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Across six experiments, the authors demonstrate that superficial
imperfections in the form of packaging damage can engender negative
consumer reactions that shape subsequent attitudes and behaviors in ways
that are not always objectively justified. Their findings show that these
reactions function in a relatively automatic fashion, even emerging under
conditions in which the packaging damage does not convey information
about a health and safety threat from the product. The authors extend work
on contagion to show that superficial packaging damage can act as a
contamination cue, automatically activating thoughts of contamination and
health and safety concerns. This tendency to avoid superficial packaging
damage can be eliminated by counteracting these thoughts of contamination.
This can be donewith positive brandassociations (i.e., by branding the product
as organic) or by creating a physical buffer between the packaging damage
and the product itself. The authors close with a discussion of implications for
marketers, consumers, and public policy makers.
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When Do Consumers Avoid Imperfections?
Superficial Packaging Damage as a
Contamination Cue

The importance of packaging as a tool for conveying
product information is well established. Consumers are
known to rely on the package to make inferences about
key aspects of the underlying product, including quality
(McDaniel and Baker 1977), innovativeness (Nijssen 1999),
desirability (Underwood and Klein 2002), and healthfulness
(Scott et al. 2008). Researchers have also shown that the
physical appearance of packaging influences consumer

attitudes toward the product and evenmotivates consumers to
purchase it (Underwood, Klein, and Burke 2001). Little
attention has been paid, however, to the phenomenon of
packaging imperfection, its impact on consumer behav-
ior, or factors that moderate its potential influence on
consumers.

Whereas packaging imperfections might, at first glance,
seem to constitute a minor concern, industry data belie this
conclusion. A study byMeadWestvacoCorporation analyzed a
range of frozen packaged foods and found that 75%of shoppers
would not buy a product if the package was damaged (George
2010), with up to 55% rejecting the brand entirely when even a
single exemplar showed signs of damage. Just as concerning,
consumer ratings of the product as a “brand you trust” dropped
from an average of 73% to an average of 41% when packages
were even slightly damaged.

Intuitively, these findings make sense; packaging imper-
fections such as a torn wrapper or a dented can signal that the
product inside may carry some element of risk. Research has
documented that such cases can lead to significant revenue loss
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(Stuart 2009). However, whereas the avoidance of goods with
packaging flaws is sensible when safety is an issue, this re-
sponse may produce suboptimal outcomes when the imper-
fections are superficial (e.g., a tear on a label that does not
compromise the product inside or put the consumer at risk).We
aim to examine this issue and provide a better understanding of
how imperfections in product packaging—in the form of
superficial packaging damage—influence consumer attitudes
and purchase intentions.

Our research makes several contributions to the litera-
ture. First, we demonstrate that superficial damage acts as a
contamination cue, signaling to consumers that the product
should be avoided. Prior research has shown that con-
sumers exhibit strong avoidance behaviors toward various
forms of perceived product deficiencies, including being
past the expiry date (Sen and Block 2009; Tsiros and
Heilman 2005), having been handled by others (Argo,
Dahl, and Morales 2006), and conferring negative social
associations (White and Dahl 2006, 2007). We extend this
work to the domain of packaging and show that imper-
fections in the form of superficial damage to the package
can engender strong negative reactions that are not always
objectively justified.

Second, we identify the automatic nature of the process
that underlies this effect. Using two approaches to identify
process—a cognitive load manipulation and a measurement
of individual difference (need for cognition [NFC])—we
show that consumers are more prone to react negatively to
superficial damage when they are either cognitively busy or
inclined to avoid effortful cognitive activities. Under cog-
nitive load, consumers respond to package imperfection in a
relatively automatic manner and make unjustified negative
inferences about the product. Conversely, we find that
consumers with high NFC are less inclined (relative to those
with low NFC) to allow superficial packaging damage to
influence product preferences.

Third, we extend work on contagion to show that con-
tamination effects are not limited to situations where prod-
ucts are observed being touched by another individual (Argo,
Dahl, andMorales 2006) or by another “disgusting” product
(Morales and Fitzsimons 2007), but may also arise when
there is superficial damage to the product’s packaging. We
show that consumers avoid products with superficial
damage because this acts as a contamination cue, rather than
because the product is less aesthetically pleasing. Indeed,
our effects appear to be driven by automatic thoughts
of contamination leading to health and safety concerns.
Moreover, we demonstrate that manipulations that assuage
health and safety concerns related to the product’s imper-
fection (such as branding the product as organic) and reduce
the perceived potential for contamination to occur (via a
visual separation between the external damage and the
product inside the package) mitigate the observed effects.
Finally, we show that, when thoughts of contamination are
primed, these effects are increased. We turn next to our
theoretical overview.

PRODUCT PACKAGING AS A SIGNAL

Product packaging serves multiple logistical functions,
including efficient product storage, product protection, and
simplified transportation of goods (Rundh 2005). Pack-
aging is also acknowledged as an important tool in the

marketing communications arsenal, conveying informa-
tion about product benefits, building and reinforcing brand
image, and providing visual cues that facilitate associa-
tions with other elements of the communications mix (e.g.,
McDaniel and Baker 1977; Nijssen 1999; Underwood and
Klein 2002). Conversely, ill-conceived packaging cues can
create serious problems. When Planters offered its Fresh
Roast Salted Peanuts in vacuum packs, similarities to the
packaging used for ground coffee caused some consumers
to mistake the product for coffee and run the “beans”
through supermarket coffee grinding machines (McMath
1997). This and other examples serve as powerful illus-
trations of how packaging conveys important signals that
consumers employ as a source of diagnostic information
regarding the nature of the product inside.

Prior research has examined the impact of several aspects
of product packaging, such as size (Argo and White 2011;
Wansink 1996), imagery (Underwood, Klein, and Burke
2001), and design (Bloch 1995), on consumer outcomes that
include consumption level (Argo and White 2011), attention
(Underwood, Klein, and Burke 2001), and variety seeking
(Roehm and Roehm 2010). We propose to examine a novel
aspect of packaging—imperfection in the form of superficial
packaging damage—and the implications it has for consumer
attitudes and intentions toward the product. Furthermore, we
propose that the package can signal another very important
piece of information: namely, that of personal health and
safety concerns for the consumer.

Ensuring the integrity of the product is one of the es-
sential functions of packaging (Ampuero and Vila 2006),
and, perhaps for this reason, product safety is something
marketers commonly try to convey through the package.
In a well-known example, after a series of deaths due to
products being laced with cyanide in the Chicago area in
1982, Tylenol not only recalled all of its products but also
introduced a packaging innovation: the tamper-proof lid (e.g.,
Mitchell 1983). Partly as a result of these efforts, consumers
often make judgments about product safety on the basis of
packaging elements (Ahvenainen and Hurme 1997). With this
in mind, we propose that superficial packaging damage is
likely to influence consumer perceptions of health and safety
and, consequently, overall evaluations of the product.

AVOIDANCE OF SUPERFICIAL DAMAGE AND THE
CONTAGION EFFECT

The avoidance of certain types of packaging imperfec-
tions may stem from humans’ natural tendency to protect
themselves from stimuli that have the potential to pose
health and safety threats. Evolutionary psychologists have
maintained that humans have evolved instinctive strategies
to detect and defend against pathogens in the immediate
environment (Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011). This
set of mechanisms, dubbed the “behavioral immune sys-
tem,” predisposes people to avoid threats that may cause
physical harm or illness (Schaller and Park 2011). By this
logic, avoiding foods that are imperfect or appear to have
been contaminated in some way likely enabled early
humans to maximize their chances of survival. Avoidance
of packaging imperfections would thus constitute the be-
havioral immune system at work.

Studies of contamination effects show that consumers
evaluate a product more negatively when they perceive that
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the item has been touched by another person (Argo, Dahl,
and Morales 2006)—a phenomenon driven by a blend of
valid concerns regarding transmission of microbes and
more primitive superstitions that the properties of one en-
tity transfer to another by physical contact (Rozin and
Nemeroff 1990). Although positive contamination, wherein a
product being touched or owned by a source with positive
associations is evaluated more positively, is possible (Argo,
Dahl, and Morales 2008; Newman, Diesendruck, and
Bloom 2011), most contamination effects are observed in
response to negative stimuli. In such cases, a product being
touched by a negative source leads to more negative
evaluations of the product (Argo, Dahl, and Morales 2006;
Morales and Fitzsimmons 2007). In the case of negative
contamination, proximity of the two items has been found to
act as a contamination cue, with consumers evaluating a
product more negatively when it was nearer to the source
that touched it (e.g., another consumer who had just tried on
an item of clothing). Research has also shown that con-
sumers rate innocuous products (e.g., notebook paper)
more negatively when they have come into contact with
products with “disgusting” properties (e.g., feminine
napkins), even when it is clear that these properties cannot
be transferred to the innocuous product (Morales and
Fitzsimons 2007). This is generally considered irrational
because physical contact of this nature does not pose any
health threat. We postulate that consumers may avoid
imperfections in packaging because superficial packaging
damage may likewise act as a contamination cue that
signals that the product has been tampered with, even if the
damage is only superficial in nature (i.e., not necessarily
affecting the product’s safety).

We further contend that avoidance of products with
superficial packaging damage is particularly likely when
consumers are processing information in a more automa-
tic manner. Dual-process theories highlight two distinct
modes of information processing. Although researchers
have given various names to these two modes of processing
(Chaiken 1980; Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Kahneman 2011;
Petty and Cacioppo 1986), all share the notion that one
mode of thinking is relatively more automatic, low effort,
and intuitive (e.g., System 1), whereas the other is char-
acterized by more controlled, deliberative, and logical
thought (e.g., System 2). One recent formulation is the
associative-propositional evaluation model (Gawronski
and Bodenhausen 2006, 2007), which distinguishes be-
tween two types of mental processes linked to evaluative
responses: associative and propositional. Activation of
associations is viewed as something that is automatic and
implicit, occurring regardless of whether the person deems
the associations to be accurate or inaccurate. Propositional
reasoning, in contrast, is a more deliberative response in
which the validity of evaluations is considered by assessing
the degree to which they are consistent with other relevant
beliefs.

Our framework builds on the dual-process theory view to
suggest that avoidance of products due to superficial
packaging damage (i.e., in which there is no health or safety
threat) is heightened when consumers engage in an intuitive
and relatively automatic mode of processing. Prior research
has suggested that attitudes can be activated in a relatively
automatic fashion (e.g., Fazio 1989; Greenwald, McGhee,

and Schwartz 1998) and that this is particularly likely in
the case of contamination-related stimuli (Rozin and
Fallon 1987) for which potential threats or rewards require
quick and efficient response (e.g., Fazio 1989). In situa-
tions in which a product may have been tainted due to
contamination, such intuitions would be highly functional
and adaptive (Morales and Fitzsimons 2007; Rozin and
Fallon 1987) and would likely induce automatic responses
(Rozin, Millman, and Nemeroff 1986). We propose that
contamination acts through an associative process in
which consumers have automatic and immediate reactions
to the object even if these reactions are not indicative of a
genuine health or safety threat. To our knowledge, re-
search has not previously shown that contamination ef-
fects are enhanced under conditions in which processing
resources are limited. Moreover, classic dual-process
models such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty
and Cacioppo 1986) and the Heuristic Systematic Model
(Chaiken 1980) do not make predictions regarding how
suppressing or priming thoughts of contagion might in-
fluence consumer evaluations.

In this article, we describe the results of several studies
that provide evidence that the desire to avoid superficial
packaging damage is driven by this more automatic pro-
cessing. We begin by examining the moderating role of
cognitive load. Prior research has demonstrated that people
whose cognitive resources are otherwise occupied are less
able to direct those resources to the focal task at hand, and
thus, they process information in a more automatic fashion
(Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull 1988; Shiv and Fedorikhin
1999). We propose that when consumers are unable to
cognitively elaborate on the information at hand, they will
tend toward more automatic processing, causing them to
respond negatively to products with superficial packaging
damage even when this is not diagnostic with respect to
product safety. Conversely, when not under cognitive load,
they will be more deliberative and will avoid superficial
packaging damage only when such imperfections have
genuine safety implications.

THE CURRENT RESEARCH

The current research examines imperfection in product
packaging by investigating the impact of superficial packag-
ing damage on consumer product evaluations and in-
tentions. We first demonstrate the automatic manner in
which consumers use superficial packaging damage to
make judgments about a product by examining the
moderating roles of cognitive load (Study 1), NFC (Study
2), and the function of the product (Study 2). We then
show that these effects can be mitigated by branding the
product as organic (Study 3). We also demonstrate that
the avoidance phenomenon stems from inferences that the
product has been handled or tampered with in some way
rather than simply from aversion to the product’s aesthetic
qualities, and we show that the effects are mediated by
thoughts of contamination and health and safety concerns
(Study 4). In Study 5, we demonstrate that a manipulation
of the degree to which the packaging configuration enables
contamination to occur mitigates the observed effects.
Finally, in Study 6, we provide further evidence of the
critical role of a contamination process by demonstrating
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that a contagion prime enhances avoidance of a product
with superficial packaging damage.

STUDY 1

The goal of Study 1 was to investigate the role of pack-
aging damage “diagnosticity”—that is, whether the damage
is associated with genuine product risk—in determining
consumer inferences. For example, whereas a dent to a can
might indicate tainted food and thus could pose a threat to
health and safety (U.S. Food and Drug Administration
2010), a ripped label is merely a superficial imperfection that
is not linked to health and safety concerns. Our framework
suggests that automatic cognitive processing should lead
consumers to regard packaging damage as indicative of an
unsafe product, regardless of its true diagnosticity. Thus, we
anticipate negative reactions to superficial damage when
consumer processing resources are limited. Conversely, we
expect consumers with available cognitive resources to
differentiate between types of packaging damage, negatively
evaluating products with meaningful damage (e.g., a dented can
of soup) but not superficial damage (e.g., a soup can with a
ripped label):

H1a: Consumers under cognitive load exhibit more negative
attitudes toward products with packaging damage (whether
meaningful or superficial damage), relative to products with
no packaging damage.

H1b: Whennot under cognitive load, consumers exhibitmore negative
attitudes toward products with meaningful packaging damage,
relative to both products with superficial packaging damage
and products with no packaging damage.

Method

One hundred forty-nine participants took part in a 2
(cognitive load: low vs. high) × 3 (type of packaging
damage: meaningful vs. superficial vs. none) between-
participants experimental design. We removed data from
2.7% of the sample because of participants’ failure to
successfully complete the cognitive load manipulation
(i.e., the participant failed to recall more than six digits of a
number in correct numerical sequence in the high-load
condition), leaving a total of 145 participants in the analy-
sis. We followed the same procedure in all subsequent
studies, and the patterns of results did not change in any of
our analyses as a result of this.

We told participants that the experimenter was interested
in how memory relates to consumer evaluations of grocery
products. For the “memory task” cover story—in reality, the
cognitive load manipulation—we asked participants to hold a
number in memory while completing the study (Shiv and
Huber 2000; White and Willness 2009). Participants in the
low-cognitive-load condition were presented with and asked
to memorize a simple number (a 1-digit number), whereas
those in the high-cognitive-load condition memorized a
complex number (an 11-digit number). After memorizing the
number, participants received the product evaluation task,
which involved reporting their attitudes toward a variety of
grocery products.

We pretested the products to ensure that participants
were unfamiliar with the brands presented. Participants
viewed three different products in sequence. Although they
viewed actual products, they were not allowed to handle

them in any way. The focal product was a can of soup that
had superficial damage (i.e., a ripped label), meaningful
damage (i.e., a dent in the can), or no damage (to view all
experimental stimuli across all of the studies, see the Web
Appendix). A pretest confirmed that participants regarded
the can with the dent as “more dangerous to one’s health”
than the can with the ripped label. Participants then re-
ported their attitudes toward the products on nine-point
scales (“unfavorable/favorable,” “dislike/like,” “bad/ good,”
“undesirable/ desirable,” and “negative/positive”; a = .96). We
also asked participants to write down the number they had
been told to remember (as a check of cognitive load) and
to report the condition of the product they had viewed:
“good condition,” “ripped,” or “dented.” Finally, participants
completed a suspicion probe and a series of demographic
items. Across all studies, gender neither predicted nor inter-
acted with other variables to predict variance in the dependent
measures. No participants reported suspicion or knowledge of
the experimental hypotheses in any of the studies. Participants
also completed several individual-difference scales for ex-
ploratory purposes; these variables produced no insights and
are not discussed further.

Results

Manipulation checks. All participants in the low-
cognitive-load condition successfully completed the ma-
nipulation (i.e., recalled the number they had been asked to
memorize), but 2.7% of those in the high-cognitive-load
condition did not complete the task correctly. The check for
type of packaging damage showed that the majority of
participants correctly identified the type of damage across
the meaningful-damage (90.4%), superficial-damage (97.9%),
and no-damage (88.9%) conditions.

Product attitudes. A 2 (cognitive load: low vs. high) × 3
(packaging damage: meaningful vs. superficial vs. no damage)
analysis of variance (ANOVA) on product attitudes revealed
the predicted two-way interaction (F(1, 139) = 3.18, p < .05;
see Figure 1). Participants under high cognitive load
reported more negative attitudes in both the meaningful-
damage (M = 5.64; t(139) = 2.10, p < .05) and superficial-
damage (M = 5.33; t(139) = 2.97, p < .01) conditions, as
compared with the no-damage condition (M = 6.55).
Participants under low cognitive load evaluated the can of
soup more negatively in the meaningful-damage condition
(M = 5.65) than in either the no-damage (M = 6.62;
t(139) = 2.41, p < .05) or the superficial-damage (M =
6.56; t(139) = 2.18, p < .05) condition. For those under low
cognitive load, no differences in attitudes emerged between
the superficial-damage condition and the no-damage con-
dition (t(139) = .14, n.s.). The interaction qualified a sig-
nificant main effect for type of package damage (t(139) =
4.90, p < .05) and a marginal main effect for cognitive load
(t(139) = 3.36, p < .07).

Discussion

In this study, participants under high cognitive load
exhibited similarly negative attitudes toward the dented
package (a meaningful indicator of potential health and
safety concerns) and the ripped package (merely superficial
damage). Conversely, those under low load reacted neg-
atively only to the product in which the damage indicated
legitimate health and safety risks. When consumers lack the
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motivation or ability to deliberate, it appears they avoid
damaged packaging even when it is not diagnostic of po-
tential health or safety risks.

STUDY 2

The goals of Study 2 were threefold. First, we wanted to
examine the moderating role of product function—for
example, whether a product is destined for ingestion (with
clear implications for health and safety) versus some other
usage. Second, we were interested in determining whether
the effects extended beyond attitudes to behavioral
(i.e., purchase) intentions. Finally, we wanted to include an
individual difference measure of the degree to which
consumers were inclined to think carefully about the
product: NFC (Cacioppo and Petty 1982; Haugtvedt, Petty,
and Cacioppo 1992). Whereas people who are high in
NFC tend to engage in and enjoy cognitively effortful in-
formation processing, those low in NFC do not (Cacioppo
et al. 1986; Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Research has sug-
gested that people who are high (vs. low) in NFC are more
likely to elaborate on and think carefully about advertising
information (Priester et al. 2004; White and Willness 2009).
Following from our framework, we propose that people low
in NFC will not differentiate on the basis of the function of
the product and will react negatively toward damaged
packaging regardless of the product’s function. Those high
in NFC, however, will think more carefully about the sit-
uation and vary their willingness to purchase depending on
whether the product’s intended use means that the damage
has implications for health and safety. Thus, we propose the
following hypotheses:

H2a: Among consumers who are low in NFC, packaging damage
leads to decreased purchase intentions (relative to no
packaging damage), regardless of the product’s intended
function.

H2b: Among consumers who are high in NFC, packaging
damage leads to decreased purchase intentions only
when the product’s function means the packaging
damage has health and safety implications. When the
product’s function does not imply clear health and
safety implications, no differences in intentions emerge.

Method

One hundred thirty-eight participants took part in a 2
(packaging damage: damaged vs. no damage) × 2 (product
function: baking vs. deodorizing) × (NFC) design. Par-
ticipants first read a scenario about a shopping experience.
For the manipulation of product function, participants read
that they had decided either that they wanted to do some
baking or that they needed some household deodorizer.
After a quick Internet search, they had determined that they
needed some baking soda. The participants further read that
they did not feel like driving all the way to the supermarket,
so instead they walked to a convenience store around the
corner. They then learned that when they arrived at the
convenience store, there was only one box of baking soda
left. In the no-damage condition, the scenario read, “You’d
really rather have the choice, but upon closer inspection,
you realize that the box packaging looks fine. You have no
desire to drive to the supermarket to get other options.” In
the damaged condition, the scenario read, “You’d really
rather have the choice, and upon closer inspection, you
realize that the box packaging is ripped. You have no desire
to drive to the supermarket to get other options.” Par-
ticipants also viewed a photo of the product displayed on a
store shelf. Importantly, pretests showed that the damage
to the packaging (i.e., the ripped box) was perceived as a
potential health and safety risk in the context of baking but
not deodorizing.

The scenario then asked participants to consider whether
they would purchase the product at the convenience store or
drive somewhere else to get it. Participants then completed a
measure of purchase intentions (“very unlikely to buy this
product/very likely to buy this product,” “very unwilling to
buy this product/very willing to buy this product,” “very
uninclined to buy this product/very inclined to buy this
product,” rated on nine-point scales; a = .94; adapted from
White and Peloza 2009). At the end of the session, par-
ticipants completed recall items to assess whether they had
correctly understood the manipulations of product purpose
and packaging damage.

Results

Manipulation checks. Analysis revealed that 97.1% of
participants in the baking condition and 95.7% of those in
the deodorizing condition correctly identified the intended
function of the baking soda (c2 = 121.47, p < .001).
Moreover, 98.6% of participants in the no-damage con-
dition and 98.5% of those in the damaged condition
correctly recalled whether there was package imperfec-
tion, (c2 = 133.06, p < .001). Thus, these manipulations
were successful.

Purchase intentions. We used regression analysis to ex-
amine the significance of the three-way interaction between
packaging damage, product function, and the continuous
centered NFC variable, along with all of the lower-order

Figure 1
PRODUCT ATTITUDES AS A FUNCTION OF TYPE OF

PACKAGING DAMAGE AND COGNITIVE LOAD (STUDY 1)
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interactions and main effects. Results revealed a main ef-
fect for packaging damage (F(7, 137) = 5.49, p < .001;
b = −.561) and the anticipated three-way interaction
(F(7, 137) = 2.24, p < .03; b = −.286; see Figure 2). For
participants in the baking condition, simple slopes analysis
revealed that both participants who were low in NFC
(t(137) = 3.08, p < .01) and those who were high in NFC
(t(137) = 4.89, p < .05) reported higher purchase intentions
in the case of no package damage, relative to the damaged-
package condition. However, within the deodorizing con-
dition, low-NFC participants responded more positively
to the no-damage condition (vs. the damaged condition;
t(137) = 4.53, p < .01). In the deodorizing condition,
those high in NFC did not report significantly different
purchase intentions as a function of packaging damage
(t(137) = 1.56, p > .13).

Discussion

The results of Study 2 complement those of Study 1 by
showing that when cognitive processing capacity is lower
(i.e., the consumer is low in NFC), consumers do not
account for a product’s intended purpose and, instead,
react negatively toward a product with damaged pack-
aging regardless of whether the damage has implications
for health and safety. Conversely, those high in NFC do
appear to differentiate on the basis of diagnosticity and
become less inclined to purchase a damaged package only
when the product’s intended function creates a potential
health and safety risk. Thus, it appears that consumers
who elaborate more on the available information correctly
infer that packaging damage does not need to be avoided if
the damage does not create any health and safety risks.
Conversely, those who elaborate less tend to avoid
products with ripped packaging regardless of the prod-
uct’s intended purpose.

STUDY 3

The first objective of Study 3 was to examine whether
firms can use marketing tools to encourage cognitively
busy consumers to select a product that has only superficial
packaging damage. We considered the role of branding the
product as organic as a means of counteracting the negative
associations of packaging damage. Schuldt and Schwarz
(2010) study the effects of branding products as organic
and find that it confers a range of positive associations,
some of which do not follow logically from the designa-
tion. For example, foods made with organic ingredients are
viewed as being not only more natural but also lower in
calories. We suggest that consumers infer an association
between “organic” and “healthy” that leads to bias in
everyday judgments about diet and exercise. We theorize
in this study that the designation of a product as “organic”
might have the ability to de-bias consumer judgments in
the domain of packaging imperfection. Because the or-
ganic designation confers positive associations about
healthfulness (Schuldt and Schwarz 2010), branding a
product as organic may attenuate consumers’ tendency to
avoid superficially damaged packaging. Thus, for con-
sumers who are under cognitive load, we make the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

H3a: When no branding information is provided, superficial damage
in product packaging leads to more negative product attitudes
(vs. a product with no packaging damage).

H3b: When a product is branded as organic, there is no difference in
consumer attitudes toward products with superficial packaging
damage and products with no damage.

Finally, we wanted to more clearly establish the mechanism
underlying our effects—specifically, whether health and safety
concerns serve as mediators of the observed effects.

H4: The predicted relationship is mediated by health and safety
concerns.

Figure 2
PURCHASE INTENTIONS AS A FUNCTION OF PURPOSE,

PACKAGING DAMAGE, AND NFC (STUDY 2)
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Method

Eighty-six participants took part in a 2 (packaging damage:
superficial damage vs. no damage) × 2 (branding: organic vs.
control) between-participants experimental design, holding
cognitive load as high. All participants began by completing
the cognitive load task as in Study 1. We removed 8% of the
original sample from subsequent analyses because of par-
ticipants’ failure to adequately complete the cognitive load
task. We then asked participants to view a series of grocery
products depicted in photographs, with the focal product
being apples. In the superficial-damage condition, the photo
depicted the container as slightly, but visibly, damaged. In the
no-damage condition, the container was in perfect condition.
To achieve the branding manipulation, in the organic con-
dition, the photo was displayed with a label indicating the
apples were certified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture as
organic, and in the control condition, no branding information
was presented. Participants reported their attitudes toward
the products using the same items as in Study 1 (a = .97) as
well as their perceptions of product health and safety (“not at
all safe/very safe,” “harmful/not at all harmful,” “unhealthy/
healthy,” “less nutritious than average/more nutritious than
average,” rated on nine-point scales; a = .83). Participants
also reported how much they liked the product category
(Granny Smith apples).

Results

Product attitudes. A 2 (packaging damage: superficial
damage vs. no damage) × 2 (branding: organic vs.
control) ANOVA on attitudes, controlling for general
liking of the product category, confirmed the predicted
interaction (F(1, 74) = 5.47, p < .05; see Figure 3). As we
anticipated, when there was no organic branding present,
participants evaluated the product more negatively when
there was superficial packaging damage (M = 5.48) versus
no packaging damage (M = 6.84; t(74) = 2.49, p < .05).
When the organic branding was present, the difference
between the damaged (M = 6.90) and no-damage condi-
tions was mitigated (M = 6.39; t(74) = .87, n.s.). The main
effects for packaging damage (F(1, 74) = 1.31, p > .25)
and branding (F(1, 74) = 1.47, p > .22) did not reach
significance.

Mediation analysis.To examine whether health and safety
concerns played a mediating role in the impact of the in-
teraction between packaging damage (independent variable)
and branding (moderating variable) on product attitudes
(dependent variable), we ran a moderated mediation model.
Following the recommendations of Preacher, Rucker, and
Hayes (2007; see also Hayes 2012), we ran PROCESS
Model 7 (using a 5,000-bootstrap resampling method). This
model specifies that the path from damage to health and
safety cognitions is moderated by branding and predicts
product evaluations. The interaction significantly predicted
health and safety concerns (B = 1.06, SE = .51, 95%
confidence interval [CI95]: [.05, 2.07]), and health and
safety concerns significantly predicted evaluations (B = .64,
SE = .16, CI95: [.31, .96]). Furthermore, when the product
was not branded as organic, we observed an indirect effect
by health and safety concerns that explained the effect of
packaging damage on product evaluation (B = −.48, SE =
.28, CI95: [−1.24, −.07]). However, when the product was

labeled organic, this indirect effect was not significant
(B = .19, SE = .24, CI95: [−.18, .78]).

We also conducted an additional mediation analysis
that examined the health-related items alone versus the
safety-related items alone. In particular, health aspects
(i.e., “healthy” and “nutritious”) predicted evaluations
(B = .70, SE = .14, CI95: [.42, .98]) and the conditional
indirect effect was significant for health aspects when
branding was absent (B = .92, SE = .36, CI95: [−1.80, −.36])
but not when it was present (B = −.28, SE = .25, CI95: [−.28,
.73]). Safety concerns (i.e., “not harmful” and “safe”) also
predicted evaluations (B = .34, SE = .14, CI95: [.05, .62]),
but the conditional indirect effects did not reach signifi-
cance (when branding was absent, CI95: [−.10, .70]; when
branding was present, CI95: [−.49, .19]). Thus, the effects in
this study appear to have been driven by the mitigation of
health (vs. safety) concerns when the product had superficial
packaging damage.

Discussion

The results of Study 3 indicate that marketing tools, such
as branding the product as organic, may mitigate the
negative effects of superficial packaging damage. When the
product was labeled “organic,” consumers with limited
processing resources no longer responded negatively to
superficial packaging imperfections. Thus, whereas the
erroneous link between organic food and lower calorie
counts has previously been shown to create bias, leading
consumers to eat more and exercise less (Schuldt and
Schwarz 2010), branding a product as organic can also
serve to reduce the nondiagnostic bias consumers exhibit
toward packaging imperfection. Further analyses showed
that the reduction in the tendency to avoid products with
superficial packaging damage appears to be driven by the
fact that the health associations of organic branding can
reduce the negative health implications associated with
superficial damage.

Figure 3
PRODUCT ATTITUDES AS A FUNCTION OF BRANDING AND

PACKAGING DAMAGE AMONG PARTICIPANTS UNDER

COGNITIVE LOAD (STUDY 3)
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STUDY 4

An important question not fully resolved by the three
previous studies is whether participants were merely
exhibiting dislike of aesthetically unpleasing stimuli or were
avoiding damaged products because of underlying concerns
over contamination and health and safety risks. There is a
distinction between superficial damage (e.g., a ripped label)
and an aesthetic packaging flaw (e.g., a crooked label), in that
only the former is likely to activate thoughts of the product
having been contaminated, physically touched, or tampered
with in some way. Study 4 examined this question by ma-
nipulating whether the product had packaging damage that
suggested it had been touched/contaminated by others (i.e., a
small rip in the label) or an aesthetic flaw that did not suggest
contamination (i.e., a label that was crooked). Our conceptual
framework proposes that superficial damage to the package
should have a negative effect on product attitudes, whereas a
crooked label should not. Furthermore, the negative reactions
associated with superficial packaging damage should be
driven by perceptions of contamination, which lead to health
and safety concerns. This should not occur when the pack-
aging is without damage or has a purely aesthetic flaw, since
contamination is unlikely in these situations. Formally, we
hypothesize the following:

H5: More negative product attitudes emerge in the superficial-
packaging-damage condition (vs. the no-damage and
aesthetic-flaw conditions).

H6: The observed effects will be mediated by perceptions of
contamination and safety concerns.

Method

One hundred seventy-two participants took part in a 3
(packaging appearance: superficial damage vs. aesthetic
flaw vs. control) between-participants experimental de-
sign, with cognitive load held constant as high. All
participants began with the cognitive load task. We re-
moved 11% of the sample from the data set because the
participants failed to complete the cognitive load ma-
nipulation, which left a total of 153 participants in the
sample. The participants then viewed and evaluated two
grocery products. The product of interest was a bottle of
barbecue sauce that had a ripped label (superficial-damage
condition), a crooked label (aesthetic-flaw condition) or an
undamaged, straight label (control condition). The key de-
pendent measure was participants’ attitudes toward the product,
measured using the scales from Study 1 (a = .98). To examine
the underlying mechanism, participants rated the extent to
which they perceived the product as being contaminated
(“definitely not touched by other people/definitely
touched by other people,” “not at all dirty/dirty,” “not
at all unsanitary/very unsanitary,” and “not at all con-
taminated/contaminated”) on seven-point scales (a = .95).
They also rated the product on the same health and safety
items used in Study 3 (a = .84). To rule out alternative
explanations, we asked participants to rate several aspects
of the product’s quality (i.e., “low quality/high quality,”
“not very flavorful/very flavorful,” “unappetizing/appe-
tizing,” “not worthwhile/worthwhile,” and “inferior/su-
perior”; a = .94) and visual appeal (“not very aesthetically
pleasing/very aesthetically pleasing,” “flawed/perfect,”

“unattractive/attractive,” “unappealing/appealing,” and “bad
looking/good looking”; a = .97), again on seven-point scales.

Results

Product attitudes A one-way ANOVA on packaging
appearance (superficial damage vs. aesthetic flaw vs.
control) revealed a significant main effect (F(2, 150) = 3.94,
p < .05; refer to Figure 4). Attitudes toward the product with
superficial damage (M = 3.99) were significantly lower than
attitudes in the control condition (M = 4.83; t(150) = 2.30,
p < .05). Differences in responses to the product with the
aesthetic flaw (M = 4.92) versus the product with super-
ficially damaged packaging (M = 3.99) were also signif-
icant (t(150) = 2.50, p < .05). In addition, attitudes toward
the product with the aesthetic flaw in the packaging were
not significantly different than those toward the control
(t(150) = .25, n.s.).

Mechanism underlying the effects. We wanted to rule out
differences in perceived product quality and visual appeal
as explanations for our observed phenomenon. The effect
of packaging appearance on perceived quality was not
significant (F(2, 150) = 1.56, p > .22), although its effect on
visual appeal reached marginal significance (F(2, 150) =
2.57, p < .09; see Table 1). It is noteworthy that the su-
perficially damaged packaging (M = 3.29) and the aes-
thetically flawed packaging (M = 3.48) were seen as similar
in visual appeal, with the perfect package rated as more
visually appealing (M = 4.10). Given that we observed less
favorable product evaluations only when the packaging was
damaged (and not when there was an aesthetic flaw), it does
not seem that visual appeal can adequately account for the
observed effects.

As we predicted, packaging appearance predicted both
contamination perceptions (F(150) = 4.17, p < .05) and
health and safety concerns (F(150) = 3.41, p < .05; see
Table 1). To examine our predicted serial mediation
pathway, we dummy-coded the variables, using 0 for the
superficial-damage condition and 1 for the comparison
conditions. We then ran a PROCESS model (Model 6,

FIGURE 4
PRODUCT ATTITUDES AS A FUNCTION OF PACKAGING
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Hayes 2013; using 10,000-bootstrap resampling) wherein
the independent variable predicted contamination percep-
tions, which predicted health and safety cognitions and, in
turn, predicted attitudes. Results revealed that packaging
appearance predicted contamination (B = −.74, SE = .26,
CI90: [−1.25, −.23]). Contamination predicted health and
safety concerns (B = −.47, SE = .17, CI90: [−.67, −.28]), and
health and safety concerns predicted evaluations (B = .65,
SE = .08, CI90: [.50, .80]). The indirect effect of the overall
model was also statistically significant (B = .23, SE = .10,
CI90: [.07, .47]). When we examined the single mediator
model using health and safety concerns as the sole medi-
ator, the indirect effect was not significant (B = .21, SE =
.19, CI90: [−.13, .61]). When we examined contamination
only, the indirect effect was significant (B = .15, SE = .097,
CI90: [.017, .42]). We also examined a model wherein the
independent variable predicted health and safety concerns,
which predicted perceptions of contamination, which
predicted evaluations. This mediational model was also
significant but was weaker than the first model in that the
confidence interval was closer to spanning zero (CI90:
[.004, .11]).

Discussion

Study 4 provided evidence that consumers’ negative
response to superficial product packaging damage is not
adequately explained by aesthetics alone. Participants
responded more negatively to products with superficial
packaging damage (i.e., a ripped label) than to products
with a purely aesthetic flaw (i.e., a crooked label). Impor-
tantly, a serial mediation analysis provided further support
for the notion that these negative attitudes were the result of
perceptions of contamination and a subsequent belief that
this contamination posed health and safety risks. Although
other alternative models, such as contamination only and a
health and safety → contamination pathway were signif-
icant, the strongest model was our suggested account of a

perceived contamination → health and safety concerns
pathway.

It is also noteworthy that in the current study, our serial
mediation analysis was significant when we included only
the safety items (CI90: [.06, .38]) and only the health items
(CI90: [.03, .30]) in the model. This is notable when we
consider it in comparison with Study 3. One potential
explanation for this difference is that the product category
in Study 3 (apples) is one for which health concerns are
particularly relevant, and the organic branding used in that
study specifically attenuates any negative health concerns
about the product.

STUDY 5

Study 4 provided evidence that perceptions of contam-
ination, leading to health and safety concerns, constitute the
mechanism underlying consumer responses to damaged
packaging. To provide additional support for this key
conclusion, we employed a different method to demonstrate
this mechanism. Previous work has demonstrated that
contagion effects are more pronounced when consumers
are able to visualize contact between items (Morales and
Fitzsimons 2007). We thus reasoned that perceptions of
contamination could be eliminated if the damage were
isolated from the product by a buffer that provided a strong
visual cue of physical separation (e.g., packaging insert,
additional covering). Although superficial damage itself
implies some physical separation between the damage and
the actual product, we theorized that a strong visual sep-
aration would decrease perceptions of contagion by making
it salient that the two entities are not touching each another
(Morales and Fitzsimons 2007). In particular, we propose
the following:

H7: The presence of a physical buffer between the superficial
packaging damage and the product itself mitigates consumers’
negative attitudes toward a product with superficial packaging
damage.

Method

One hundred ninety-nine participants took part in a 2
(packaging damage: superficial damage vs. no damage) × 2
(physical buffer: present vs. absent) between-participants
experimental design, with cognitive load held constant as
high. All participants first completed the high-load version
of the cognitive load task. Those who failed to properly
complete the cognitive load task were removed from the
analyses (9.5% of the sample, leaving 177 participants).
Participants were then asked to view a product and to
imagine they would be buying the product for their own
consumption. The focal product in this study was a box of
mixed nuts and chocolates. The product either had slight
damage to the corner of the box (superficial-damage condition)
or was without damage (no-damage condition). To manip-
ulate the physical buffer between the packaging and the
product, either there was a cardboard divider between the
chocolates/mixed nuts and the outer packaging (buffer-
present condition) or the product was in close proximity to
the outer packaging (buffer-absent condition). Participants
were then asked to report their attitudes toward the product
(a = .98).

Table 1
RATINGS OF PRODUCT QUALITY, VISUAL APPEAL,

CONTAMINATION, AND SAFETY AS A FUNCTION OF PACKAGE

APPEARANCE (STUDY 4)

Dependent Variable M SD

Product Quality
No damage 4.95 1.86
Superficial damage 4.31 1.92
Aesthetic flaw 4.73 1.80

Visual Appeal
No damage 4.10 1.98
Superficial damage 3.29 1.78
Aesthetic flaw 3.48 1.96

Contamination
No damage 4.13 1.42
Superficial damage 4.88 1.48
Aesthetic flaw 4.16 1.62

Health and Safety Concerns
No damage 5.09 1.48
Superficial damage 4.27 1.66
Aesthetic flaw 4.71 1.68

Notes: Data represent product evaluations rated on a nine-point scale.
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Results

A 2 (packaging damage: superficial damage vs. no
damage) × 2 (physical buffer: present vs. absent) on product
attitudes revealed a significant interaction (F(1, 177) = 3.83,
p = .05; see Figure 5). This interaction qualified a significant
main effect for packaging damage (F(1, 177) = 5.28, p < .05)
and the physical buffer manipulation (F(1, 177) = 4.43,
p < .05). Importantly, when there was damage to the pack-
aging, the absence of a buffer led to less favorable evaluations
(M = 4.80) than when there was a buffer present (M = 6.02;
t(177) = 2.82, p < .05). In addition, as we predicted, there was
no significant difference between product attitudes in the
buffer-absent (M = 6.08) and buffer-present conditions (M =
6.12; t(177) = .09, n.s.) when there was no damage to the
packaging. Moreover, in the absence of a buffer, attitudes
were less favorable when there was damage as opposed to no
damage (t(177) = 2.87, p < .05).

Discussion

Study 5 provided additional evidence for the mech-
anism underlying consumers’ aversion to packaging
with superficial damage by manipulating the degree to
which the damage was perceived to be capable of con-
taminating the product itself. Specifically, when the
package design allowed for a physical buffer between the
damaged packaging and the product inside, this miti-
gated negative product evaluations. This result lends
further support to the notion that our observed effects are
attributable to consumer perceptions of contamination,
and it provides evidence of an additional mode by which
negative consumer responses to packaging damage can
be de-biased.

STUDY 6

Our final experiment examined the moderating role of
contagion-concept activation, enabling us to further ex-
plore the contagion explanation for our effects. Specifi-
cally, our theory holds that activating contagion-related
(vs. non-contagion-related) thoughts should enhance consumers’
tendency to avoid products with packaging damage, even
when the damage poses no real health or safety threats. In
addition, we examined consumers’ real choices of products
in this study.

Method

Seventy-seven undergraduate participants took part in a
one-way (priming: contagion prime vs. neutral prime)
between-participants design, wherein all participants
viewed a damaged product. Participants were told that the
purpose of the study was to examine how consumers
evaluate products available at local stores. To manipulate
priming, we asked participants to read four short scenarios
that included either contagion-related statements (e.g.,
“[John’s] yawn had caused the other students to start
yawning”) or non-contagion-related statements (e.g.,
“[John’s] yawn had not caused any of the other students to
yawn”; Mishra 2009; Newman, Diesendruck, and Bloom
2011). After the priming manipulation, we instructed
participants to go to the front of the room, where three
products were placed. We then asked them to carefully
view a box of Kleenex, a package of highlighters, and a
bag of chocolates (the target product). Because package
damage was held constant across the conditions, all
participants saw a bag of chocolates with a visible rip on
the packaging. To ensure that there was no bias toward a
particular flavor of chocolate, the flavor of chocolate
shown (i.e., caramel or vanilla) was counterbalanced
across the sessions. Pretest results had shown the two
flavors to be similar in desirability.

After the product-viewing task, participants answered
questions about the product, including their general liking
for chocolate, that fit with our cover story. They then
participated in an unrelated study. At the end of the session,
we employed a behavioral measure of product choice: As
participants were leaving the lab, they were invited to take a
sample of either the vanilla- or caramel-flavored chocolate
as a reward for participating. The research assistant made it
appear that the chocolates came from the ripped bag they
had viewed earlier (focal flavor) or from another bag (the
other flavor). The experimenter recorded the participants’
choices.

Results and Discussion

We conducted a binary logistic regression with prime
condition predicting product choice (general liking for
chocolate served as a covariate). Results revealed an effect
of the contagion prime on product choice (Wald = 3.73, p =
.05), with participants in the contagion prime condition
(42.5%) less likely to select the flavor from the damaged
package than those in the neutral prime condition (64.9%;
c2 = 3.86, p < .05). The results of Study 6 indicate that
priming the concept of contagion (vs. noncontagion) led
consumers to be more likely to avoid choosing a product
from a damaged package, in support of the proposition

FIGURE 5
PRODUCT ATTITUDES AS A FUNCTION OF PACKAGING
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COGNITIVE LOAD (STUDY 5)
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that a contagion process does indeed underlie the observed
effects.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Results across six experiments show that consumers
avoid products with superficial packaging damage even
when there are no existing health or safety risks and that this
avoidance leads to suboptimal inferences about the product.
We offer evidence of the relatively automatic nature of this
phenomenon by demonstrating that it is especially prevalent
among consumers whose cognitive resources are constrained
(based on amanipulation of cognitive load and a dispositional
measure of individual differences in NFC). Furthermore, we
extend previous work on the biasing effects of labeling a
product as organic (Schuldt and Schwarz 2010) by demon-
strating that in this context, organic branding can reduce bias,
making superficial imperfection acceptable to consumers
(Study 3).

Our research also builds on previous work on contam-
ination effects (Argo, Dahl, andMorales 2006; Morales and
Fitzsimons 2007). Specifically, we identify a boundary
condition for the effect by showing that it occurs in situ-
ations that imply the product has been touched by other
consumers (i.e., a ripped label), but not when the packaging
flaw is merely aesthetic (i.e., a crooked label). Furthermore,
we demonstrate that these effects are driven by perceptions
of contamination, leading to health and safety concerns
and, ultimately, to negative consumer attitudes (Study 4).
Additional evidence for the contamination mechanism is
provided by demonstrating that in the presence of a strong
visual cue that packaging damage does not reach the
product, perceptions of contagion are not automatically
activated, and the effects are not observed (Study 5). Fi-
nally, in Study 6 we further demonstrate the role of con-
tagion by showing that the avoidance effect emerges among
those primed (vs. not primed) with thoughts of contagion.
Thus, superficial packaging damage appears to be an ad-
ditional “contamination cue” that can adversely influence
consumer product evaluations.

Intriguingly, our conceptual model suggests that con-
straints on a consumer’s motivation/ability to process in-
formation may actually lead to more contagion-related
thoughts in response to damaged packaging. In our re-
search, imposing cognitive load limited participants’ ability
to elaborate on the judgment task, while making contagion
more salient. Previous work has shown that attitudes to-
ward objects can become activated in an automatic fashion
under certain circumstances (Fazio 1989; Gawronski and
Bodenhausen 2006). Further research might explicitly in-
vestigate whether, under conditions presenting cues of
contamination, cognitive load (vs. no load) might lead to an
increase in overall thoughts of contamination.

Managerial Implications

Our research confirms that consumers avoid packaging
imperfections in the products they choose and, more
importantly, reveals that this behavior is particularly
likely when consumers lack attentional resources. Be-
cause shoppers are increasingly time starved and dis-
tracted, this would seem to be a common situation. All
things being equal, marketers would do well to present
consumers with perfect, undamaged packaging options.

But because this is not always possible, our findings
suggest that marketers should strive to prime associations
that engender more favorable responses to packaging damage.
In Study 3, branding the option as “organic” reduced the
tendency for cognitively busy consumers to avoid the im-
perfectly packaged product. Marketers faced with products
bearing slight imperfections might consider such branding
strategies.

Given that the relatively automatic nature of these ef-
fects is particularly evident when consumers are under
cognitive load, another implication for marketers is to
consider ways to encourage—or perhaps help—consumers
to pay more attention and use more cognitive resources
when shopping. One approach could be to take a more
active role during shopping experiences. For example,
recent developments in technology enable consumers to
“check in” at stores to obtain instant promotions and
relevant product suggestions. If such strategies are found
to engender more mindful shopping, marketers could
emphasize positive attributes of products with superficial
packaging damage—either by explicitly reassuring the
consumer that they are safe to consume or by positioning
the damage as a virtue (e.g., by emphasizing the envi-
ronmental benefits of purchasing products that others
might discard unnecessarily).

Another lesson from our work is the potential im-
portance of including a physical buffer between the
external layer of packaging and the product within, even
if damage to the outer package does not harm the product
itself. This is especially true in cases in which the outer
package is at particular risk of damage, due to the ma-
terials or handling procedures used. Study 5 demon-
strates that reducing the perceived contact between
packaging damage and the product inside by means of a
visual barrier is sufficient to mitigate negative reactions
to packaging damage.

The current research also has implications for social mar-
keters and public policy makers. Producers have long rec-
ognized that the desire for perfection applies broadly and have
taken steps to provide the market with the physical perfection
it seeks, with respect to both packaging and the product itself.
They have used potentially unhealthy chemical pesticides to
ensure that fruits and vegetables have a perfect appearance
(Jeyaratnam 1990); added chemical clarifying agents to
liquid hand soap to eliminate precipitate and make the soap
appear clear and pure; and genetically modified tomatoes to
enable them to retain their perfect appearance longer (Elmer-
Dewitt 2001). The end result is somewhat ironic: perfect-
looking products on modern shelves are often less healthy,
less tasty, and less sustainable than their supposedly flawed
counterparts (Wilson and Tisdell 2001). Furthermore, con-
sumer demand for perfection may lead to unnecessary waste
because slightly imperfect food options may be rejected by
consumers, when they are otherwise perfectly healthy and
nutritious. This demand for perfection may also lead to higher
prices, if producers reject slightly imperfect goods as un-
suitable and such goods never make it to market. Public
policy makers and social marketers may want to counter-
act these trends by encouraging consumers to consider
less-than-perfect options. The current work suggests that
strategies such as increasing consumer processing capac-
ity, decreasing safety concerns, and branding may make
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consumers more inclined to choose damaged options de-
spite their imperfections.

Directions for Further Research

Our work suggests several avenues for further research. We
consider product imperfections in categories in which health
and safety concerns are especially salient; thus, an important
question is whether there are other mechanisms that might
influence reactions to imperfect options. A consumer con-
cerned about not being wasteful, for example, might choose
the imperfect option. Future studies could prime sustainability
concerns or even notions of product scarcity to seewhether this
might reduce the bias toward perfect options. Furthermore,
researchers could look at the amplifying effect that social
influence might have on both choosing and avoiding products
with imperfections. For example, if choosing (or not choosing)
imperfect options is suggested to be normative in ways that
provide information on an appropriate course of action, it is
likely that consumers may follow suit (Jacobson, Mortensen,
and Cialdini 2011).

Another direction would be to examine consumer responses
to types of packaging damage that do not necessarily activate
concerns of health and safety. New York couturier Marcos
Ergas introduced “burnt shirts” for men and women after
lamps set his clothing racks afire. The shirts were advertised as
limited-edition pieces and sold for $134 each (Newsweek
1994). In another example, wood from trees discolored by the
mountain pine beetle was rebranded as “denim pine”—that is,
not a flaw but a source of uniqueness—enabling lumber
companies to transform an erstwhile imperfection into a de-
sirable attribute that is now celebrated by designers around the
world (Pyhtila 2009). Future studies could examine the role of
distinctiveness concerns in increasing consumer preferences
for damaged or imperfect options or other conditions under
which imperfection can have positive implications. For ex-
ample, work on “blemishing” and “blossoming” effects sug-
gests that under conditions of limited cognitive-processing
ability, small amounts of packaging damage (i.e., that do not
activate thoughts of contamination)may enhance a consumer’s
preexisting positive impression of the product (Ein-Gaar, Shiv,
and Tormala 2012). Future studies might examine the con-
ditions under which such “blossoming” responses could
override contamination effects.

It would also be instructive to delve more deeply into the
nature of the effects of “organic” labeling on consumers’
perceptions. Study 3 found that the “organic” designation
countered the negative health associations of superficial
packaging damage. Future studies could further examine
the nature and boundaries of this effect: Does labeling a
product as organic confer positive health associations for all
types of contamination? Our product in Study 3 was apples,
which naturally lends itself to thoughts of health. It is not
clear whether positive health implications can always
override the negative effects of damage or whether the
observed results have something to do with the oper-
ationalization of the product and of the type of packaging
damage in that study.

We also note that although the current research finds
evidence of increased contamination effects when the
consumer is under cognitive load, other research has found
no such differences (Morales and Fitzsimons 2007). One
possible explanation is that because the products in the

current studies were damaged, they raised health and safety
concerns rather than merely thoughts of disgust. Future
studies might examine whether there are conditions under
which limited processing capacity does and does not lead to
contamination effects. Finally, further research should
examine additional ways of overcoming the automa-
tic—but maladaptive—response of reacting negatively to
packaging damage that is not diagnostic of safety concerns.
Would informing consumers of the potential bias enable
them to correct for it? Could it, alternatively, lead to
overcorrection (Wilson and Brekke 1994)? In light of the
significant waste and financial loss incurred from pack-
aging damage, businesses and consumers alike would
benefit from a fuller understanding of how best to respond
when it occurs.
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WEB APPENDIX: MATERIALS 

 

 

When do Consumers Avoid Imperfections?  

Superficial Packaging Damage as a Contamination Cue 
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PRODUCT STIMULI FOR STUDY 1 

Superficial Damage Condition 

 

 

 

 

Meaningful Damage Condition 

 

 

 

Note: In study 1 participants viewed the actual products. In the superficial damage condition, 

participants viewed the soup with the ripped label. In the meaningful damage condition, 

participants viewed the dented soup can. In the no damage condition there was no damage to the 

can of soup. After viewing the products they answered the questionnaire regarding them. 

 

  



STIMULI FOR STUDY 2 

Damage and Baking Condition: 

It is Sunday afternoon and you notice that you are awfully hungry, but there is nothing to eat in 

the house. You decide that you want to bake some cookies. You do an internet search and find 

the ingredients that you need to make cookies. You realize that you have all of the ingredients 

you require except for baking soda. You don’t really feel like driving all of the way to the 

supermarket, but then you remember that the small convenience store around the corner has that 

type of product. You decide you’d rather walk to the convenience store than drive all the way to 

the supermarket. When you get to the convenience store you look at the shelf and realize that 

there is only one box of baking soda left. You’d really rather have the choice, but upon closer 

inspection, you realize that the box packaging looks fine. You really have no desire to drive to 

the supermarket to get other options… 

 

 

Please finish the sentence with how you would respond by checking the box that best applies: 

□ so you decide to purchase this box of baking soda. 

□ but you decide to drive to the grocery store to purchase a different box of baking soda.  

 

  



Damage and Deodorizing Condition: 

It is Sunday afternoon and you notice that there is an awful smell coming from the couch and 

that there is a small stain on it. You decide that you want to figure out a way to remove the odor. 

You do an internet search and find the ingredients that you need to make furniture deodorizer. 

You realize that you have all of the ingredients you require except for baking soda. You don’t 

really feel like driving all of the way to the supermarket, but then you remember that the small 

convenience store around the corner has that type of product. You decide you’d rather walk to 

the convenience store than drive all the way to the supermarket. When you get to the 

convenience store you look at the shelf and realize that there is only one box of baking soda left. 

You’d really rather have the choice, and upon closer inspection, you realize that the box 

packaging is ripped. You really have no desire to drive to the supermarket to get other options... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please finish the sentence with how you would respond by checking the box that best applies: 

□ so you decide to purchase this box of baking soda. 

□ but you decide to drive to the grocery store to purchase a different box of baking soda.  

 

 

  



STIMULI FOR STUDY 3 

 

No Damage Condition: 

 

Superficial Damage Condition: 

 

 

 



STIMULI FOR STUDY 4 

No Damage Condition:     Superficial Damage Condition:  

`      

Aesthetic Flaw Condition:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STIMULI FOR STUDY 5 

 

Damage Without Buffer Condition: 

 

 

Damage With Buffer Condition: 

 

Note: In the no damage conditions were the same, but the packaging was not damaged in any way.  

  



COGNITIVE LOAD MANIPULATION (STUDY 1 VERSION) 

 

PRODUCT STIMULI FOR STUDY 1 

Grocery Products Study 

 

In this study, we are interested in people’s evaluations of different products that can be purchased at a 

new grocery store chain. We are also interested in how people’s memory ability relates to how they make 

these evaluations.  Thus, we are going to ask you to memorize a number and to recall that number after 

viewing the grocery products. You will have half a minute to memorize the number and will be asked to 

recall the number after viewing the grocery products. 

 

 

 

 

 

The number we would like you to remember is:    85491763521 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Grocery Products Study 

 

 

In this study, we are interested in people’s evaluations of different products that can be purchased at a 

new grocery store chain. We are also interested in how people’s memory ability relates to how they make 

these evaluations. Thus, we are going to ask you to memorize a number and to recall that number after 

viewing the grocery products. You will have half a minute to memorize the number and will be asked to 

recall the number after viewing the grocery products. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The number we would like you to remember is:     8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



MEASURES  

DEPENDENT MEASURES 

 

Product Evaluations (Studies 1, 2, 4, 5) 

Please evaluate your general attitude towards this product:  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Purchase Intentions (Study 2) 

 
How likely would you be to buy the box of baking soda from the convenience store? 

very unlikely to buy this product 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 

 

very likely to buy this product 

very unwilling to buy this product 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 

 

very willing to buy this product 

very uninclined to buy this product 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 very inclined to buy this product 

 

  

dislike very much 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

like very much 

unfavorable 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

favorable 

negative 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

positive 

undesirable 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

desirable 

bad 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

good 



OTHER MEASURES 
 
 
Health and Safety Concerns (Studies 3 and 4) 
 
 

unhealthy 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 healthy 
 

less nutritious than 
average 

1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 
 

more nutritious than 
average 

not at all safe 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

safe 

harmful 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

not harmful 

 
 
 

Perceptions of Contamination (Study 4 and Study 5) 

 

not at all dirty 1    2    3    4     5    6    7 
 

very dirty 

not at all unsanitary 1    2    3    4     5    6    7 
 

very unsanitary 

not at all contaminated 1    2    3    4     5    6    7 
 

very contaminated 

was definitely not touched by 
other people 

1    2    3    4     5    6    7 was definitely touched by 
other people 

 
 
Quality Perceptions (Study 4) 
 

low quality 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

high quality 

not very flavorful 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

very flavorful 

unappetizing 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

appetizing 

not worthwhile 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

worthwhile 

inferior 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

superior 

 

 
  



Visual Appeal (Study 4): 
 

not very aesthetically pleasing 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

very aesthetically pleasing 

flawed 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

perfect 

unattractive 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

attractive 

unappealing 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

appealing 

bad looking 1    2    3    4     5    6    7    8    9 
 

good looking 
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