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Consumer co-creation is becoming a more common feature on retailers’ web sites. We investigate whether such sites’ transportation

effects (versus cognitive elaboration effects) moderate the impact of image use. Using a commercial online service aimed at making

collages using digital pictures, we find that the combination of narrative transportation and self-selected images can interfere with the

formation of product attitudes and willingness to buy.
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My picture, my product: Does co-creation of a usage experience lead to positive consumer 
outcomes?

Shanker Krishnan, Indiana University, USA
Arun Lakshmanan, SUNY Buffalo, USA
Lura Forcum, Indiana University, USA

Many modern products engage consumers as co-creators in the exchange process (Vargo and Lusch 2004) rather than being passive 
recipients of product benefits. One of the dominant findings from this literature is that customer co-creation often correlates with consumer 
elaboration (Moreau and Herd 2010). Such elaboration could take the form of visual imagery, narrative transportation or cognitive elaboration 
(e.g., Green and Brock 2000; Schlosser 2003; Unnava, Agrawal and Haugtvedt 1996). 

Co-creation engages the consumer in an active role with the end product often a result of consumer action. For example, many websites 
allow consumers to manipulate and design various fashion accessories by uploading their own pictures, versus seeing images of others (from 
ads, catalogs). Major retailers (Wal-Mart, Carrefour) are also considering the use of virtual mirrors that allow consumers to design a specific 
look for some products (e.g., cosmetics). In such situations, consumers are visually transporting themselves into product use with the at-
tendant elaboration and visual imagery. Whether such transportation (versus cognitive elaboration) moderates the effects of image use is an 
issue that is worthy of investigation.

A laboratory based study was conducted using a commercial online service aimed at making collages using digital pictures. The primary 
consumption task was the formation of collages from a set of photographs to design a vacation. Image type was manipulated by providing 
participants product images, product images with people, or product images with self-images. For this last condition, as the user provides 
images, involvement should increase. Yet, a greater degree of physical activity should lead to a stronger focus on the task and thus, attitude 
formation may be impeded (versus the passive conditions where the user does not provide any images). Further, when transportation imagery 
is engaged via a second manipulation, participants in the self-image conditions should face greater interruption to the imagery generation 
process (due to the necessity to perform operations upon the website/images). This interruption of the mental transportation process should 
lead to poorer attitudes for this group when transportation is engaged (versus not). Thus, narrative transportation should interact with the type 
of imagery in predicting attitudes. This hypothesis was tested using the method described below.

One hundred and sixty two undergraduate marketing students at a large Midwestern university completed the study. The experiment 
followed a 2 (elaboration: transportation imagery vs. cognitive) by 3 (image type) between-subjects factorial design. Each participant was 
provided with a fictitious spring-break travel planning scenario in which they were either asked to immerse themselves and imagine their 
prospective holiday vividly (transportation imagery group) or plan for their holiday as comprehensively as possible (cognitive elaboration 
group). Subsequently, participants were directed via the computer’s web-browser to one of three versions of the website. One-third of the par-
ticipants (product image) were shown a screen with 36 images of a beach vacation. A second group (product image with people) was shown 
36 images of beach vacations with people in them. The third (product image with self-images) group was asked to upload up to six images 
of their choice from personal online accounts and their screen showed these six images along with 30 images from the experimental website. 

Subjects in all conditions were simply instructed to “make a collage” depicting their ideal vacation. This collage was subsequently saved 
yielding a unique participant-specific collage image. Time-stamped user information was collected unobtrusively on the experimental website 
and logged for process analysis. Subsequently, the website directed them to the online survey containing other measures. Cognitive response 
protocols were also collected toward the end of the session.

The primary dependent measures for this study were attitude towards the website and vacation purchase likelihood. A two-way AN-
COVA with elaboration (transportation imagery vs. cognitive) and image type (product image, product image with people, and product image 
with self-images) as predictors, and overall attitude toward the website as the criterion variable revealed a significant main effect for the photo 
condition (F(2,148) = 4.2; p < .02). This effect was qualified by a two-way interaction with the elaboration factor (F(2,148) = 4.92; p < .01). 
Planned contrasts revealed that within the self-image condition the transportation imagery group had lower attitudes compared to the cogni-
tive elaboration group (Mimagery = 17.52, Mcognitive = 15; t = 2.44, p < .02), with other within-group comparisons not statistically significant (ps 
> .2). This finding supports our hypothesis. 

Consistent with this finding, a two-way ANCOVA on participants’ purchase likelihood for the vacation also revealed a main effect for the 
photo condition (F(2,148) = 3.29; p < .04) as well as a significant two-way interaction (F(2,148) = 3.06; p < .05). Planned contrasts revealed 
that within the self-image condition the imagery group had lower purchase likelihoods compared to the cognitive elaboration group (Mimagery 
= 3.84, Mcognitive = 4.78; t = 2.1, p < .04), with other  within-group comparisons not significant (ps > .2). This finding also supports our core 
hypothesis. 

Study 1 presents initial evidence that the combination of narrative transportation and self-selected images can interfere with the forma-
tion of product attitudes and willingness to buy. 

We intend to continue to our investigation with two additional studies which will also be presented at ACR, should this paper be ac-
cepted.

 Study 2 will involve evaluating the output of the creative process and investigating process explanations for our counter-intuitive 
findings. We plan on rating collages on a variety of dimensions, including creativity, overall aesthetic value, and characteristics related to the 
photographs chosen in the subject-selected image condition. Study 3 will explore whether varying degrees of involvement in the collage-
creation process affect attitude toward the site and willingness to purchase. 
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Say No More! 
Experiential Consumption and the Spoiler Effect of Positive Word of Mouth
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People seek WOM from a trusted source as a way to anticipate and explore consumption choices (Frenzen and Davis 1990; Smith, 
Menon, and Sivakumar 2005). Yet, people also engage in storytelling, a form of WOM, as a way to savor prior hedonic experiences, such as 
vacations or other special events  We propose that this latter post-consumption communication can negatively impact consumers who are in 
the pre-consumption stage of a similar hedonic experience.  We suggest that WOM in the form of storytelling can interrupt a receiver’s pre-
consumption fantasy, discouraging future consumption and altering choice.  Specifically, receiving information about a hedonic experience 
from a trusted source is likely to lead to a sense of experiential demystification resulting in reduced motivation to pursue that experience.   

PRE-CONSUMPTION FANTASIES AND DEMYSTIFICATION
Consumption experiences include three distinct phases: A pre-consumption phase characterized by information search and consump-

tion fantasies; the actual consumption phase; and a post-consumption phase characterized by consumption memories and reminiscing. Pre-
consumption pleasure can stem from forecasting the details of an experience and enjoying the emotional response in prospect. However, there 
is also utility in the curiosity and suspense that may arise prior to engaging in an experience (Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger 2006). 
Uncertainty in how an experience may unfold, followed by the thrill of discovery during an actual experience, is a hedonic reward (Quinn 
2003) – one which we argue can be weakened through experiential demystification.  

People in the pre-consumption phase, anticipating a consumption experience, seek WOM from a trusted source as a way to explore 
consumption choices.  People in the post-consumption phase are often eager to share their memories.  Exposure to a sender’s recounting of 
a consumption experience demystifies speculation surrounding the receiver’s impending experience. Demystification is a process that clari-
fies the previously uncertain and vague. We propose that this demystification of an upcoming experience serves as a story spoiler, satiating 
curiosity, and constraining the receiver’s ability to imagine the many ways in which an experience may unfold. 

To investigate the effect of demystification on consumer choice, we explore how WOM from a friend versus stranger weakens desire 
for a consumption experience.  Individuals associate and bond with those who have similar values, tastes, and attitudes (McPherson, Smith-
Lovin, and Cook 2001).  We suggest this greater similarity between friends increases trust, resulting in increased demystification via smoother 
acceptance of the details communicated by a friend.  This leads to a demotivating effect, characterized by a decreased sense of specialness 
surrounding the impending experience and reduced interest in pursuing the experience.   

METHOD AND FINDINGS
Participants (n = 144) were asked to select one of five consumption experiences (e.g., white water rafting, hot air balloon ride) that they 

would like to try if given a free ticket. Next, participants were directed to envision the experience and asked to write a paragraph recording the 
details and expectations for their chosen experience. After a filler task, participants were randomly assigned to one of two WOM conditions, 
where they read a description of the selected experience and were asked to imagine that it was provided by either a friend or stranger. Partici-
pants responded to a series of scale measures to assess their expectations for the experience, as well as measures related to demystification, 
desire to pursue the selected experience and individual trait measures.

A series of ANOVAs, controlling for individual need for uniqueness, showed that  participants exposed to WOM from a stranger esti-
mated a greater expectation of being able to “make the experience their own” had a “greater sense of wonder” about the experience than those 
exposed to WOM from a friend. Participants in the friend condition reported that they expected the experience to be more boring and less 
adventurous than those in the stranger condition. Further, particpants in the friend condition reported that the experience would be less “spe-
cial” (meaningful, special, extraordinary); and more “ordinary” (familiar, typical, run-of-the-mill). Taken together, these measures provide 
evidence for demystification. Interestingly, a set of contamination-like indicators emerged suggesting that the upcoming experience seemed 
more “tainted” (devalued, spoiled, tainted) in the friend (versus stranger) condition.

As anticipated, the WOM source (friend vs. stranger) significantly influenced participants’ desire to try their selected experience. Partici-
pants who received WOM from a friend (versus stranger) were significantly more willing to switch their selected experience for an alternate 
option. It is important to note that these findings are not a result of altered or disconfirmed expectations for a future event. We measured the 
degree to which respondents thought the WOM matched their own expectations, and found that most respondents believed the WOM was 
highly consistent with their own expectations.  


