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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
From the widespread practice of product customization to the 

recent practice of “crowdsourcing” ideas, companies are actively 
involving consumers in the new product development process. To 
benefit from the input of consumers as well as professionals, compa-
nies could provide consumers with a professionally designed default 
product that may serve as a starting point in the idea-generation pro-
cess for new products or product improvements. Providing a default 
product has been shown to impact the consumers’ utility (Dellaert 
and Stremersch, 2005) and evaluation of self-designed products 
(Moreau and Herd, 2010), but no research has investigated the effects 
of providing a default product on consumer creativity. In this paper, 
we investigate the moderating effect of the product design goal on 
the relationship between the level of advancement of the provided 
default product and the creativity of the generated product ideas. 

Based on contemporary creative cognition research, we can en-
vision two contrasting effects of the provision of a default product in 
the consumer’s idea generation process: 1) it may enhance creativity 
when the existing features of the default product activate relevant 
domain knowledge and stimulate a more thorough exploration of the 
idea space (Rietzschel, Nijstad, and Stroebe, 2007) or 2) it may in-
hibit creativity when the default product fixates attention too much 
on the existing product features and limits the exploration of the idea 
space (Smith, Ward, and Schumacher, 1993). We hypothesize that 
the combination of the level of advancement of the default, i.e., the 
number of already incorporated features, and the product design goal 
determines whether the default product will stimulate or inhibit the 
generation of creative product ideas. 

The design goal can either be to modify or enhance the func-
tional performance of the product or its aesthetic appearance. When 
the product design goal is aesthetic, we expect that fixation effects 
will play a more dominant role. The rational here is that people gen-
erally show a preference for aesthetic congruity in product design 
(Patrick and Hagtvedt 2011). Thus, consumers are expected to gen-
erate ideas that are congruent with the aesthetic features of the de-
fault product. A more advanced default product incorporates more 
features, which increases the likelihood of fixation effects. This may 
limit the exploration of the idea space, resulting in less creative ideas.

When the design goal is functional, aesthetic considerations pre-
sumably play a less important role than improving the performance 
of the product. In this case, the positive effects of activating relevant 
domain knowledge (and the spreading of activation in the consumer’s 
memory) by means of the provision of a default product will outweigh 
any negative fixation effects. The more features the default product 
already incorporates, the more relevant knowledge structures will be 
activated in the consumer’s mind. This may lead to a more thorough 
exploration of the idea space, resulting in more creative ideas.

We conducted two experiments to investigate the interaction ef-
fect between the level of advancement of the default product and 
the design goal on the creativity of the generated ideas. Sixty-one 
business school students participated in return for course credit. The 
study design was a 2 (default product: basic vs. advanced) x 2 (de-
sign goal: functional vs. aesthetic) mixed design. 

Participants were randomly assigned to a pretested picture of 
either a basic or an advanced alarm clock. In addition to an improved 
appearance, the advanced default product also incorporated three 

common wake-up functions (i.e., the most frequently mentioned 
ones in a pilot study). Each participant was then asked to complete 
two tasks: 1) to improve the alarm clock’s wake-up function and 2) to 
improve its aesthetic appearance. Three target consumers were asked 
to rate the creativity of the generated ideas on a single-item, seven-
point scale (cf. Sellier and Dahl, 2011). 

A mixed ANOVA showed a significant interaction effect be-
tween the level of advancement of the default product and the design 
goal (F (1, 59) = 12.195, p<.01). Follow-up analysis revealed that 
with a functional design goal participants generated more creative 
ideas when given an advanced default product rather than a basic 
default product. With an aesthetic design goal, we found exactly the 
opposite (see Table 1). 

The purpose of Study 2 was to replicate the results of Study 
1 using a different product (a tablet computer holder) and a differ-
ent task (an idea-generation rather than a problem-solving task). The 
study design was similar to Experiment 1 except for the experimen-
tal stimuli. We also added a baseline condition in which no default 
product was given. One hundred-eleven business school students 
participated in return for course credit. As in Experiment 1, a mixed 
ANOVA showed a significant interaction effect on creativity of the 
generated ideas (F(1, 108) = 7.700, p = .001). The nature of this inter-
action effect was similar to Study 1. The means and standard devia-
tions for the experimental conditions can be found in Table 1. 

Table 1a: Summary of Study 1 Results
Creativity of results

Default 
Product

Functional 
design goal

Aesthetic 
Design Goal

Basic 5.32 (1.25) a 5.60 (1.38) a

Advanced 6.24 (1.13) 4.83 (1.44) 
N=61

a Significant difference with the advanced default product condition (α = .05)

Table 1b: Summary of Study 2 Results
Functional Design Goal

Default 
Product

Creativity of 
results

Depth of 
Exploration

Breadth of 
Exploration

None 5.80 (0.62) c 1.86 (0.72) b 2.89 (1.09) b c

Basic 5.76 (0.58) c 1.54 (0.51) a c 2.54 (0.77) a c

Advanced 6.07 (0.55) a b 1.95 (0.77) b 2.03 (0.59) a b

Aesthetic Design Goal
Default 
Product

Creativity of 
results

Depth of 
Exploration

Breadth of 
Exploration

None 4.72 (0.59) c 1.58 (0.55) b 2.33 (0.76) b c

Basic 4.61 (0.59) c 1.19 (0.46) a c 2.00 (0.71) a

Advanced 4.28 (0.77) a b 1.42 (0.60) b 1.92 (0.63) a

N=111
a Significant difference with the “no default product” condition (α = .05)

b Significant difference with the “basic default product” condition (α = .05)
c Significant difference with the “advanced default product” condition (α = .05)
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We also investigated the effects of providing a default product 
on the exploration of the idea space by asking two trained coders to 
categorizing all generated ideas. The highest number of ideas gener-
ated in a particular category was used as a measure of the depth of 
exploration, while the number of different categories in which the 
participant generated ideas was used as a measure of the breadth of 
exploration of the idea space. The results revealed that, independent 
of the design goal, the level of advancement positively impacted the 
depth, but negatively impacted the breadth of exploration. These 
variables mediated the effects of the level of advancement of the 
default product on creativity when the design goal is functional, but 
not when the design goal is aesthetic.

The two experiments show that the level of advancement of a 
provided default product influences the exploration of the idea space 
and, hence, the creativity of the ideas generated by consumers, but 
the nature of this effect depends on the design goal. Our findings 
have straightforward managerial implications for companies that 
want to achieve higher levels of creative performance by offering 
default products when soliciting ideas from consumers in the new 
product development process.  
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