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There’s this clipping I’ve had on my desk for several weeks now.  I know there’s a 
Through a Glass, Darkly column in it somewhere.  But there’s a problem.  Given the 
spirit of this column, exactly what is it that I intend to see Darkly, and perhaps even 
Oppose? 
 
So here’s the deal.  The clipping is about a Florida State University professor who has 
been engaging in some research about automobile personalities.  Yes, you read that right, 
automobile personalities.  He conducted a study about the link between human perception 
and the geometry of a car’s front end.   You know, the smiling automobile syndrome? 
 
Now right away you may be wondering what this topic has to do with an IS journal.  So 
let me hasten to add that the professor conducting the study is in Florida States’ 
Department of Scientific Computing.  That makes this at least computer-related, and 
perhaps even IS-related, right? 
 
But I would agree with you, this is at the periphery of IS research.  It’s conducted using a 
computer, of course, and its research approach is reasonably rigorous, but the fact of the 
matter is, the topic of this research has almost nothing to do with IS. 
 
Because of that, I would call this “frivolous” research.  Research conducted purely for the 
fun of it. 
 
(Before we go any further, I should note that our Florida State professor actually did this 
research when he was a guest professor at the University of Vienna.  Even that part of 
this study bothers me a little bit – I can conceive of frivolity in Florida with no problems, 
but in Vienna?  Ah, well, those Viennese have been fairly creative through the years). 
 
And now the question I have to deal with is “Do I oppose frivolous research?”  And I’m 
not at all sure. 
 
I know that I am concerned about, even oppose, certain kinds of research.  There’s the 
kind I call “advocacy research,” where the researcher believes in something and conducts 
research to demonstrate that what he believes in is correct.  That kind of research has all 
the elegance of a marketing department, and I strongly oppose people  who give research 
a bad name by doing this sort of thing.  All too often computer science research into 



formal methods follows this path, for example.  (I am totally in favor of truly objective 
research into formal methods, by the way.  It is high time we found out what the value of 
these frequently-lauded approaches really is). 
 
Perhaps we need to delve a little deeper into this professor’s research.  The authors of this 
study asked 40 subjects to “view high-resolution, 3-D computer reconstructions and 
printed images of 38 actual 2004-2006 car models, representing 26 manufacturers from 
Ford to Mercedes” (the quote is from the ComputerWorld online clipping, dated in late 
November 2008,  that sparked this column). 
 
The goal of the study was to quantify the extent to which subject perceptions 
anthropomorphized the car front ends.   And the result was pretty solid.  Just under 1/3 of 
the subjects associated a human face with at least 90% of the cars.   The subjects went 
further, assigning traits to these automotive facial expressions, at the (get this!) 96% 
agreement level. 
 
They distinguished between cars that were perceived as “childlike, submissive, female, 
and friendly” – the “submissive” ones – and cars that were perceived as “mature, 
masculine, arrogant, and angry-looking – the “dominant” ones.  (Notice that gender 
slipped into the middle of both of these lists.  Do we really believe that female = friendly 
and submissive, and masculine = arrogant and angry?) 
 
Interestingly, the subjects liked the dominant vehicles best, referring to them as “power” 
vehicles.  The researchers hastened to add that like does not equal purchase, and that 
buyers were quite as likely to choose a submissive car as a dominant one. 
 
Now, let’s step back a little from this study and its findings.  Is there any surprise in what 
these researchers discovered?  I suspect not.  Even the researchers noted that Disney 
Studios has created cars with personalities for their movies.  The article was accompanied 
by the photo of a Bug-Eyed Sprite, a car that was at the same time colossally ugly and 
colossally human-like and appealing.  The advertising campaign for the Dodge/Plymouth 
Neon seriously anthropomorphized that car’s friendly front end; it even beep-beeped at us 
in its ads.  The cartoon movie Cars assigned personalities to each of its automotive 
characters.  Not quite the same thing, but related, is the fact that the ill-fated Edsel was 
accused by many auto enthusiasts as having a very large representation of female private 
parts as its grill.  We know already that cars are made to exhibit human-like 
characteristics.  So there were no surprises here.  
 
All of that notwithstanding, I read the article and digested its comments and conclusions 
with great pleasure.  The research was irrelevant, the conclusions were predictable, and 
yet I found the overall experience pleasurable.   
 
So, in this column am I going to oppose frivolous research?  I guess, to tell you the truth, 
I’m not.  I really did enjoy this study, and I hope you have as well. 
 
 



“Through a Glass, Darkly,” is a Biblical expression for the unclear way in which we see 
the world around us. 
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