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Applause, Please, for Early Adopters

By DAMON DARLIN
WHY would anyone rush to buy a product knowing full well that it would be cheaper — and probably better — in a matter of months? 

Hundreds of thousands of iPad buyers did just that last month. Steven P. Jobs, Apple’s chief executive, crowed that in the first 28 days on the market, Apple sold one million iPads. He found it remarkable that buyers snatched up this new slate computer at twice the fervid pace of the first iPhone. 

But what is truly remarkable about this surge in consumption is that early adopters — those who simply have to own a new gadget right away — cheerfully exhibited what might seem to be irrational behavior. These ardent consumers will stand in long lines, if that’s what it takes, to get an overpriced gadget ahead of everyone else they know. 

A tough lesson about buying early could have been learned by the iPhone’s first buyers back in 2007. Those early adopters paid $600 for a phone. Two months later, Apple dropped the price to $400. Then, in June 2009, it introduced a better version, with twice the storage, for $200, one-third the original’s price. 

So how do early adopters justify their actions? Let’s look first at what they say. Often, they claim that they actually got a bargain. 

Of course, it’s not easy for a consumer to know what a product is really worth. Sure, within a few days of the debut of the iPad, which, in its most basic version, cost $500, analysts at iSuppli had taken it apart and calculated the value of its parts at $260. That provides a floor; you wouldn’t expect Apple to sell it that cheaply yet. 

But the early adopter is looking for a ceiling, which Apple kindly provided. When it announced the imminent sale of the first iPad series, it also said a second would be coming soon — costing $130 more for each model. The new series’ most expensive version, which includes 64 gigabytes of storage and connects to AT&T’s cell network, costs $830. That gives consumers a reference point, which marketers call a price anchor. It helps convince people they’ll “save” by spending anything less than $830. 

Economics professors may say that such behavior is irrational, but that doesn’t mean it makes no sense. People who stand in lines for the latest product may be buying it for what it conveys about them to others, says Jonah Berger, an assistant professor of marketing at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania. 

That’s true of music, clothes and cars, but not so true of dishwasher soap. Tech gadgets fall in between those extremes, he says. A new gadget can be a fashion item — a revelation that Apple embraced long ago. 

Dan Ariely, a professor of behavioral economics at Duke University and the author of a new book, “The Upside of Irrationality,” has studied why earlier adopters do what they do. “It’s not about the cost-benefit analysis,” he says. And rarely is it a successful calculation of higher productivity, though many a person has tried to justify purchases of expensive toys that way. 

It can be more about cementing one’s identity. Although people who want to be first with a product aren’t making a direct calculation — “I’d pay $100 for my ego” — they may derive value from showing off a new product or being perceived as being at technology’s forefront. 

“I realized years ago that I derive great pleasure from buying a new gadget,” said Professor Ariely. “I bought a Segway.” 

And public awareness may matter. Professor Ariely says the behavior is akin to how we can be more willing to do something good if the public knows about it. People will pay extra for a Prius, whose ecological benefits may be debatable, but be more circumspect about buying extra home insulation, which is one of the best ways to save energy. 

Your friends will see you cruising in the Prius. (Indeed, no car has driven so far on sanctimony.) No one will ever see the extra two inches of R-38 in your attic. 

But even if you would never be the first in your neighborhood to buy a gadget, don’t scorn the early adopters. They are working for you. “They, in a sense, provide valuable services to other consumers by their willingness to serve as a guinea pig,” said Jay Pil Choi, a professor of economics at Michigan State University, who wrote a much-quoted paper on herd behavior and the “penguin effect.” 

(He also wrote an even more widely quoted paper on whether to leave a toilet seat up, as men often do, or down, as women generally prefer. His economic analysis showed that selfish behavior was optimum.) 

HE described early adopters as pioneers. “If all consumers are striving for value and take the approach of ‘wait and see,’” he said, “the new products will never be able to take off or take much longer to succeed in the marketplace.” 

He added, “Their early purchase allows the firms to go down the learning curve and enables a lower price for other consumers.” 

So, you early adopters, when the new iPhone comes out next month, please stand in line for me. 

