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We suggest an integrative perspective regarding drivers of aesthetic preference. In line with a “perceptual” fluency account, properties

of the object, the context, and the observer interact to affect aesthetic preference. Examining any of them in isolation, a common

practice in previous research, can result in incomplete conclusions.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The visual appeal of a product is important. It can influence 

whether a product gets noticed as well as whether it is chosen (Hoegg 
and Alba 2007). Once purchased, a product’s aesthetic appeal can 
continue to provide sensory pleasure over its lifetime (Bloch 1995). 

The literature suggests several possible antecedents of visual 
appeal. Most of them pertain to properties held by the visual stimu-
lus: symmetry (Reber 2002), contrast (Reber and Schwarz 2001), 
prototypicality (Martindale and Moore 1988), and unity (Veryzer and 
Hutchinson 1998). 

Other authors suggest that aesthetic appreciation is context de-
pendent. For example, the same picture was liked more when it was 
primed by a matched contour, versus by a mismatched contour (Re-
ber, Winkielman, and Schwarz 1998). Still other research suggests 
that characteristics of the perceiver affect aesthetic preference. For 
example, the familiarity that someone has with the stimulus, (Cho 
and Schwarz, 2010) seems to increase liking. Despite the extensive-
ness of this research, evidence on how the characteristics of the prod-
uct, the observer, and the context interact to affect aesthetic judg-
ments remains scarce.

Reber, Schwarz and Winkielman (2004) reviewed research ex-
amining the above effects, suggesting that they all increase visual 
liking because they facilitate processing fluency. They focus on how 
the individual effects  of each of these factors  affects aesthetic re-
sponse, and suggest that  they increase aesthetic preference only 
when they facilitate processing. 

This paper adds to the above research and makes three specific 
contributions. First, it examines aesthetic judgments from an integra-
tive perspective and and using a perceptual fluency account argues 
that the person (who), the product (what), and the context (when?\) 
interact to determine visual preference,. 

Second, it shows that objective properties of the stimulus (e.g., 
unity) affect aesthetic preference by facilitating visual processing, by 
showing that unity has a positive effect on preference when  visual, 
but not verbal, processing resources are constrained. Third, it pro-
vides evidence for the substitutability of the sources of perceptual 
fluency. That is, effects of perceptual fluency on aesthetic judgments 
are similar regardless whether fluency is caused by the product, the 
person, or the context. 

Object possessing properties such as symmetry, unity, etc. are 
easier for our visual system to detect and process, and for this reason 
they are perceived as pleasant (Reber et al. 2004; Ramachandran and 
Hirstein 1999). This article focuses on unity. 

If unity increases aesthetic preference because it facilitates flu-
ent processing, its effects should be most strongly observed when 
processing is constrained. Under such circumstances the superior 
ability of the perceptual system to detect and process unity should 
lead to fluent processing for unified objects but not for non-unified 
objects. On the other hand, unconstrained processing should be able 
by itself to lead to processing fluency, even when unity is violated. 

In addition, we predict that the effect of unity on aesthetic eval-
uations will be more positive when visual, but not verbal, processing 
capacity (Baddeley 1992) is constrained. That is, unity should in-
crease aesthetic preference by making “perceptual” processing fluent 
(Reber et al. 2004). Finally, we predict that the above effects should 
be moderated by the observer’s inherent ability (Ekstrom et al. 1976) 

and preference (Childers, Houston, and Heckler 1985) for visual pro-
cessing. When these characteristics are low, visual processing should 
be even more difficult, and thus the role of unity more important. 

In two studies we test the prediction that the extent to which 
unified designs are preferred to non-unified ones depends on the in-
teraction of the load type (visual vs. verbal) with the individual’s 
inherent ability and willingness to process visually. Both studies use 
a 2 x 2 x 2 factorial design with unity (satisfied vs. not) and product 
replicate as within participants factors, and load (verbal vs. visual) as 
a between participants factor. 

Load was manipulated by having participants to remember some 
abstract information (e.g., price and delivery method) about a table 
(verbal load) versus concrete and visualizable aspects (e.g., shape 
and number of legs) of a table (visual load). These were pretested to 
be equal in difficulty. Then participants were asked to choose based 
on visual attractiveness between the unified and the non-unified ver-
sions of two products. Finally, we measured participants’ inherent 
ability (study 1) and preference (study 2) for visual processing. 

In the first study we used phone and refrigerator designs, taken 
from Veryzer and Hutchinson (1998), either satisfying unity or not. A 
logit analysis revealed the predicted significant load x visual process-
ing ability interaction effect on choice of unified designs. The unified 
designs were more likely to be chosen by participants low in visual 
processing ability, when they were under visual, but not verbal load.

In the second study we used the designs of a clock and a vase, 
either satisfying unity or not. A logit analysis revealed the predicted 
significant load x visual processing preference interaction effect on 
choice of unified designs. The unified designs were more likely to 
be chosen by participants low in visual processing preference, when 
they were under visual, but not verbal load.

In conclusion, this article takes an integrative approach and sug-
gests that the product, the person, and the context interact to affect 
visual preference. From a theoretical perspective, we document the 
specific role played by visual but not verbal processing resources in 
how unified and non-unified designs are processed and evaluated.. 
Moreover, we demonstrate the substitutability of the different sourc-
es of perceptual fluency; Perceptual fluency increases aesthetic pref-
erence regardless whether it stems from the object, the person, or the 
context. Finally, the results indicate that focusing on how these three 
factors in isolation affect visual preference, might be incomplete.. 

From a managerial perspective, designers and managers who 
wish to offer aesthetically pleasing products should consider the 
context and the customer characteristics on top of design properties, 
such as unity. To paraphrase Confucius: “Everything has beauty, but 
not everyone sees it.” At least not always. 
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