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The Power of Beauty: Product Design

“How can designer increase the appeal of a design? “
Seeking for “Attractive, Pleasing, Appealing”

Aesthetic

“Beautiful products work better“ (Norman, 2004)
Beauty Positive mood Creative thinking & problem solving Task performance



Appealing
painting ?

Charming
scenery ?

Beautiful
face ?

Pleasing design ?

It is highly related to people & context

What is beauty ?

This question has been debated for at least 2,500 years ,and has been given a wide
variety of answers (Feagin, 1995; Tatarkiewicz, 1970)



Why Beauty Matters?

Product Design is economic driven, seeking for niche ofmarketing, and satisfying consumers
(Postrel, 2003; Creusen & Shoormans, 2005)

Aesthetic Marketing

Designers Consumers



Culture

WHY CULTURE?

People differ : the things they perceive, previous experiences, background variables

Aesthetic Marketing

Group of individualsInformation

Culture : Information & Group of individuals (Heine 2012)

Culture is kind of idea, belief, technology, habit, or practice that is acquired through leaning from others.



Culture

Aesthetic Choices & Culture

Empirically, taste is predominantly shaped by the culture to which we belong.

Aesthetic Marketing



Examples in Marketplace of cultural differences







Do these apparent differences within culture reflect aesthetic preferences? 

Research Question:



AESTHETIC
RESEARCH

BACKGROUND

Aesthetic Value & Culture
Aesthetics

Product Aesthetics Experience



What is Aesthetics?

It rooted in the Greek word aisthesis, 
that can be translated as understanding through sensory perception or sensuous knowledge

More pprecisely, it refers to sensory pleasure and delight (Goldman, 2001)

Aesthetics could be physical attractiveness (mainly visual mediated) of the product (Hekkert, 2006)



Objective Subjective Interactive

OBJECTIVIST VIEW SUBJECTIVE VIEW INTERACTIVE VIEW

Prospective of Beauty

Plato, saw beauty as a property of an object
that produces a pleasurable experience in
any suitable perceiver (Tatarkiewicz, 1970)

Balance & proportion (Arnheim, 1974; Birko
ff, 1933), symmetry (Arnheim, 1974), inform
ational content and complexity (Berlyne, 1
971), and contrast and clarity (Gombrich, 19
84)

Sophist, proposed that anything could be
beautiful if it pleases the sense (Tatarkiewicz, 
1970)

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder” or
“Taste cannot be debated” (Kubovy, 2000)

Philosophers, suggested a sense of beauty
emerges from patterns in
theway people and object relate
(Ingarden, 1985)

Beauty is value positive, intrinsic,
and objectified (Santayana, 1896/1955)

OBJECTIVE VIEW



design object

perceive

PRODUCT AESTHETICS

PRODUCT HUMAN

cognitive mastering

Adapt the model of aesthetic experience (Leder, Belke, Oeberst, & Augustin, 2004)

Perceptual
analyses

Implicit
memory

Explicit
classify Interpret

Experience

episodic memory
semantic memory

deliberate and verbalize

self-rewarding

simple judgment of aesthetic preferencenot conscious

Evaluation



CULTURAL CONTEXT

AESTHETIC
RESEARCH

BACKGROUND

Aesthetic Value & Culture

SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGY

Cultural Psychology

Cultural Cognition



CULTURAL CONTEXT

RESEARCH
BACKGROUND

SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGY

SELF

Self-Construal Theory 
(Markus & Kitayama 1991)

The degree to which people see themselves from others or as connected to others

CROSS-
CULTURAL 

STUDIES
(East & West)

Independence Interdependence

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_npR2BBvAGw


Cognition of Cultural Psychology

INDE. INTERDE.

(Markus & Kitayama 1991; Triandis, 1995)

INDEPENDENCE
(Westerner)

INTERDEPENDENCE
(East Asian)

Analytic
view

Holistic
view

Cognition

(Nisbett et al, 2001; Nisbett 2003; Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005)

Context exclusiveness
(salient object)

Context inclusiveness
(context awareness)

Self-Construal
individualism collectivism

self-actualization part of social relationship



EastmeetsWest (Yang Liu 2013)



Lifestyle: Independent vs. dependent West East

Size of the individual‘s ego

The boss

At a party

Complexity of self-expression

Emotion expressionConnections and contacts



Aesthetic preference & Cultural Cognition

Analytic
view

Holistic
view

(Masuda, Gonzalez, Kwan, & Nisbett 2008)

Westerner East Asian

Object-oriented attention

Categorization

Context-sensitive attention

Relationship



Product Visual Information

Analytic
view

Holistic
view

Westerner

East Asian

Culture Factor

How different cultural cognition styles influence their product aesthetic judgment?
What is the relationship between aesthetic judgement and recognition?

RESEARCH QUESTION

Cognitive Styles& Cognitive 
Style

Aesthetic
Judgment

Research Framework

HYPOTHESIS 
H1 : Product Aesthetic Judgment:
- Westerners prefer the product visual information by decontextualized liking (analytic view). 
- East Asians prefer the product visual information by holistic liking (holistic view).



A1

A2

A6

A4

A5

A1’

A2’

A6’

A4’

A5’

A3

A7

A8

A9

A3’

A7’

A8’

A9’

Pre-test
To make sure the stimuli
are equally beautiful

Product stimuli: 279
Subjects=180 (90 EU / 90 EA)

Product type (A): Chair



Pre-test
To make sure the stimuli
are equally beautiful

Product stimuli: 279
Subjects=180 (90 EU / 90 EA)
Product type (B): Coffee Table

B1

B2

B3

B4

B5

B1’

B2’

B3’

B4’

B5’

B6

B7’

B8

B9

B6’

B7’

B8’

B9’



Pre-test
To make sure the stimuli
are equally beautiful

Product stimuli: 279
Subjects=180 (90 EU / 90 EA)
Product type (C): Floor Lamp

C1

C2

C3

C4

C5

C1’

C2’

C3’

C4’

C5’

C6

C7’

C8

C9

C6’

C7’

C8’

C9’



Research Methodology

Lab experimental design

Without context condition Matched context condition Mismatched context condition

Please look at the picture and answer the question below for the product indicated 
by red arrow

{Manipulate the context information



Total 81 stimuli
(No context / Match / Mismatch)



Latin Square Design

Count balance the product stimuli to reduce stereotype effect

A1

A2
A3

B1

B2
B3

C1

C2
C3

NO CONTEXT

A4

A5
A6

B4

B5
B6

C4

C5
C6

MATCH

A7

A8
A9

B7

B8
B9

C7

C8
C9

MISMATCH

SET X

A4

A5
A6

B4

B5
B6

C4

C5
C6

No CONTEXT

A : Chair  B : Coffee Table  C : Floor Lamp

A7

A8
A9

B7

B8
B9

C7

C8
C9

MATCH

A1

A2
A3

B1

B2
B3

C1

C2
C3

MISMATCH

SET Y

Subjects are random assigned to one of those 3 sets.

A7

A8
A9

B7

B8
B9

C7

C8
C9

NO CONTEXT

A1

A2
A3

B1

B2
B3

C1

C2
C3

MATCH

A4

A5
A6

B4

B5
B6

C4

C5
C6

MISMATCH

A : Chair  B : Coffee Table  C : Floor Lamp

SET Z

A : Chair  B : Coffee Table  C : Floor Lamp



1. Do you think the product is beautiful?
(Product beauty)

2. Do you like the product itself?
(Product liking)

3. How well do you think the product fits into this context?
(Product & Context fitting: manipulation check)

4. Do you like the product in this context?
(Product & Context liking)

5. Overall, do you like the whole picture?
(Overall picture liking)

{

{
Decontextualize liking 
(collapse 1. & 2. dependent variable)

Holistic liking 
(collapse 3. & 4. & 5 dependent variable)

Dependent Variables

Question Design (DV)



Demographic

European American East Asian Asian American

- Caucasian, born and live in USA
(parents are both white)

- Age: from 18 to 30
- Resource: ROSS student pool

- East Asian, most born and live in Taiwan
(few from China, Japan, and Korean)

- Age: from 18 to 40
- Resource: Intro psycho subject pool &

online survey distributed at TW

- Asian, born and live in USA
(parents could be white or EA )

- Age: from 18 to 30
- Resource: Intro psycho subject pool

ROSS paid subject pool

N=171 N=107 N=75



Data Analysis 

Aesthetic

Study Phase
Compare culture & condition
dv : aesthetic response 
3 X 2 Mixed ANOVA design

Within-subject factor: three experimental conditions (No context / match / mismatch )
Between-subject factor: the characteristic of sample (culture group)



MAIN EFFECT OF CULTURE: F(1, 276) = 21.400, P<.001
MAIN EFFECT OF CONDITION: F (2, 522) = 38.938, P<.001
NO INTERACTION EFFECT: F(2, 522) = 1.378, P=.240 

• Product beauty
• Product liking { { {

Decontextualize liking

 Decontextualize judgment equally



MAIN EFFECT OF CULTURE: F(1, 276) = 35.750, P<.001
MAIN EFFECT OF CONDITION: F (2, 522) = 455.081, P<.001
AN INTERACTION EFFECT: F(2, 522) = 12.640, P<.001 

• Product & Context fitting
• Product & Context liking
• Overall liking

Holistic liking

{
Significant diff.

 Holistic judgment equally

 Higher visual tolerance among EA



Discussion

Aesthetic Cognition

Product Aesthetic &
General Aesthetic Preference

European American has lower perceptual tolerance,
especially in mismatch condition
East Asian has high perceptual tolerance across each
conditions, especially high in mismatch condition

Interpretation :
Visual affordance was highly influenced by cultural environment
they engaged perceptual habit aesthetic preference
Ex: street scene with messy signboards in Asian countries or
chaotic website information.

Match Condition: both cultural group all prefer the product
displays in match context

Mismatch Condition:
European American shows negative responses for product
liking with mismatch context
East Asian accepted mismatched presentations and shows
higher product liking

Interpretation :
European American analytic view
East Asian holistic view

Product-to-Context



Discussion

WHY MISMATCH ?

Culture

Aesthetic MarketingDesign : Create Contrast Consumer : Seek Novelty

Culture : Explore Curiosity



Application & Contribution
Advertisements, product catalogs, and online shopping











Thanks for your participation

Tseng-Ping Chiu 
Ph.D. Candidate in Design Science
mattchiu@umich.edu
734-680-4149

mailto:mattchiu@umich.edu
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