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SESSION OVERVIEW
Over the past decade, minimalist aesthetics have resurged in 

popularity (e.g., Cook 2019; Sokol 2012). This trend is evident in 
consumer interest in a minimalist lifestyle (e.g., phenomena like the 
“Tiny House” movement, “capsule wardrobes,” and Mari Kondo); 
the popularity of minimalist product aesthetics (e.g., brands like 
Muji, Everlane, and Apple); and the trend of minimalist marketing 
aesthetics (e.g., Starbucks’ logo growing more minimalist; McDon-
ald’s’ “picto” campaign; or Public Goods’ visual branding). 

Although it is well-known that visual aesthetics meaningfully 
influence consumer evaluations (e.g., Hagtvedt and Patrick 2008; 
Hoegg, Alba, and Dahl 2010; Reimann et al. 2010; Townsend 2017) 
and qualitative consumer research has studied advertising creatives’ 
beliefs about minimalism (Prajecus et al. 2006) as well as how con-
sumers strategically downsize to become more minimalist (Mathras 
and Hayer 2019), virtually no quantitative consumer research has 
examined consumer reactions to minimalist aesthetics in the market-
place. This Special Session fills this gap by first empirically deriving 
consumers’ conceptualization of minimalism and then experimen-
tally studying consumers’ positive and negative reactions to one fun-
damental dimension of minimalism: minimalist aesthetics.

First, Wilson and Bellezza showcase a comprehensive, multi-
method approach to studying what minimalism means to consumers 
and identify three key dimensions that define minimalism: a prefer-
ence for (i) owning few possessions, (ii) a sparse, minimalist aes-
thetic, and (iii) mindfully curating possessions. They introduce the 
Minimalist Consumer Scale, which captures these dimensions and 
predicts consumer behavior, including the look of people’s actual liv-
ing spaces (rated by independent coders), home décor preferences, 
and willingness to forego free gifts. The subsequent two papers fo-
cus on the minimalist aesthetic dimension of consumer minimalism 
and investigate when minimalist aesthetics are beneficial—and when 
they are not. 

Min, Anderson, Liu, and Min examine minimalist (vs. com-
plex) product aesthetics, and in particular, how preference elicita-
tion method influences whether people prefer minimalist or complex 
product design. They find minimalist and complex design are often 
similarly preferred in choice, which is determined chiefly by indi-
vidual taste. However, minimalist design is devalued in willingness-
to-pay, which is governed by production cost considerations. Ac-

cordingly, framing minimalist design as the result of effort-intensive 
paring-down can boost minimalism’s merit in WTP.  

Finally, Hagen investigates minimalist (vs. complex) pack-
aging/branding aesthetics and how they shape expectations about 
product attributes. She finds that (equally attractive) minimalist (vs. 
complex) design enhances expected utilitarian capabilities, driven by 
greater perceived focus on essentials, but diminishes expected he-
donic capabilities, driven by perceived lack of stimulation. As a re-
sult, utilitarian (vs. hedonic) purchase goals boost choice of products 
with minimalist (vs. complex) packaging design.

Minimalist aesthetics are under-studied. Expanding our theo-
retical and substantive understanding of it is important—not just be-
cause it is pertinent to current marketing practice, but also because 
of its implications for sustainability (e.g., focus on reducing waste; 
potential for less resource-intense production; promise of longer 
product lifespan due to design timelessness). This session begins to 
offer such insights, by sharing novel research and inviting discussion 
(led by aesthetics expert Claudia Townsend).

Consumer Minimalism

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
American consumerism is often characterized by overt material-

ism, opulence, and an insatiable desire to acquire. This celebration of 
accumulation, however, has often been accompanied by an embrace 
of simplicity and austerity in consumption. More recently, minimal-
ism has risen to the forefront of consumer culture, with many people 
embracing notions of decluttering, sparse living spaces, and reduced 
consumerism. 

Nonetheless, the concept of minimalism is not presently well-
defined or concretely understood. To address this gap in the literature, 
we define consumer minimalism by identifying three key dimen-
sions of the construct (i.e., number of possessions, mindfully curated 
consumption, and sparse aesthetic) and develop the twelve-item 
Minimalist Consumer Scale assessing these dimensions. A series of 
studies, using samples from a variety of populations (N=3,342), dem-
onstrates the validity and reliability of the tridimensional Minimalist 
Consumer Scale, situates the measure conceptually and empirically 
within a broader nomological network of related constructs (e.g., 
voluntary simplicity, frugality, green values, materialism), and docu-
ments the scale’s ability to predict relevant consumer behavior. 

Construct Development . To develop consumer minimalism, 
we used an approach aligned with grounded theory (Glaser and 
Strauss 1967). This process involved collecting and aggregating data 
from various sources before engaging in open-coding, selective cod-
ing, and theoretical coding (Urquhart 2012). First, we collected an 
abundance of qualitative data relating to minimalism from popular 
press and media—including books, television shows, news and me-
dia outlets, store visits, and Google image searches. We also joined 
over twenty minimalist-themed private Facebook groups to survey 
self-ascribed minimalists (N=96) and recruited lay consumers via 
Amazon Mechanical Turk (N=200).

Next, we analyzed our data using a bottom-up open-coding pro-
cedure to create a list of conceptual categories found in the data, 
followed by a selective coding process organizing the codes into 
higher-order concepts and a theoretical coding procedure relating the 
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higher-order selective codes to each other (Urquhart 2012). This pro-
cess resulted in our identification of consumer minimalism’s three 
fundamental dimensions: number of possessions, mindfully curated 
consumption, and sparse aesthetic. This process also allowed us to 
identify the nature of the construct of minimalism as a consumer 
value and to theoretically distinguish minimalism from adjacent con-
structs. 

Scale Development . We generated an initial pool of 150 items 
(50 items per dimension). After eliminating ambiguous and repeti-
tive items, eleven faculty and Ph.D. students evaluated a revised 
pool of 105 items for clarity and representativeness of the defined di-
mensions. Based on the judges’ ratings, we retained 45 items. These 
items were formatted into seven-point Likert-type response scales 
(1=Strongly Disagree, 4=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7=Strongly 
Agree) and rated by a sample of American Prolific Academic re-
spondents (N=422; 51% female, Mage= 32.2). We evaluated the items 
based on interitem correlations, average corrected item-to-total cor-
relations, and average factor loadings, as well as clarity of meaning 
and face validity. These analyses resulted in a final set of twelve 
items, four items per dimension (see Table 1). A subsequent series 
of exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis validated each of the 
scale items and tri-dimensional structure. All three factors had high 
alphas (all ≥ .86), and the alpha for the full scale was α=.88.

Scale Validity & Reliability . We assessed the discriminant and 
convergent validity of the Minimalist Consumer Scale by examining 
its relationship with other related existing constructs and its precur-
sors—including voluntary simplicity, frugality, GREEN consumer 
values, experiential buying, product retention, materialism, fashion 
orientation, and distinction. American Amazon Mechanical Turk re-
spondents (N=621; 54.3% female; Mage=39.5) completed scales as-
sessing each of the constructs. As expected, the Minimalist Consumer 
Scale was positively and significantly related to voluntary simplicity 
(r=.26, p<.001), frugality (r=.46, p<.001), GREEN consumer values 
(r=.32, p<.001), and experiential buying tendency (r=.21, p<.001).  
The relationships with materialism (r=–.31, p < .001) and product 
retention tendency (r =–.26, p<.001) were negative and significant, 
while the Minimalist Consumer Scale was not significantly correlat-
ed with fashion orientation (r=.02, ns) or distinction (r=.04, ns). The 
results of this survey provide evidence for the expected discriminant 
and convergent validity of the scale.

We then demonstrated the scale’s known-groups validity by 
showing that members of minimalist Facebook groups scored sig-
nificantly higher on our scale than members of reading Facebook 
groups (N=104; 96% female; Mage=47.8). Moreover, we confirmed 
our scale’s test-retest reliability in two samples (163 graduate stu-
dents, 39.3% female; Mage=28.1, and 393 participants recruited 
through Prolific Academic, 45.5% female, Mage=33.2) with different 
time lags between collections: one week and five weeks. 

Next, we assessed the predictive validity of the scale across 
three studies. First, participants completed our scale and uploaded 
photos of rooms in their homes (N=112; 43.8% female, Mage=41.2). 
Three independent research assistants, blind to the purposes of the 
research, rated the images on the three dimensions of consumer 
minimalism. Scores on the Minimalist Consumer Scale significantly 
predict the extent to which consumers’ actual home environments 
reflect the three dimensions of minimalism. Second, we showed that 
scores on our scale significantly predict preferences for minimal-
ist (vs. non-minimalist) apartment interiors (N=200, 50.5% female, 
Mage=40.2). Finally, we showed consequences in a hypothetical 
consumption choice scenario, demonstrating that higher scores on 
the Minimalist Consumer Scale predict lower interest in receiving 

products—even when the products are all presented as part of a free 
giveaway (N=203, 55.8% female; Mage=39.9).

In sum, we demonstrate that consumer minimalism is a unique 
construct situated within a broader nomological network of related 
constructs, such as voluntary simplicity and frugality, but not fully 
captured by any of them. We identify three core dimensions of mini-
malism—number of possessions, mindfully curated consumption, 
and sparse aesthetic—that unify the variegated displays of minimal-
ism observed in the marketplace and validate a scale for measuring 
consumer minimalism. 

The Unwillingness to Pay for Minimalist Product 
Aesthetics

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Products with minimalist aesthetics have proliferated alongside 

products with more visually complex aesthetics (Cook 2019). Given 
the prevalence of minimalist aesthetics in the marketplace, and the 
robust influence of aesthetics on consumer judgments and choices 
(e.g., Hagtvedt and Patrick 2008; Hoegg, Alba, and Dahl 2010), we 
investigate which aesthetics consumers prefer in products. Specifi-
cally, we examine whether, when, and why the preference for mini-
malist versus complex aesthetics varies based on how preferences 
are elicited.

Whereas standard economic theory assumes procedure invari-
ance, past research documents that preferences are often reversible, 
context-dependent, and constructed as elicited (e.g., Bettman, Luce, 
and Payne 1998; Lichtenstein and Slovic 1971; Tversky and Thaler 
1990). Building on this literature, we suggest that preference elicita-
tion mode influences the weight that consumers place on their per-
sonal aesthetic tastes versus their beliefs about the product’s produc-
tion costs. 

Four pre-registered experiments identify a robust preference 
reversal: minimalist products are more preferred when preference is 
elicited via choice versus WTP. This reversal occurs because WTP 
reflects consumers’ beliefs that minimalist (vs. complex) products 
have lower production costs, whereas choice is more reflective of 
consumers’ personal aesthetic tastes.  

Experiment 1A (N=300) documents the preference reversal ef-
fect when both goods’ identical manufacturer suggested retail price 
(MSRP) is displayed. In this and all experiments, participants were 
first randomly assigned to an elicitation mode condition (choice vs. 
WTP). Participants in the choice condition chose between the mini-
malist and complex version for each set of goods, with no preference 
as a third option, whereas participants in the WTP condition indi-
cated their maximal WTP for each good. We classified WTP partici-
pants as preferring the option for which they indicated a greater WTP 
(those who indicated equal WTP were classified as indifferent). In 
this and all experiments, indifferent participants were excluded con-
sistent with prior research (Slovic, Griffin, and Tversky 1990). As 
hypothesized, participants were more likely to prefer the minimalist 
good in choice (45.5%) than in WTP (11.4%); χ2=40.09, p<.001. 

Experiment 1B (N=402) replicates the reversal using an incen-
tive-compatible design. Participants in the choice condition were en-
tered into a raffle to receive the product they choose and participants 
in the WTP condition had WTP elicited via the incentive-compatible 
Becker, DeGroot, and Marschak (1964) mechanism. Participants ex-
pressed greater preference for the minimalist good in choice (44.0%) 
than in WTP (19.5%), χ2=23.76, p<.001. 

Experiment 2 (N=252) tests whether the reversal is mediated 
by a differential situational focus on production costs, visual appeal, 
or both, using parallel mediation. After expressing their preference, 
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participants responded to the two mediator measures, which gauged 
a situational focus on production costs and a situational focus on 
visual appeal. WTP (vs. choice) promoted a situational focus on pro-
duction costs, which predicted preference for the complex (vs. mini-
malist) good—mediating the preference reversal (b=-.54, SE=.11, 
z=-5.15, p<.001). By contrast, choice (vs. WTP) promoted a situ-
ational focus on visual appeal; a focus on visual appeal did not in 
turn exert a systematic influence on preference for the minimalist 
(vs. complex) good, (b=.0007, SE=.16, z=.005, p=.996), reflecting 
that consumers vary on which kind of aesthetic they find more visu-
ally appealing.

Experiment 3 (N=602) tests whether framing the production 
value of the minimalist (vs. complex) design as higher eliminates 
the preference reversal in a 2(elicitation mode: choice vs. WTP) × 
2(relative production value of the minimalist design: lower [add-on 
frame] vs. higher [reduction frame]) between-subjects design. Par-
ticipants evaluated minimalist and complex versions of a website de-
sign purportedly created by the same web designer. The minimalist 
design was framed as the result of an effortful paring-down process 
in the reduction frame, as opposed to a lack of building up elements 
in the add-on frame. Choice participants indicated their preference 
between the minimalist and complex versions of a website design, 
whereas WTP participants indicated which they would be willing 
to pay more for. All participants responded on a 9-point scale. The 
interaction between elicitation mode and relative production value of 
the minimalist design was marginally significant (Wald χ2(1)=3.18, 
p=.074): the effect of elicitation mode on preference was only sig-
nificant in the add-on frame (Wald χ2(1)=15.79, p<.001), but not in 
the reduction frame (Wald χ2(1)=2.16, p=.142).

Overall, we identify a novel preference reversal as a function of 
product design aesthetics. In doing so, we add to understanding pref-
erences for product minimalism—a popular yet not well-understood 
aesthetic dimension. We show that elicitation mode—by shifting 
consumers’ relative focus on their personal aesthetic tastes versus 
their beliefs about the product’s production costs—is one important 
determinant of expressed preference for minimalist design in con-
sumer goods.

Differential Effects of Minimalist Visual Branding on 
Expected Utilitarian and Hedonic Capacity

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Beyond being popular in product design, a minimalist visual 

aesthetic has become increasingly prevalent in visual branding (e.g., 
Sokol 2012), and highly aesthetically appealing examples of both 
minimalist and complex marketing aesthetics co-exist across diverse 
product categories—from chocolate to personal care, wine to house-
hold cleaners. Visual aesthetics clearly shape consumer evaluations 
(e.g., Hagtvedt and Patrick 2008; Reimann et al. 2010; Townsend 
2017), yet the consequences of minimalist (vs. complex) marketing 
aesthetics have not yet been studied in detail. This paper examines 
when and why a minimalist (vs. complex) marketing aesthetic is ad-
vantageous.

Much of the aesthetics literature would suggest that higher aes-
thetic appeal positively shapes various product inferences (e.g., Rei-
mann et al. 2010; Townsend and Shu 2010; Wu et al. 2017). In con-
trast, we propose that—independent of aesthetic appeal—minimalist 
(vs. complex) visual aesthetics specifically convey higher utilitarian 
capacity, but lower hedonic capacity, as a function of perceived prod-
uct richness. 

Five pre-registered experiments document consistently that 
minimalist (vs. complex) aesthetics enhance expected performance 

but diminish expected enjoyment. This pattern is driven by minimal-
ist (vs. complex) design suggesting a more focused, but less stimu-
lating, product. 

Experiment 1A (N=201) tested if minimal (vs. complex) pack-
aging design conveys superior utilitarian capacity, but inferior he-
donic capacity. Participants evaluated a shampoo whose packaging 
featured either a minimal or complex version of a black-and-white 
shapes or of a multi-colored zigzag design (using two designs for 
robustness). Note that in this and all other studies, stimuli pre-tested 
as differentially minimalist but equally aesthetically appealing (ex-
cept for Experiment 2B, which controls for aesthetic appeal differ-
ences)—therefore, aesthetic appeal or liking cannot explain results. 
Participants rated, in random order, their impression of the sham-
poo’s utilitarian (e.g., effective) and hedonic capabilities (e.g., en-
joyable), plus perceived expensiveness as a potential covariate, on 
7-point scales.

Participants expected higher performance for the shampoo 
with minimalist (vs. complex) design (F(1, 199)=14.31, p<.001), 
but lower pleasure for the minimalist (vs. complex) shampoo (F(1, 
199)=39.30, p<.001). All results held independent of perceived ex-
pensiveness. 

Experiment 1B (N=202) extended these findings to a differ-
ent product (sunscreen) and different designs (minimal and complex 
versions of a blue flecks base design), while providing additional 
product information (e.g., price) and measuring perceived unique-
ness as a different potential covariate. All findings replicated, and 
were independent of perceived uniqueness.

If minimalist (vs. complex)-looking products promise higher 
utilitarian but lower hedonic value, a consequence should be that 
they will be preferred more strongly when consumers pursue utilitar-
ian (vs. hedonic) goals. Experiments 2A&B tested this prediction 
with hypothetical choice (using lab-controlled packaging designs) 
and real choice (using real products available in the marketplace).

In Experiment 2A (N=401) participants adopted a utilitarian 
or a hedonic goal for purchasing hand soap (between-subjects) and 
then evaluated two hand soaps: one with a minimalist packaging 
design and one with a complex packaging design (within-subject). 
To disguise our focus on minimalism in this within-subject design, 
participants were shown minimal and complex versions of different 
designs: either a minimalist version of an art-deco design and a com-
plex version of a doodle design, or the opposite combination. They 
rated utilitarian and hedonic capabilities and chose which product 
they would buy, in random order. 

Participants expected higher performance for the minimalist 
(vs. complex) soap (F(1, 399)=119.43, p < .001), but lower pleasure 
for the minimalist (vs. complex) soap (F(1, 399)=243.18, p<.001). 
These expectations translated into choice: goal predicted product 
preference (χ2(1, N=401)=81.78, p<.001), such that a utilitarian goal 
made people more likely to choose the minimalist soap (80.1%) than 
the complex soap (19.9%; p<.001), but a hedonic goal fully reversed 
this preference pattern (minimalist: 35.5% vs. complex: 64.5%; 
p<.001).

Experiment 2B (N=400) extended this finding to consequential 
choice behavior (20% chance to win chosen product) and to a col-
lege sample. We used a real minimalist soap and created a complex 
counterpart in the same color scheme, labelling the two soap bottles 
with two real brand names (counterbalanced). Students happened to 
find the minimalist (vs. complex) soap more aesthetically appealing, 
which we control for in the analyses.   

Participants again expected higher performance, but lower 
pleasure, for the minimalist (vs. complex) soap, which again shaped 
choice: goal predicted choice (χ2(1, N=363)=11.26, p=.001), such 
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that for a utilitarian goal people were more likely to choose the mini-
malist soap  than the complex soap, but for a hedonic goal this pref-
erence significantly diminished (by roughly 20%), as signified by χ2. 
Controlling for aesthetic appeal differences revealed an unsurprising 
positive effect of aesthetic appeal on choice, but more importantly, a 
persistent and strengthened effect of goal on choice (B=.82, SE=.25; 
p<.001; Exp(B)=2.27). 

A replication with an adult sample who happened to find the 
complex soap more aesthetically appealing replicated these results 
and yielded the same crossover as Experiment 2A.  

Experiment 3 (N=400) tested the proposed mechanisms driv-
ing the pattern of results, specifically, that minimalist design dimin-
ishes perceived arousal potential (which is known to be hedonically 
engaging, e.g., Kaplan et al. 1972) but boosts perceived focus on 
essentials (which we hypothesize enhances utilitarian value). Par-
ticipants evaluated a nutritional breakfast shake whose packaging 
featured either a minimal or complex version of a geometric pattern.

Participants rated utilitarian (e.g., healthy) and hedonic (e.g., 
delicious) capabilities as well as how focused-on-essentials and 
how stimulating the product appeared. Participants expected higher 
performance for the minimalist (vs. complex) breakfast shake (F(1, 
398)=13.06, p<.001), which was mediated by enhanced perceived 
focus-on-essentials (F(1, 398)=34.78, p<.001; B=.46, SE=.08, 95% 
CI [.32, .62]). They also expected lower pleasure for the minimalist 
(vs. complex) breakfast shake(F(1, 398)=39.42, p<.001), which was 
mediated by diminished perceived stimulation (F(1, 398)=44.04, 
p<.001; B=–.42, SE=.07, 95% CI [–.57, –.28]).

In sum, minimalist and complex visual aesthetics are beneficial 
in different contexts, depending on whether consumers seek func-
tionality or fun. These insights advance our theoretical understand-
ing of minimalist aesthetics and offer implications for branding. 
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