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This research investigates the role of product and personal factors on consumer response to design innovation. Results show that

functional innovation in hedonic products and form innovation in utilitarian products produce more favorable consumer responses.

Also, automatic reactions toward innovation shape the relationship between design innovativeness and consumer attitudes.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
It is commonly accepted that response to design novelty is in-

fluenced by perceptual fluency, either directly via affective evalua-
tion of visual stimuli (cf. Winkielman et al. 2006), or indirectly via 
increased satisfaction generated by resolving a moderate challenge in 
stimulus evaluation (Reber, Schwarz, and Winkielman 2004).  In ad-
dition, expertise facilitates the identification of sources of novelty and 
the efficient processing of product information (Alba and Hutchinson 
1987).  The link between novelty and consumer attitudes, however, 
is not entirely determined by perceptual fluency.  Central to the re-
sponse to design innovation are individuals’ inferences about what 
the product affords (Hoegg and Alba 2011) and the importance of 
novelty in general for the user. 

We propose that consumer preference for high versus low prod-
uct novelty is jointly explained by the level of aesthetic infusion and 
its congruency with the perceived core value of the product (i.e., he-
donic or utilitarian benefits).  Yet previous research is ambivalent 
about the direction of the congruency effect.  It is possible that prod-
ucts featuring high levels of design innovation will garner more favor 
if consumers find the aesthetic infusion congruent with the hedonic 
value they derive from the product (cf. Creusen and Schoormans 
2005).  In other words, hedonic products provide aesthetic design as 
a typical benefit, and presumably more thereof enhances the offer.  
However, it is also possible that design infusion into incongruent, 
utilitarian categories creates an unexpected consumer benefit through 
spillover inferences and thus more design innovation preference (cf. 
Hagtvedt and Patrick 2008).  In other words, utilitarian products do 
not provide aesthetic design as a typical benefit, and presumably its 
additional inclusion enhances the offer.  Research by Bertini, Ofek, 
and Ariely (2009) is informative and suggests that “non-alignable in-
novations” (i.e., utilitarian products featuring improvements in form 
and hedonic products with functional improvements) will garner 
more consumer preference.  Thus, we posit that consumer preference 
will be stronger for hedonic (utilitarian) products featuring innova-
tion in function (form). 

Differences in consumer response to innovative products are 
also related to individual traits such as need for uniqueness, variety 
seeking, or design sensitivity (Bloch 1995).  The latter has been cap-
tured in consumer research via the centrality of visual product aes-
thetics (CVPA) construct (Bloch, Brunel, and Arnold 2003).  Yet con-
sumers generally find it hard to articulate the reasons why they prefer 
specific designs (Creusen and Schoormans 2005), and a much con-
sumer research (e.g., Chartrand 2005) has been arguing for the role 
of automaticity in information processing and decision-making.  In 
further support for the importance of automatic cognition, there may 
also be a disconnect between consumers’ explicit responses and non-
conscious reactions to innovation (see Wilson, Lindsey, and Schooler 
2000).  Thus, individuals may [claim to] like novel designs more in 
their explicit evaluations than their automatic responses would sug-
gest, perhaps in order to appear more sophisticated.  Conversely, they 
may erroneously argue that product innovativeness is not an impor-
tant factor in their product assessments, when that is in fact very 
much the case (perhaps because they see themselves as reflective 
and not impulsive processors, cf. Strack, Werth, and Deutsch 2006).  
We examine the role that consumers’ innate automatic preference for 
innovation plays in explaining CVPA effects on innovative product 

evaluations.  We thus hypothesize that automatic reactions to novelty 
mediate the effect of CVPA on consumer attitudinal response to in-
novative new products. 

STudy 1
The first study assesses the extent to which there are different 

marketplace reactions to innovation based on two specific dimensions 
of design innovativeness (i.e., focus on function or form).  In ad-
dressing H1, we evaluate the conditions under which design innova-
tion in form is more or less likely to be attractive relative to function-
al innovation.  We also evaluate the extent to which complementary 
improvements are better received by consumers faced with innova-
tive products.  Participants were randomly exposed to the picture of 
a purportedly new, innovative product and subsequently asked their 
opinions about it.  Two product categories were employed: one pre-
tested to be utilitarian (toothbrushes) and one hedonic (sunglasses).  
The design was a 2 (product value: utilitarian or hedonic) X 2 (di-
mension of innovativeness: functionality or aesthetics) X 2 (CVPA: 
low or high) factorial with the first two variables manipulated and 
the latter measured.  The results (see Table 1) argue for a basic con-
sumer preference for innovation in function for hedonic products and 
in form for utilitarian products.  Innovative products are preferred 
more strongly by consumers high on CVPA.  These consumers seem 
to universally prefer functional enhancements, whereas those low on 
CVPA seem to react more positively to nonalignable enhancements to 
both product types.  

STudy 2
This study evaluates the hypothesis that consumer attitudinal 

responses toward innovative products are generally spontaneous and 
automatic (see Veryzer 1999 for a related point).  This argument sug-
gests that the effect of CVPA is fully mediated by automatic, implicit 
responses to novelty.   Results support the claim that consumers of 
high CVPA are more likely to appreciate innovative marketplace 
products.  Their explicit liking for such products is based on an auto-
matic, instinctive attraction to innovation and novelty (measured via 
the Implicit Association Test – Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwartz 
1998), explaining why they like innovation in terms of both design 
and function, as well as for both utilitarian and hedonic products.  
The implicit appreciation of innovative designs explains the connec-
tion between CVPA and explicit attitudes.  

STudy 3
The final study assesses the effect of dimension of design in-

novativeness (i.e., function or form) for a more complex product cat-
egory that is not disposable and thus entails more risk and requires 
more careful processing.  We therefore extend the generalizability of 
our conceptual framework and also improve on the previous studies 
in two important ways.  First, we evaluate the extent to which inno-
vation enhances perceived value by including a control (i.e., no in-
novation condition) as the critical benchmark.  Second, we replicate 
the automatic mediation effect of study 2 by having subjects perform 
IATs that involve actual product pictures as stimuli, as opposed to ge-
neric innovation-related words.  Results are once again supportive of 
both hypotheses (see Table 2).
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Table 1: Product Attitudes In Study 1

Product value: utilitarian Hedonic

Improved: Function Form Function Form

Mean S.E. Mean S.E. Mean S.E. Mean S.E.

 Low CVPA Attitudes 3.50 .41 4.14a .19 3.67 .30 3.07b .23

 High CVPA Attitudes 4.76 .28 4.42a .28 5.23b .27 3.75c .29

Means within the same row with different superscripts are significantly different at p < .05 or lower.

Table 2: Product Attitudes In Study 3

Improved: Nothing Function Form

Mean S.E. Mean S.E. Mean S.E.

Low CVPA Attitudes 3.40a .29 4.32b .21 4.99c .19

High CVPA Attitudes 2.79a .20 4.95b .23 5.41b .18

Means within the same row with different superscripts are significantly different at p < .05 or lower.


