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In this paper, we use three studies to demonstrate that consumers’ identity

motives interact with factors under the firm’s control (i.e., design freedom)

to influence product evaluations, product meaning, and satisfaction. All three studies engage participants in real customization tasks

across three different product categories.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Identity, what comes to mind when we think of ourselves, in-

cludes two major components: a personal identity related to the in-
dependent self (i.e., individual traits, characteristics or goals) and a 
social identity related to the interdependent self (i.e., traits, charac-
teristics and goals that are linked to group membership or personal 
relationships) (Kirmani 2009; Oyserman 2009).  These identities have 
important implications for the way the self is construed and ultimately 
represented (e.g., Brewer 1991; Brewer and Gardner 1996; Kleine, 
Kleine and Allen 1995; Oyserman 2009).  Because consumers can 
have multiple identities that are simultaneously activated and driving 
behavior (e.g., Oyserman 2009), the current work will separate iden-
tity motives (personal and social) and differentially examine their in-
fluence on consumers’ valuation of customized products and meaning 
creation.  We propose that identity-based motivation, the “readiness 
to engage in identity-congruent action” (Oyserman 2009, p. 250), is 
a key factor both prompting consumers to engage in customization 
activities and influencing how they evaluate the resulting outcomes.  

Our first study examines how the activation of an identity mo-
tivation enhances the positive influence of design freedom (i.e., the 
ability to upload images) on consumers’ reactions to customized 
products (i.e., their evaluations at the time of design and satisfaction 
at delivery). 

In this study, two factors were manipulated between-partici-
pants: (1) Identity Prime (identity prime vs. no prime) and (2) De-
sign Freedom (low vs. high).  All participants go to a live website, 
designed “skins” (covers for their cell phones or MP3 players) and 
then received the actual product several weeks later, at which point 
we capture satisfaction measures.  

We find that product evaluations were higher when design free-
dom was high (M High Design Freedom = 5.6 vs. M Low Design Freedom = 4.8; F(1, 
94) = 6.61, p = .01). This effect was enhanced when participants 
were exposed to the identity prime, and the interaction was signifi-
cant (F(1, 94) = 4.64, p < .05). When participants were primed with 
identity, the level of design freedom mattered significantly (M Identity 

Prime, High Design Freedom = 5.8 vs. M Identity Prime, Low Design Freedom = 4.7; (F(1, 47) 
= 4.14, p < .05). When participants were not exposed to the identity 
prime, however, the effect was less pronounced (M No Prime, High Design 

Freedom = 5.5 vs. M No Prime, Low Design Freedom = 5.0;  F(1, 46) = .86, n/s). We 
also find that at delivery ten days later, these effects remained.  

When identity-primed participants were asked to think about 
the events in their lives where the device had played an important 
role, we found great variance in the types of events and experiences 
that participants described.  Thus, in order to better understand the 
influence of different identity motives on customization, it is impor-
tant to isolate the effects of these different identity-based motivations 
(social and personal).  

In this study, all participants (N = 87) design customizable cof-
fee mugs and we manipulate two factors were manipulated between-
participants: (1) Motivation Primed (social vs. personal identity) and 
(2) Design Freedom (low vs. high).  A two-way ANOVA revealed a 
significant interaction between the two independent factors (F(1,84) 
= 4.6, p < .05). Participants reported higher evaluations of their mugs 
when allowed high versus low design freedom M High Design Freedom = 5.6 
vs. M Low Design Freedom = 5.1). This effect was more pronounced for those 
primed with personal identity motivations (M Personal, High Design Freedom = 
5.7 vs. M Personal, Low Design Freedom = 4.7; F(1, 42) = 8.4, p < .01) than with 

social identity motivations (M Social, High Design Freedom = 5.5 vs. M Social, 

Low Design Freedom = 5.5; F(1, 41) = .1, n/s).  The analysis also revealed a 
significant interaction between the two manipulated factors on satis-
faction at pickup (F(1, 49) = 4.13, p < .05).  

Finally, the third study examines how the situational activation 
of personal identity motivation moderates the effects of a chronic 
identity motivation (need for uniqueness) to influence consumers’ 
reactions to customized products.   As Berger and Heath (2007) in-
dicate, individuals have a “drive to differentiate themselves from 
others,” a need for autonomy influenced both by the individual’s 
relatively stable need for uniqueness (NFU; Tian et al. 2001) and by 
situational factors leading the person to feel undifferentiated (p. 121).

All participants (N = 67) in this study design a t-shirt using an 
online website.  We manipulate personal identity (salient vs. not sa-
lient) and measures chronic need for uniqueness (Tian et al. 2001).  
We find a main effect of NFU on evaluations (b = .43, t = 2.99, p < 
.01), as well as a main effect of motivation salience (b = 15.9, t = 
2.42, p = .01).  The main effects were qualified by an interaction (b = 
-.39, t = -2.20, p < .05).  To better interpret the interaction, we used a 
spotlight analysis (Fitzsimons 2008) and find that the slope of NFU 
was significant and positive when personal identity motivation was 
not made salient (b = .08, t = 2.11, p < .05). When the motivation was 
made salient, however, the slope of NFU was not significantly differ-
ent than zero (b = -.01, t = -.45, n/s).

From this study, we conclude that simply making personal iden-
tity salient at the time of customization can increase product evalua-
tions for consumers with a low chronic identity motivation and allow 
them to find greater meaning in the products they create.  

These studies demonstrate that simply making salient an iden-
tity motivation prior to design can significantly influence product 
evaluations, product satisfaction and the effectiveness of the custom-
ization options (i.e., design freedom).  Franke and Schreier (2008) 
suggest that providing consumers with a sufficiently large solution 
space is essential for customization companies. Our research quali-
fies this finding, suggesting that customization options offering a 
high degree of freedom (i.e., image upload) are only effective when 
certain identity motives are driving customization.  Such a finding is 
important for firms striving to maximize the profitability of custom-
ized offerings.  
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