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We suggest because an interdependent self thinks in relation to others, they compare more with others, leading to assimilation or

contrast. An independent self, however, does not compare with others. Further, we suggest that these effects depend on whether one is

thinking of similarities or dissimilarities in general.
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Do I Listen to You When You are Not Like Me? 
The Effects of Priming Self Construal on the Influence of Others

Mina Kwon, University of Illinois, USA
Rashmi Adaval, HKUST, Hong Kong

Consumers are constantly exposed to ads where a similar or dissimilar source advocates the use of a product. People spontaneously 
compare themselves with these spokespersons and assimilate when they think of similarities or contrast away from them when they think of 
dissimilarities (Mussweiler 2003). Yet, the conditions in which these comparisons occur are unclear. 

Research on source similarity presents mixed evidence with some suggesting that similarity can increase persuasion (Brock 1965; 
Woodside and Davenport 1974) and other work showing that this is not always the case (Leavitt and Kaigler-Evans 1975). Such discrepan-
cies imply that the same source could have different effects depending on the recipients’ frame of mind. We propose that self construal might 
be a critical factor that has been ignored. 

Self construal pertains to how one sees oneself in relation to others; either independent of them or interdependent on them (Triandis 
1989; Hofstede 1980). Although these differences might be chronic, self construal can also be primed (Brewer and Gardner 1996; Oyserman, 
Sorensen, Bergen, and Chen 2009). We suggest that one’s self construal can influence whether people see themselves in relation to the source 
or not and this plays a role in how the message from the source is processed and the impact it has. 

When a communication is presented, participants who have an interdependent self construal are more likely to assess if they are similar 
to the source or not. In contrast, participants who have an independent self construal might be more likely to see themselves as independent 
of any person or group. Thus, they may not engage in this assessment. We conducted two experiments to examine the effect of self construal 
on how much one takes into account information provided by similar or dissimilar others. 

96 participants participated in Study 1. First, participants’ self construal was manipulated by asking them to circle the pronouns “I” or 
“we” (Brewer and Gardner 1996). Then, as part of a different task, each participant read two product testimonials. Both came from the same 
source; a student with a gender neutral name who belonged to either their home university (similar source) or from a different university 
(dissimilar source). The two testimonials described the spokesperson’s reactions to products that were either favorable or unfavorable. Par-
ticipants then indicated how good the product was and indicated how similar they felt to the source (Aron, Aron, and Smolan 1992).

As expected, participants who were primed with “I” indicated that they felt further apart from the spokesperson (M = 3.13) whereas 
those who were primed with “we” reported feeling closer to the spokesperson (M = 3.68), Fdir(1, 92) = 2.74, p < .05. 

Results suggest that when participants are primed with “I”, the effect of product information (favorable vs. unfavorable) on participants’ 
judgments does not depend on source similarity (Mdiff = 3.32 vs. 3.39 for similar and dissimilar source), F < 1. However, when participants 
are primed with “we” the impact of product information on these judgments is greater when it comes from a source that is similar to them 
(Mdiff = 4.17) than when it comes from a source that is dissimilar to them (Mdiff = 2.25), F(1, 48) = 4.90, p < .05. This difference in means is 
confirmed by a marginally significant 3-way interaction involving the three variables, F(1, 92) = 2.63, (p = .10). 

Although Study 1 shows that self construal determines the extent to which one takes into account information provided by the source, it 
is unclear if cognitive procedures activated by other tasks can override such effects. Experiment 2, investigates this issue. 

Study 2 employed a 2x2x2x2 between subject design with procedures similar to Study 1, but with an additional comparison prime in the 
beginning. First, 208 participants were given a word task in which they were asked to compare pairs of objects (e.g., dog and cat) and asked to 
rate either how dissimilar or how similar they are (Xu and Wyer 2008). Then, participants were primed to think of themselves as independent 
or interdependent (using the “I” or “we” pronoun circling task). They then evaluated a testimonial from a similar or dissimilar source. The 
source described the product as having favorable or unfavorable features. Participants were then asked to indicate how good the product was 
and how persuaded they were by the message. They also indicated how similar they felt to the spokesperson. 

Participants primed to think about similarities reported that they felt the spokesperson was more similar to them (M = 5.93) than those 
who were primed to think about differences (M = 5.03), Fdir(1,191) = 7.26, p <.01. Participants who were given product information from a 
similar spokesperson rated this person as more similar to them (M = 5.80) than those who were told that this information came from a dis-
similar source (M = 5.18), Fdir(1.191) = 3.42, p < .05. 

Consistent with study 1, the effect of product information on judgments was the same for participants with an independent self construal 
and source similarity did not matter. The additional task to induce a cognitive procedure to think about commonalities and differences had 
no effect on these participants (F < 1). In contrast, this task had an effect on participants primed with an interdependent self construal. The 
effect of product information on judgments was stronger when participants were thinking of commonalities rather than differences and was 
independent of source similarity. Thus, participants who had an interdependent self construal attempted to see commonalities and differences 
between themselves and the source if the prior task activated these procedures overriding the effects of source similarity. A three-way interac-
tion of self-construal, commonality and difference prime and product information F(1, 200) = 4.05, p < .05 that was not contingent on where 
the source came from (F < 1) confirmed this pattern.

This research suggests that consideration of self construal might help clarify ambiguities in previous research findings on the effects of 
source similarity. 
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Shaping Product Perceptions
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Academic researchers reiterate the importance of product design and aesthetics as an opportunity for differential advantage in the mar-
ketplace (Creusen and Schoormans 2005, Bloch 1995). There has been a recent upsurge in academic interest in product design aesthetics, and 
some of this work includes studying how aesthetic stimuli are processed (Reimann et al 2010), how aesthetics impact perceived functionality 
(Hoegg, Alba and Dahl 2010) etc. In the current research we attempt to isolate and investigate the impact of product shape, arguably a more 
subtle component of product design. We firstly investigate whether people have preferences for certain kinds of shapes for different types of 
products for which shape is not related to product functionality. We then try to establish whether there is transference of the positive attitude 
towards aesthetically appealing shapes to perceived functional and/or hedonic benefits of the product. We finally investigate how product 
shape influences perceptions, and whether the influence of shape occurs at a conscious or non-conscious level.

Preference for specific shapes. Given that a vast majority of products and packages in the marketplace are rectangular (Raghubir and 
Greenleaf 2006) a question that naturally arises is whether consumers in general prefer products with angular shapes as opposed to curva-
ceous shapes, despite evidence from psychology that people tend to prefer curved objects to angular objects (Bar and Neta 2005). Photo-
graphs of various common hedonic (examples: car, mp3 player) as well as utilitarian products (examples: teapot, external hard drive, sports 
bottle) that are typically available in both curvilinear and angular forms, were converted into outline diagrams using a software so that there 
were no obvious differences in design other than the outer shape of the products. These line drawings were evaluated by subjects, as part of 
a “Product Prototype Evaluation study”.  The angular and curvilinear versions of each product were pretested to be equivalent on prototypi-
cality (Reber, Schwarz and Winkielman 2004). We find that across the range of products we tested, the curvilinear form is preferred over 
the angular by a vast majority of respondents. “Visual pleasure” is the most common spontaneous reason provided for the preference, and in 
an upcoming study, response times will be measured to see whether higher perceptual fluency for curvilinear shapes drives this preference 
(Reber, Schwarz and Winkielman 2004). 

Shape and perceived functionality. There is a fair amount of research evidencing that shape of a container can impact perceived quantity 
perceptions and consumption (Raghubir and Greenleaf 2006, Yang and Raghubir 2005, Wansink and Ittersum 2005), but the specific role of 
aesthetically pleasing shape(s) in influencing product perceptions has received limited attention. We study whether superior functional and/
or hedonic benefits are attributed to aesthetically preferred shapes, for products where shape should not be associated with functionality. We 
have evidence that visually appealing shapes are associated with perceived superior functional benefits (example: a curvilinear car is per-
ceived to be more fuel-efficient than a more angular (boxy) car, a curvilinear external hard drive is perceived to have more capacity than an 
angular shaped one), and/or perceived superior hedonic benefits (example: curvilinear teapot perceived to be “better suited for party”). This 
will be further explored with a larger range of utilitarian and hedonic products. 

The nonconscious role of shape. In a third study we set out to investigate whether the influence of product shape may be at a less con-
scious level than we imagine. We showed subjects two prototype products belonging to the same category, one curvilinear in shape and the 
other angular. The products shared one common attribute specification, were individually superior to the other product on a second attribute, 
and were individually inferior on a third attribute. (The latter two attributes were pretested to be equally important). A control group evalu-
ated the same pair of products with the same attribute specifications but without any pictures (no difference on visual appeal). Subjects were 
asked to evaluate the importance of the three given attributes for the purchase decision-making process for that category. The hypothesis was 
that the attribute on which the aesthetically appealing shaped (curvilinear) product is superior would be deemed to be of higher importance 
as compared to the control group. We find preliminary support for our hypothesis in several product categories, and are currently working on 
generalizing these results to different kinds of product categories.

In summary, in this research we investigate in what manner product shape impacts decision-making, and whether apart from conscious 
visual aesthetic preferences, there are nonconscious impacts of aesthetically pleasing shapes on perceived functionality, or whether there is 
nonconscious rationalization of visual pleasure by awarding higher importance to other functional aspects.  
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