
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Visual Typicality and Novelty As Joint Predictors of Aesthetic Preference: the Influence of Design Expertise and Product

Category Interest

Marielle E.H. Creusen, Delft University of Technology, The Netherlands 
Dirk Snelders, Delft University of Technology, The Netherlands 

 
A reported finding is that visual typicality and novelty both affect aesthetic judgments for products but suppress each other’s effect

(Hekkert, Snelders, and Van Wieringen 2003). This study (based on two samples; N=207 and N=53) replicates these effects over a

larger set of products and product categories, and shows that they are moderated by (a) a generalized design expertise and sensibility

of consumers (Centrality of Visual Product Aesthetics?CVPA), and (b) consumer’s interest in the product category. The results

heighten insight into aesthetic preference formation and help companies in determining the level of visual typicality and novelty in

their designs.
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ExtENdEd ABStRACt
Visual typicality (i.e., goodness of example for a category) and 

visual novelty (i.e., originality) have been found to affect aesthetic 
preferences for products, but to suppress each other’s effect (Hek-
kert, Snelders, and Van Wieringen 2003). On the one hand, people 
appreciate ease of classification and processing and thus prefer 
visually typical designs (Loken and Ward 1990; Schwarz 2004; 
Whitfield and Slatter 1979; Winkielman et al. 2006). On the other 
hand, novel designs are unusual and unexpected, and therefore a 
good way to draw the attention of consumers (Hekkert et al. 2003). 
In this study we looked into this issue, and show that the relative 
influence of visual typicality and novelty is moderated by (a) 
the generalized design expertise and sensibility towards product 
aesthetics (Centrality of Visual Product Aesthetics —CVPA, by 
Bloch, Brunel and Arnold 2003), and (b) consumers’ interest in 
the product category. 

Design preferences of designers are found to differ from those 
of people with less design training (Hsu, Chuang and Chang 2000; 
Whitfield and Wiltshire 1982). However, it is not clear why these 
differences in aesthetic preferences between design experts and 
novices exist. According to Hekkert et al. (2003), experts suppress 
an initial affective response for typical instances, and they base their 
aesthetic judgment more on considerations of novelty. Hekkert et 
al. failed to find support for this notion in their study on car design, 
where expertise was operationalized as product category expertise 
(i.e., knowledge about cars and the automotive industry). However, 
with the focus on aesthetic judgments, expertise on design is likely 
to be a more relevant measure than product category expertise. 
Similarly, Leder and Carbon (2005) posited that people who have 
an interest in aesthetics might react more positively to innovative 
designs, while others choose more conventional designs. However, 
they provided weak and inconsistent evidence for this idea. Thus, 
there is no conclusive evidence about differences in the relative 
influence of visual typicality and novelty on aesthetic preference 
between design experts and novices.

Next to design expertise, there may also be an effect of product 
category interest on the relative importance of visual typicality and 
novelty in aesthetic preference judgments. For Silva (2006), product 
category interest is seen as a necessary condition for judgment on 
the basis of distinctiveness (and arguably novelty). Related to this is 
the finding of Ward and Loken (1988), that uniqueness (a construct 
similar to novelty) is valued for products that people are interested 
in because they are important to the self-concept. At the same time, 
a typical product appearance that aids fast categorization seems 
advisable when people do not consider the product to be important 
or interesting. In such cases consumers want to minimize their ef-
fort (Hoyer 1984), and this means that visual typicality is likely to 
have a stronger impact on product preference/ choice. This same 
reasoning might be applied to aesthetic preferences, and for this 
reason we also look to product category interest as an explaining 
factor for why people would find typical products less and novel 
products more attractive. 

Method
A first group of 207 respondents from a consumer internet 

panel of a European University rated the visual attractiveness of 
20 product pictures for each of 10 product categories (200 pictures 
in total), and the CVPA and interest scales in an internet question-

naire. A second group of 53 respondents rated the same 200 product 
pictures on visual typicality and novelty.

Results
A regression analysis on the mean visual attractiveness rat-

ings for each product confirms that typicality and novelty are joint 
predictors of attractiveness (Beta typicality=.546, p<.01, Beta 
novelty=.574, p<.01); together they explained 40.7 % of the vari-
ance in the attractiveness ratings overall.

Over product categories, visual typicality is a more important 
criterion for aesthetic preference for consumers that are less sensitive 
to the aesthetic quality of design (i.e., score lower on CVPA). The 
influence of visual novelty on aesthetic preference increases with 
CVPA level, but only above a certain threshold for novelty. In addi-
tion, the study shows that both visual typicality and visual novelty 
are a relatively more important criterion for aesthetic preference for 
consumers who are more interested in the product category. Thus, 
with high product category interest the influence of both visual 
novelty and typicality becomes more pronounced. 

Conclusion and discussion
This study provides evidence for the moderating influence 

of design expertise and product category interest on the relative 
influence of visual typicality and novelty in aesthetic preference. 
Visual typicality is a more important criterion for consumers that are 
less sensitive to the aesthetic quality of design (i.e., score lower on 
CVPA), as their judgment is influenced more by ease of processing. 
On the other hand, the influence of visual novelty increases with 
CVPA level, but only for products above a base level of novelty. In 
addition, both visual typicality and novelty are more important in 
determining aesthetic preference when people are more interested in 
the product category. Furthermore, this study replicates, extends and 
generalizes the previous finding of Hekkert et al. (2003) that visual 
typicality and novelty are joint predictors of aesthetic preference 
over a larger set of products and product categories.

This study provides insights into the relative importance of 
visual typicality and novelty in aesthetic preference. The results 
thereby heighten insight into aesthetic preference formation and the 
influence of design expertise and product category interest in this, 
and help companies in determining the appropriate level of visual 
typicality and novelty in their designs. Furthermore, following an 
inspection of designs and their ratings it seems that products that 
have a reasonably typical ground shape, but that are different in 
color or material —making them easy to recognize (and typical) 
but different enough to capture interest (i.e., novel)—tend to be 
preferred by consumers.
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