingness to pay (one item, ‘How much would you be willing to pay
for this coffee?’, reported in pounds/pence); (2) perceived enjoyment of
the product (one item, ‘How much would you enjoy drinking this coffee?’,
rated 1 = not at all, 7 = very much); (3) perceived quality (one item, ‘How
would you rate the quality of this coffee?’, rated 1 = very low, 7 = very
high); (4) likelihood of buying the product (one item, ‘How likely would
you be to buy this coffee?’, rated 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely); and (5)
perceived social attention (four items, averaged to produce a mean score:
“To what extent did people think about/feel something aboutlattend to/have
specific goals or intentions about the coffee as it was being made?’, where 1 =
not at all, 7 = extremely). The social attention items were adapted from Job
et al. (2017) to evaluate whether participants perceived the coffee as being
the subject of social attention (i.e. increased care/intention) from the person
depicted in the advert.

Procedure

Participants provided informed consent and basic demographic information
(age, gender, occupation, coffee drinking habits) before watching the advert
relevant to their experimental condition and completing the dependent vari-
able measures. At the end of the survey, participants were thanked, debriefed
and financial compensation was transferred online.

Results and discussion

Independent-samples t-tests were used to compare scores between ritual and
non-ritual conditions. Descriptive statistics of scores per dependent variable
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are provided in Table 4. Participants were willing to pay significantly more for
the coffee in the ritual condition than in the non-ritual condition, t (247) =
2.11, p = .04. However, they were no more likely to buy the coffee in the ritual
condition, ¢ (247) = —.38, p = .70. Perceived enjoyment of the coffee did not
differ significantly between conditions, t (247) = .38, p = .71, and neither did
perceived quality of the coffee, t (247) = 1.23, p = .22. However, participants
rated perceived social attention to the coffee as significantly higher in the
ritual condition, t (247) = 6.55, p < .001.

Given that the ritual condition had a significant effect on perceived social
attention towards the coffee, we examined whether this social attention medi-
ates the relationship between ritual and willingness to pay. This was conducted
using bootstrapped mediated regression in the PROCESS module of SPSS
(Hayes 2017). There was a significant indirect effect of ritual on willingness to
pay, as mediated by social attention (effect = .17, SE = .05, LLCI = .08, ULCI
= .27), indicating that watching preparation and consumption rituals in coffee
advertising may act on willingness to pay by increasing perceptions of social
attention towards the coffee.

Findings from Study 3 indicate that rituals increase perceived social atten-
tion towards a good or service. This builds on work by Job et al. (2017), which
linked mere human involvement in production with increased valuation of
goods. Here we show that the things that humans do, in the form of ritual
behaviours, can also convey social attention and positively impact consum-
ers’ valuation of goods. In Study 1, we observed that coffee preparation
and consumption rituals were often conducted for in a social context or for
a social purpose. Now this study has shown that the increase in perceived
social attention as a result of ritual results in higher value being placed upon
the coffee product, without affecting perceptions of the quality of the product
itself. Advertisers and others involved in communication design can leverage
this relationship by including relevant ritual behaviours in their communica-
tions to consumers.

It is notable that consumers reported willingness to pay significantly
more for the coffee in the ritual condition (an absolute judgement), but not
significantly more likelihood of buying (which implies some level of choice or
comparison between goods). Comparison of purchasing choice in a within-
participants rather than between-participants design may clarify this issue
by allowing participants to explicitly ‘purchase” either the ritual or non-ritual
coffee. Possible effects on perceived enjoyment and quality perceptions may
also be better examined when participants are presented with the ritual or

Table 4: Mean (SD) scores on imagined purchasing behaviour and perceptions of coffee in Study 3.

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Dependent variable Ritual condition Non-ritual condition
Willingness to pay (£)* 1.42 (0.86) 1.20 (0.74)
Likelihood to buy 2.98 (1.65) 3.06 (1.65)
Perceived enjoyment 3.70 (1.69) 3.62 (1.68)
Perceived quality 3.79 (1.35) 3.58 (1.34)
Perceived social attention* 4.20 (1.60) 2.98 (1.34)

*p < 0.05.
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non-ritual adverts including tasting of coffee, instead of participants needing
to forecast how they might feel during the consumption of the product follow-
ing the preparation ritual.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Individuals prepare and consume coffee in highly personalized, specific
ways, involving various contextual factors that lead to positive psychosocial
outcomes. While this may appear to be common sense, there has until now
been a lack of systematic, psychologically based examination of this kind of
ritual, with previous work on beverage-related rituals rooted primarily in soci-
ological or ethnographic approaches (e.g. Stroebaek 2013). This work sought
to bridge these types of investigations by linking a qualitative understand-
ing of the portrayal of ritual to a potential psychological mechanism behind
the importance of such portrayal, namely perceived social attention. In Study
1, we identify components of rituals that relate to coffee specifically (i.e.
behaviours, artifacts and sensory experiences of them), the contextual factors
surrounding these components and the cognitive and affective states involved
in their processing.

In Studies 2 and 3, we show that these coffee rituals are not consistently
depicted in coffee advertising, yet the inclusion of such rituals in communica-
tion leads to higher valuations (i.e. willingness to pay) by consumers. Rituals
clearly have an ability to positively influence consumer perceptions of goods
when performed by the consumers themselves (Vohs et al. 2013), but here we
present the novel result that communicating rituals in a video-based commu-
nication context can also generate positive outcomes, especially in the form of
willingness to pay.

Moving beyond (coffee) consumption

Much of the recent experimental research on ritual has focused on consumer
goods such as food and drink (see Ratcliffe et al. 2019). We have used coffee as
a case study to exemplify how rituals are present in and can positively influ-
ence everyday interactions with goods and services. However, rituals have
important roles in much broader processes and concepts such as social inter-
action, grieving, organizational behaviour and national identity (Matthews
2017; Norton and Gino 2014; Ozenc and Hagan 2017; Schroeder et al. 2019).
Our finding that rituals can convey social attention may provide additional
opportunities to use these behaviours as ways to encourage better relation-
ships between individuals and large, frequently impersonal organizations, for
example. One emerging area that is key to such developments is that of ritual
design: the intentional creation or adaptation of rituals to improve the experi-
ence of individuals.

Ritual design

Much of what has been written about rituals has either taken a descriptive
stance, such as the anthropological explorations of cultural meaning (e.g.
Belk et al. 1989), or focused on quantifying ritual effect (e.g. Norton and
Gino 2014). This body of work does much to understand both the broader,
cultural context and more specific situational value ritual affords. However,
more work is needed to better realize this value in a range of ritual appli-
cations, from the behaviours consumers undertake to the messaging they
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receive, and even the organizational processes that produce both. In this arti-
cle, we show how such ritual design could be extended to communication
campaigns to be used in outlets such as advertising. Specifically, commu-
nication designed to highlight social attention enacted through ritual may
more strongly convey deeper meaning associated with the product through
the use of the types of ritualistic elements found in Table 1 or similar find-
ings related to other contexts. To our knowledge, there have been some
(e.g. Lévy 2018) but few such design efforts to date that seek to identify
and make explicit specific essential ritual elements and their strength. The
present work will add to this space to provide grounding and clearer direc-
tion for the use of ritual in consumption communication. Importantly, this
meaning can be communicated through visualizing rituals others perform,
since there is some question as to whether simply explaining to consumers
how ritual is performed may increase the actual actions (i.e. rituals) taken
by the consumer (Spence 2021). Such a focus on ritualistic social attention
portrayed through communication may become even more topical as auto-
mation of a growing number of services becomes greater and such ritualized
modes of engagement can be a meaningful way to differentiate the value
offered by humans.

More broadly, the design community can leverage the growing body of
work around ritual to address a wide range of contexts within and beyond
consumption experiences. Solidifying identities and roles (e.g. brand ambas-
sador, community gatekeeper) that relate to brands, products and other
people could be achieved through the crafting of ritual. Ritual design may
also aid a number of public health issues. For instance, leveraging outcomes
linked to ritual such as a heightened sense of control around diet (e.g. Tian
et al. 2018) or seeking to find meaningful ways of changing existing social
rituals linked to the use of tobacco, excessive drinking and other habits could
be meaningful directions for ritual design. In this light, ritual design should
consist of not just creating new rituals but also altering and, in some healthy
contexts, strengthening existing rituals. For instance, the use of unhealthy
food in social rituals, such as community gatherings, could be altered to
incorporate healthier food. Rituals enacted when shopping could produce
greater control over cravings and result in healthier decision-making. Such
a ritual could be part of an individual’s own making or facilitated, for exam-
ple, through a digital application. In all these contexts, design efforts will
benefit from a more grounded approach to understand the mechanisms at
play that improve the interaction of focus. Indeed, our experience in work-
shops with diverse participants is consistent with Schifferstein (2016) that
designers have synthesized knowledge about ritual into a product and
service development process and developed tools to aid in said process.
Designers seeking to encourage ritualistic behaviour may explore either a
top-down approach where a ritual is suggested to a target demographic, or
a more subtle approach where ritualistic behaviour is afforded in the design
of a system such that users can create and enact their own meaningful
behaviours.

This notion of ritual design may push against a long-standing approach
that focuses on reducing friction (e.g. hassle associated with selecting and
preparing food) within the consumption process. The intentional nature of
ritual, almost by definition, contradicts this as it requires intentional engage-
ment with an activity often defined through pauses or peculiar behaviours
that may increase consumption time. In this regard, ritual shares a common
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element of intentionality and may thus contribute to a growing and broader
trend of mindfulness and ethical consumption. This intentional consump-
tion may benefit both consumers and organizations. A focus on visualization
has been a suggested route for developing tools to support the analysis and
designing of ritual (Lévy and Hengeveld 2016). This work then helps build
on this type of visualization design research. For instance, consumers may
find ritual to improve their experience, enhance their control and authenti-
cate their experiences. Organizations may find that ritual can elevate the
craft within the production process and associated perceptions of value. This
work invites additional design research that helps to carefully understand and
design for the communication of more frictional interactions that enhance
user experience.

Limitations

Our series of studies uses both qualitative and quantitative methodolo-
gies, necessary in order to understand both the quality of consumer ritu-
als and their quantitative relationships with advertising and consumer
perceptions. However, we acknowledge some methodological limitations
in each study.

Study 1 collected data from participants both in person and online.
Results were similar in each sample and were therefore combined for pres-
entation here, but it may be that participants sampled in person at a food
market, without compensation, were more interested in food and drink
rituals, traditions and associated behaviour than the participants sampled
online and financially compensated and may have provided more in-depth
or considered answers. Participants sampled online, by definition, have
ready access to a data device and understand how to gain value from data
by providing survey input and thereby represent a subset of society. This
study also relied on recall without the aid of visual or other aids, which
may have provided additional subtleties to the work. Study 2 sampled
video-based adverts only, and as such, depictions of ritual in other formats
(such as print adverts and on-product branding in store) may have been
missed. However, since rituals involve multiple behaviours, video was the
best type of data to analyse for this purpose. In Study 3, we again collected
data online and asked participants to imagine how they would behave and
feel about a coffee product in a ‘mental model scenario. As such, it is not
clear whether the effect of rituals on willingness to pay will persist in actual
purchasing scenarios. Future behavioural research should examine whether
consumers do pay more for products advertised using ritual behaviours, in
addition to simply being willing to pay more. Asking consumers to choose
between goods with and without ritual advertising, in a within-participants
experimental design, may also clarify whether the presence of ritual in
advertising can lead to preferential choice as well as willingness to pay
more.

We note also that the ritual advert in Study 3 was longer than the non-
ritual advert, due to its more elaborated behaviour; this may have affected
participant responses in itself, but we consider this elaboration an inherent
part of ritual — they simply take longer and involve more behaviours than
performing quick, functional behaviour. A further study designed to investi-
gate this discrepancy in video length would help confirm its impact. While we
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have sought to limit other differences in the video not related to behavioural
differences, there remain some differences such as the length of sleeves of the
preparer, which could impact the study.

The focus of our three studies is coffee, as an example of a consumer item
that is associated with ritual and can be advertised to consumers using this
approach. It is not yet clear whether effects on consumer perceptions, and
links with social attention, will translate to other experiences where rituals
might be designed and included in communications. The research also was
based in the United Kingdom, and rituals and practices surrounding coffee
consumption vary widely globally. Aspects of such cultural variation, includ-
ing the meaning given to moments of coffee consumption (e.g. social versus
personal), practices for self or other service with beverage and a focus on func-
tion versus enjoyment of coffee, are all examples of things we expect may
differ by region. Future research should widen understanding of the effects
of rituals and mechanisms responsible from the food and drink consumption
domain, including cultural differences.

CONCLUSIONS

Rituals are of increasing interest to psychological, behavioural scientists and
designers as well as other professionals for the positive outcomes they can
afford, including change in individual cognitive and affective states, change
in social relationships and changes in the way people relate to objects and
experiences. In particular, rituals can influence the way consumers perceive
and respond to consumed goods and services, and there is growing atten-
tion to the mechanisms that underpin these changes. In this article, we have
used coffee as a case study of a consumer good surrounded by consumption
ritual. We have identified naturalistic consumer rituals identified with coffee,
highlighted areas in existing marketing materials where coffee rituals are not
conveyed as fully as they could be and shown how conveying such rituals
can positively impact consumer perceptions of coffee through psychosocial
mechanisms. The emergent field of ritual design is well positioned to take
advantage of this increased understanding in order to develop, for example,
rituals that can increase the financial and psychological value that consumers
place on goods and services, and to design ways in which these rituals can be
shared within brand communities. Specifically, this research supports design
activities through the direct identification of ritualistic behaviours associated
with consumption and the mechanism through which perception is altered
that communication designers can leverage.
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APPENDIX 1 - ADVERT CODING FRAMEWORK

Brand:
Coffee type:
Advert name:
URL:

Framework
box: Theme

Drivers: Time
and place

Behaviour:
Beverage
behaviour

Codes

At home
Outdoors

Holiday, being
abroad

Morning

Café, coffee shop
At work

Afternoon,
evening

Having time
available
Weekend
Weekday

Seasonal

Preparation

Motor actions

Consumption

Personalization,
idiosyncrasy
Variation in
behaviour

Practicality, ease
of use

Specific speed/
timing
Frequency,
repetition
Consistency in
behaviour
Specific amount,
size

Order of actions

Framework
box: Theme

Drivers: Social

context

Behaviour:
Objects/
artifacts

Codes

Friends
Partner
Alone

Culture, lifestyle,
celebration

Family
Other-made
Colleague

Animals

Utensils

Brand and
branding

Type of coffee
Milk

Specific mug or
utensil

Water
Confectionary
Availability, cost
Sugar

Extra ingredients

Strength of brew

Frequency
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Brand:
Coffee type:
Advert name:
URL:
Event: Other Talking, Mechanisms: Taste
activities communicating Sensory
Sitting down experiences Vision, aesthetics
Waking up, Texture
preparing
Consuming other Temperature
goods/services
Working, finishing Sound
work
Walking, travel- Smell
ling, on the go
Not doing
anything else
Waiting
Caring for health
Mechanisms/ Special, unusual, Mechanisms/ Liking, pleas-
outcomes: novelty outcomes: ure, confidence,
Cognition Affect and satisfaction
Knowledge, arousal Stimulation
learning, effort
Attention, care, Stress, rushing
mindfulness
Symbolism, Relaxation
meaning
Correctness, Control, security
completeness,
authenticity
Disliking, disap-
pointment,
dissatisfaction
Neutral affect
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