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Abstract of Thesis

Infectious diseases have posed frequent and significant threats to human health. However, research on
how disease threats affect consumer behavior—particularly sensory responses—remains limited. This
dissertation investigates how disease threat influences consumers’ visual sensory preferences, advancing the
understanding of compensatory consumption mechanisms. Across two sub-studies, the dissertation explores
distinct but interrelated compensatory coping strategies through which disease threat shapes preferences for
display density and colorfulness.

Sub-study 1 examines how disease threat affects consumers’ evaluations of product display density.
Guided by the dissociation strategy within the Compensatory Consumption Behavior Model, this study posits
that disease threat heighten social avoidance motives, leading consumers to develop more negative attitudes
toward densely displayed products. Moreover, this effect is reversed when the disease threat originates from
in-group members. A set of five studies, conducted across lab and field settings with varied manipulations and
measures, consistently shows that under disease threat, consumers exhibit lower preferences for densely
arranged product displays, driven by a desire to maintain physical and psychological distance from potential
sources of contagion.

Sub-study 2 investigates how disease threat increases consumers’ preference for colorful products.
Anchored in the fluid compensation strategy, this study proposes that disease threat evokes heightened death-
related thoughts, which in turn enhance consumers’ desire for colorfulness. Moreover, the impact of disease
threat on colorfulness seeking is attenuated among high sensation seekers. A set of four studies, employing
both lab and survey methods with diverse manipulations and measures, confirms that exposure to disease
cues increases consumers’ preference for more colorful options.

Together, these two sub-studies reveal that disease threat activates dual compensatory strategies: a risk-
avoidance pathway that fosters aversion to dense spatial arrangements and a vitality-seeking pathway that
enhances the appeal of vivid visual elements. By integrating socially oriented (dissociation) and self-oriented
(fluid compensation) perspectives, this dissertation offers a nuanced account of how disease threat reshapes
visual sensory preferences. The findings provide important theoretical and practical implications for

marketing, particularly in contexts where public health threats are salient.
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