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The visualization literature demonstrates that product imagery is associated with positive consumer outcomes. However, we show that

personalizing imagery by having consumers incorporate their own photos with product images yields negative consumer outcomes.

This is because self-photos elicit self-scrutiny and its attendant negative affect dampens product attitudes and purchase intentions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Many websites allow consumers to upload their own pictures 

to the site, providing an appealing means for consumers to visualize 
product benefits. This is helpful in online shopping contexts and for 
sellers of experience goods. 

The visualization literature suggests that such product visualiza-
tion tools should have positive effects. Using imagination while pro-
cessing product information or advertisements, results in more posi-
tive product evaluations and purchase intentions (Babin and Burns 
1997; Bone and Ellen 1992; and Escalas 2004; Gregory et al. 1982; 
Keller and Block 1997; Keller and McGill 1994; Krishnamurthy and 
Sujan 1999; McGill and Anand 1989). A subjective sense of ease 
in imagining product benefits also leads to more positive consumer 
attitudes (Dahl and Hoeffler 2004; Petrova and Cialdini 2005; Zhao, 
Hoeffler and Dahl 2007). Additionally, the product customization 
literature shows that customizing enables closer fit with consumer 
needs (Arora et al. 2008; Franke et al. 2009) and an “I designed it 
myself” effect (Franke et al. 2010; Moreau and Herd 2010). Product 
visualization tools that allow product images to be customized to in-
dividual consumers might have similar effects. 

However, we argue that product visualization may have negative 
effects. Although visually pairing the product with the self can create 
associative self anchoring (Gawronski et al. 2007), which has been 
shown to have positive results, evoking the self also invites greater 
scrutiny. Stimuli that elicit self-consciousness can intensify affective 
responses (Scheier and Carver 1977; Scheier and Carver 1985). Thus 
negative responses to an image of the self with the product could 
transfer to the product, negatively affecting consumer outcomes.  

In three experiments, we advance the visualization literature by 
demonstrating that vivid and easily generated product imagery may 
not lead to positive outcomes. Linking products to the self can elicit 
self-scrutiny, leading to negative outcomes. We uncover a boundary 
condition to these effects by demonstrating that when one’s own im-
age is less salient, negative effects of self-scrutiny may be dampened. 

Experiment 1 employed a commercial online service for mak-
ing collages from digital pictures. One hundred and nine undergrad-
uate students participated for course credit. We employed a single 
factor (visualization: personal versus standard) between-subjects 
design. Each participant completed a travel planning scenario for 
an impending spring break vacation. Half of participants (standard 
group) saw a screen with 36 images of a beach vacation. The other 
half (personal group) uploaded six images of themselves from online 
sources, which were displayed in addition to 30 beach vacation im-
ages (note that any self-image was acceptable, as the object was to 
juxtapose self-images with vacation images). An online survey con-
taining dependent measures and covariates followed.  

Primary dependent measures for this study were attitude to-
ward the vacation and purchase likelihood. We conducted a one-way 
ANOVA with attitude as dependent measure, visualization (personal 
vs. standard) as predictor and measured covariates (Mpersonal = 16.06, 
Mstandard= 17.5; F(1, 108) = 4.74, p<.05). This supports our hypoth-
esis. Website relevance was used as a covariate and showed a signifi-
cant positive effect (F(1, 108) = 115.4, p<.001). A similar ANOVA 
showed lower vacation purchase intention in the personal condition 
(Mpersonal = 4.31, Mstandard = 5.11; F(1, 108) = 5.19, p<.03).

In Experiment 2, we assessed the role of self-scrutiny in person-
alized visualization. This experiment employed the same design as 
Experiment 1, with the addition of a five-item scale measuring self-
scrutiny adapted from Scheier and Carver (1985). Forty-two students 
participated for course credit.

We conducted a one-way ANOVA with attitude as dependent 
measure, visualization type as predictor and measured covariates. 
Analyses revealed a significant effect for the predictor (F (1, 39) = 
4.12, p<.05). Replicating Experiment 1, participants in the personal 
condition reported lower attitudes (Mpersonal = 5.71, Mstandard = 5.96; 
p<.05). A similar ANOVA with self-scrutiny as dependent measure 
also revealed a significant effect for the predictor (F(1, 39) = 5.62, 
p<.03). Consistent with our expectations, the personal group reported 
higher levels of self-scrutiny (Mpersonal = 4.44, Mstandard = 3.96; p<.03). 
A model with self-scrutiny mediating the relationship between visu-
alization type and attitude was not supported. 

In Experiment 3, we attempt to mitigate self-scrutiny’s effects 
by reducing the salience of participants’ images. The high-salience 
condition is identical to that in our previous experiments, and we thus 
expect negative effects to replicate. In the low-salience condition, 
participants have 54 images with which to form a collage. In this 
condition, self-scrutiny should be reduced among consumers who 
upload their own pictures because they are less prominent among the 
larger number of photos.  

Experiment 3 utilized a 2 (visualization: personal vs. standard) 
x 2 (image salience: low vs. high) between-subjects full-factorial 
design. Sixty-nine students participated for course credit. We con-
ducted a two-factor ANOVA with visualization and image salience 
as factors, attitude toward the vacation as dependent measure, and 
involvement and motivation as covariates. Our analyses revealed no 
main effect of visualization (Fs < 1) but a significant main effect 
for image salience (F (1, 63) = 5.13, p<.03). A two-way interaction 
qualified these main effects (F (1, 63) = 4.47, p<.04). Involvement 
and motivation were positive and significant as covariates (p<.01). 
Consistent with experiments 1 and 2, planned contrasts revealed that 
when image salience was high, participants in the personal group had 
less positive attitudes (Mhigh_personal = 4.58, Mhigh_standard = 4.75; t = 1.46, 
p<.07). However, when image salience was low (more images), this 
pattern reversed (Mlow_personal=5.01, Mlow_standard = 4.86; t = 1.54, p<.07).

Our findings have important implications for both marketing 
theory and practice. We demonstrate that visualization of product ben-
efits does not universally lead to positive consumer outcomes. While 
using one’s own image provides a vivid and easy means of visualiza-
tion, the integration of the self into the product image also elicits self-
scrutiny, and its attendant negative affect may transfer to product at-
titudes and purchase intentions. Thus, our research not only provides 
an important substantive finding for the visualization literature, it also 
offers an important warning for firms. One limitation of this work is 
that we examine a single product context; thus, future research should 
consider additional product types (i.e. glasses, hats). 
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