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ABSTRACT

Despite numerous health advantages wearable health trackers could offer, tracker users often abandon their devices after a short period of time. One reason for abandonment is
users’ lack of identification of their trackers as an accurate
reflection of who and what they are (i.e., sense of identity).
In this study, we examine the role of cosmetic customization (i.e., a modification of a given product’s presentation)
of a wearable health tracker in increasing one’s sense of identity. Furthermore, we explore if one’s sense of identity can
explain the relationship between cosmetic customization and
user engagement (assessed by attitude, exercise intention, and
sense of attachment) with a wearable tracker. We conducted
a between-subjects online experiment and found that individuals presented with a high level of cosmetic customization
features experienced a higher sense of identity with a wearable health tracker, which in turn was associated with more
favorable attitude, higher exercise intention, and greater sense
of attachment towards the tracker than individuals presented
with a low level of cosmetic customization features. Based on
the study results, we recommend the designers of wearable
health trackers to provide users with salient and recognizable
cosmetic customization features so that users can establish a
good “identity fit” with their tracker.
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INTRODUCTION

Wearable health trackers have become increasingly popular.
For instance, Fitbit sold over 21.4 million of its wearable
health trackers in 2015, double the number of 10.9 million
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that were sold in 2014 [5, 16]. Garmin, which is another technology company that makes wearable health trackers, shipped
16.2 million units in 2015 [9]. However, this rapid increase in
the number of individuals who have started to use wearable
health trackers has been met with increasing number of individuals who abandon their trackers shortly after a purchase.
Recent consumer research reported a high dropout rate for
both smartwatches (29%) and fitness trackers (30%) [10].
One of the primary reasons for user abandonment of smart
devices, including wearable health trackers, is due to a mismatch between user’s identity and an identity portrayed by
his or her device [20]. Lazar and colleagues point out that advertisements of smart devices feature slender models who are
engaged in extreme sports activities [20]. As a result, individuals do not perceive their devices as a true representation
of their identities, but they perceive them as appropriate for
someone who is athletic. In our study, we propose cosmetic
customization as a potential means through which individuals
can establish a good “identity fit” with one’s tracker. Cosmetic customization is a modification of the presentation of
a given product [11]. When a mobile phone user is switching her pink phone cover to a flower-patterned cover, she is
engaging in cosmetic customization. Customization in general invites individuals to project their personality, values, and
preferences onto a product. As a result, the customized product is a true reflection of who and what they are (i.e., sense
of identity) [22, 32]. Furthermore, this heightened sense of
identity, in turn, could lead to positive user outcomes such as
favorable attitude and greater behavioral engagement with the
customized product [23, 32].
Many of the existing wearable health trackers offer users with
a limited number of cosmetic customization features, mainly
band colors, band materials, and clock faces. One’s identity
can be expressed via multiple venues. A person can convey her identity as a composer through their collection of
CDs, vintage purses, and cigarette lighters [1]. A video game
player expresses oneself through their avatar’s hairstyle, hair
color, facial features, clothes, and weapon [7]. By limiting the
number of cosmetic customization features that are available,
some users of existing wearable health trackers may not be
able to express their identity to its fullest color, subsequently
resulting in a poor identity fit with their trackers.
In current study, we propose that cosmetic customization can
help individuals truthfully reflect their identity onto a wear-

