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Consumers make purchase decisions based on what products do (i.e., functionality) and how they appear (i.e., form). We find that
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These results may also have implications for research regarding the endowment effect (Thaler 1980, Kahneman et al. 1990). Recent 
research has documented that emotions play a role in the endowment effect, and that merely touching an object results in increased 
perceived ownership of that object (Lin et al. 2006; Peck & Shu 2009). It is possible that anthropomorphism of an object partially explains 
the tendency to over-value objects once they have come into one’s possession. Further, research by Ruble (2008) suggests a “proximity 
effect” based on the idea that affective stimuli reactions are polarized when proximal. In the context of anthropomorphism, this finding 
suggests that the extent to which human-like traits lead consumers to treat products as an intimate companion may be moderated by the 
physical and perceived closeness of the product’s humanity. In our next study we will consider these moderators, and broaden its scope 
by including stimuli from product categories other than books. Further, we will attempt to measure consumer-object intimacy by relying 
on additional constructs in the literature (Sternberg 1986; Shimp & Madden 1988). 
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Extended Abstract
We know that consumers make purchase decisions based both on what products do (i.e., functionality) and how they appear (i.e., 

form) (e.g., Bloch 1995; Chitturi, Raghunathan and Mahajan 2007; Veryzer and Hutchinson 1998). For example, when the compact 
fluorescent (CFL) light bulb was first introduced, many consumers were hesitant to switch from their traditional bulbs, in part, because 
the CFL’s “swirl” shape was so unusual (Fishman 2006). The early adopters of CFLs were consumers who put more emphasis on 
the functional improvement in energy efficiency than on the bulb’s unconventional appearance. Yet, although marketing research has 
extensively examined how differences in functionality affect the choices that consumers make between new and existing products, very 
little research has addressed how product form affects such decisions (Bloch 1995; Rogers 2003). 

Nevertheless, form is becoming an increasingly important part of new product development. Electronics companies are relying more 
and more on form to differentiate products whose core functionally1 varies little between competitors (e.g., TVs, computers, cameras, 
coffee makers, toasters, etc.). Even when the core functionality of these products does differ in important ways, those differences are 
not always clear or meaningful to the average consumer. For example, what will the impact be on my television viewing experience of 
a 120Hz versus 240Hz refresh rate or a screen resolution of 1080p versus 1080i? Similarly, will I notice a difference in picture quality 
between a 2 versus 8 megapixels camera or one with an ISO rating of 400 versus 1600? For consumers that do have the required expertise, 
these differences in functional attributes may very well play a key role in the products that they choose. However, in this paper we predict 
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that for the many consumers that do not have the requisite knowledge, the form of a new product will be a critical determinant of the 
choices that they make. Specifically, we predict that consumers lacking product expertise (i.e., novices) will be risk averse and tend to 
select products that have a conventional appearance over those that have an unconventional form.2

FOOTNOTES
1In this paper we define core functionality as the ability of a product to fulfill its fundamental utility (such as transportation for a 

vehicle, writing for a pencil, picture taking for a digital camera, and information processing for a computer).
2We define form as a combination of attributes related to the appearance of the product (e.g., size, shape and color), which does 

not affect the product’s core functionality.

We hypothesize that expertise plays a critical role in determining the weight that consumers place on these two general types of 
products attributes. In addition, we propose two key boundary conditions on the basic effect: 1) experts discount product form only when 
they have enough time to systematically process functional information; and, 2) novices discount product form when they expect to 
have experience with the product that compensates for their lack of functional knowledge (e.g., they are able to try using a new camera 
before committing to buy it). Finally, we predict that differences in the decision weight given to form versus function by novices and 
experts can be explained by the level of risk that they perceive in different product forms–that is, the perceived risk of adopting a new 
product mediates the impact of form on preference. We test, and find strong support for, these hypotheses in a series of three laboratory 
experiments.

In Study 1, we manipulated the form and the core functionality of a new product and measured the participants’ expertise to conduct 
a 2 (form: same-as-status-quo vs. unconventional) by 2 (core functionality: same-as-status-quo vs. improved) by 2 (consumer expertise: 
experts vs. novices) experiment. We found that that expertise plays a critical role in determining the weight between form and function.

Study 2 was designed to test the assumption that experts give less weight to form in new product adoption decisions because they 
are better able to process functional information. Study 2 employed a 2 (expertise: experts vs. novices) by 2 (time pressure: low vs. high) 
between subjects design and found supportive evidence for the above assumption. 

Study 3 was designed to explore the role that risk plays in consumers’ willingness to adopt a new product in an unconventional 
form. Study 3 employed a 2 (form: conventional vs. unconventional) by 2 (expertise: experts vs. novices) by 2 (type of decision: try vs. 
switch) between subjects experimental design. Moderated mediation test found supportive evidence that the perceived risk of adopting 
a new product mediates the impact of form on preference.

In these studies, we ruled out alternative explanations such as Need for Variety (NFV), Need for Uniqueness (NFU), and innovativeness. 
Variables such as demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, and native language), product involvement, task involvement, and aesthetic 
evaluation were controlled.

We aim to make four key contributions to the extant literature. First, this paper demonstrates that form can play a critical role 
in the choices that consumers make between new and existing (i.e., status quo) products. Second, we show that the effect of form on 
consumer choice is especially strong among novice consumers, but can also affect expert decision making under specific conditions 
(e.g., time pressure). Third, we show that the potentially negative impact on choice of an unconventional form can be overcome if 
consumers are given the option to try the product out without committing to purchasing it. Fourth, our results provide insight into the 
psychological mechanism that underlies the effect of form on consumer choice–specifically, novice consumers tend to avoid products 
with unconventional forms because they perceive greater risk in the adoption of such products.
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Extended Abstract
It has been argued for decades that stereotypically, women are associated with concepts of feeling, imagination, intuition, and 

subjectivity, while men are associated with concepts of mind, rationality, and objectivity (Korsmeyer 2004). However, it is still not 
clear whether such a stereotypical perception exists and how it may influence consumers’ decision making. Consumers make purchase 
decisions based both on what products do (i.e., functionality) and how they appear (i.e., form) (e.g., Bloch 1995; Chitturi, Raghunathan 
and Mahajan 2007; Veryzer and Hutchinson 1998). Recent research demonstrated that information processing on form may be more 
superficial and heuristic whereas processing of functional information may be deeper and more rational (Liang and Murray 2009; 
Townsend and Sood 2010). If males and females have access to the gendered stereotypical perceptions in minds when making purchase 


