
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Effects of Exaggerate Priming and Fluent Processing on the Evaluation of Design

Irene  Scopelliti, Bocconi University, Italy 
Paola  Cillo, Bocconi University, Italy 
David  Mazursky, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel 

 
It is a common strategy for some product categories in which design is a key feature, to precede the actual market launch with the

exhibition of showpieces that feature the design to be marketed in a highly exaggerated way. Across three experiments we find that

attitude toward a target design improves by initially exposing subjects to exaggerate exemplars of the same design, and that this

improvement is due to a more effective encoding of the visual information contained in the showpiece caused by exaggeration, and to

the subsequent more fluent processing of the target design. The effect is observed for experts. It is also observed for non-experts when

the structural alignment between the showpiece and the target is made more salient by means of higher visual redundancy between the

two stimuli.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In several industries competition is based on the continuous

proposal of new styles, in a sort of dynamic innovation process
based mostly, if not exclusively, on product design and on a planned
obsolescence of that design. This process is called stylistic innova-
tion, and refers to all changes in design that are not purely the results
of engineering advances (Robinson 1958; Cappetta et al. 2006).
Apparel, cars, furniture and home appliances are just some in-
stances of industries featuring competition based on stylistic inno-
vation, for which success is strictly dependent on consumers’ fast
and rapid adoption of the new design.

In some design-based industries, the launch of a new design is
realized by mean of showpieces featuring in an exaggerated way,
i.e., by emphasizing the central features of the design up to the point
of appearing wacky, the same design that will be then delivered to
the market in a more moderate form. This launch strategy is widely
adopted in the apparel industry, but also elsewhere (e.g., new car
models are often presented as concept cars during trade shows).
Exposure to exaggerated showpieces might shock consumers since
such exemplars are typically disruptive, and they are often per-
ceived as bizarre or extravagant. However, exposure to showpieces
could help improving consumers’ attitude toward a moderate form
of the new design: the visual exaggeration of the distinctive features
of a design may enable a more fluent processing of the same features
in subsequent encounters with other exemplars of the same design
(Reber et al. 2004), by leaving a deeper trace in consumers’ implicit
memory than a moderate form of the design would do.

This article examines whether the strategy of introduction of
novel designs used in some fashion-based industries (i.e., introduc-
tion with exposure to an exaggerated showpiece) is more effective
in terms of favorability than a standard launch strategy in which
consumers are exposed directly to a moderate marketable form of
the design. Differences in the effectiveness of such a strategy of
introduction between consumers holding different levels of prior
knowledge of the product category, and between showpieces with
different levels of structural redundancy with respect to the target
design, are also examined.

Experiment 1 shows that initial exposure to exaggerated
showpieces generates a more favorable evaluation of a moderate
target design than initial exposure to moderate exemplars or no
initial exposure, with this effect being driven by the evaluations of
experts (measured expertise). We argue that experts’ advantage is
the outcome of highly effective encoding of the visual information
contained in the exaggerated showpiece, and of a more fluent
processing of the target design favored by the trace left by the
showpiece in subjects’ implicit memory. Experiment 2 adds exter-
nal validity to Experiment 1, and replicates the results of the
previous experiment by making use of a group of real experts
(fashion design students and young fashion professionals) com-
pared to a group of non-experts (management students). This effect
could be explained by the fact that experts, compared to non-
experts, are able to process and to learn the structure of the design
in a more effective way upon exposure to exaggerated exemplars,
and are able to elaborate more fluently the same structural elements
of the showpiece featured in the target design. The greater shifts in
the evaluation of the target design on behalf of experts should signal
such higher fluency, because of the positive valence associated to

processing fluency–the so called hedonic marking of fluency
(Winkielman et al. 2003) that is misattributed to the target stimulus.
This idea is explored in Experiment 3, where we test the hypothesis
that experts’ stronger shift in the evaluation of the target design is
not a function of expertise per se, but of higher processing fluency,
by manipulating a visual feature of the design able to make
processing more fluent, i.e., the redundancy (Reber et al. 2004;
Garner 1974) between the exemplars shown in initial exposures and
the target design. Redundancy is a variable that makes the structural
alignment between the two stimuli (exaggerate showpiece and
moderate target design) more salient, and therefore improves the
processing of the visual information contained in the target design
(Markman and Gentner 1997). Experiment 3 indicates that experts’
advantage is eliminated when redundancy increases, resulting in
comparable evaluations of the target design by experts and non-
experts in the case of high redundancy: all subjects evaluate the
target more favorably when exposed to exaggerated and highly
redundant exemplars, whereas experts evaluate the target signifi-
cantly more favorably than non-experts when exposed to exagger-
ated but low-redundancy exemplars.

Results generally support the idea that exposure to exagger-
ated showpieces is able to improve the evaluation of a moderate
target design, shedding light on the effects of exaggeration in the
domain of visual information. Exaggerated stimuli, despite less
attractive than prototypical stimuli (Rhodes and Tremewan 1996),
have a great potential in terms of emphasis on the most relevant
elements of a message, and of impact on the encoding of informa-
tion. Our findings suggest that exaggeration is a visual feature able
to affect the ease of processing visual information, i.e., perceptual
fluency, as hypothesized by Reber et al. (2004). We also find that
greater structural alignment, as favored by visual redundancy
within the set of stimuli, is able to affect evaluation of the target
design upon exposure to an exaggerated exemplar, by again im-
proving the fluency experienced in the elaboration of visual infor-
mation.

Some relevant implications for managerial practice can be
drawn from our results. Firms competing in design-based industries
engage in a process of dynamically continuous innovation that sees
each new design competing with others to overcome the previous
design in consumers’ preferences. The comparison of alternative
strategies that could be easily managed by firms when presenting a
new design in terms of impact on consumers’ evaluation might help
them to launch their new designs in the most effective way.
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