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The associative network model of memory includes nodes (constructs) that share associations with a third (common) construct but are

not themselves directly associated (mediated nodes).  The present research proposes that automatic associations between such

indirectly related nodes can be primed in a single exposure and this may be sufficient to alter subsequent concept evaluations.  An

implicit cognition measure is used to demonstrate the automatic transfer of properties (both cognitive evaluations and affective

responses) from a common associative node to apparently unrelated objects.  The effect is driven by individuals’ inability to suppress

activated but irrelevant associations.  Results also show that this implicit mere association effect is more likely for consumers familiar

with the concepts involved and when these concepts are not directly associated explicitly.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Researchers agree that environmental stimuli (e.g., words

processed via the auditory route, objects perceived visually, and
olfactory excitants) stimulate multiple thoughts, which often have
only one thing in common. However, when the common element is
activated, there might be confusion as to which of the many possible
associations are relevant. When presented with ambiguous infor-
mation in the form of concepts that share some associations,
individuals may initially think about (retrieve) many possible
references and rely on contextual cues to narrow their thoughts to
the intended one. However, thought suppression is often difficult
and frequently even counterproductive (Wenzlaff and Wegner
2000). Neuroimaging studies confirm that individuals frequently
find themselves dealing with task-unrelated thoughts (Binder et al.
1999). Although these thoughts may not seem logically meaningful
in context, they are generally linked to the target stimuli either
semantically or perceptually.

Inspired by Bargh’s (2002) review of automatic influences on
consumer judgments, we focus on identifying conditions when
simultaneous exposure to objects having minimal attributes in
common leads to an illogical transfer of associations between them
because of suppression failures. We show that such thoughts may
be implicit but still have an effect on consumers’ brand associations
and evaluations of at least one of the objects. Borrowing from the
extensive research on the mere exposure effect, we label the
implicit transfer of meanings or affect from logically unrelated
stimuli as the mere association effect (cf. Walther 2002) and
propose that its underlying process is a failure to suppress unin-
tended automatic associations.

Previous research has shown that mere or incidental exposure
is sufficient to activate implicit associations of logically unrelated
concepts (labeled a cognitive transfer), but mainly for those indi-
viduals familiar with the respective concepts. Among individuals
familiar with the concepts involved, incidental priming with a
common-node concept should activate nodes that result in the mere
association of two concepts indirectly linked via the common-node
concept (e.g., exposure to a John Deere lawn mower might create
an implicit association between John and nature as well as strengthen
the implicit association of deer and grass for outdoor enthusiasts).
The presence and influence of these mere associations is captured
via participants’ explicit and implicit responses. In addition to the
simple semantic linking of two concepts via a third concept to
which both are related (i.e., cognitive transfer), it is proposed in a
second case that the valence associated with these concepts can also
be transferred via an indirect path (labeled an affective transfer).
For example, exposure to Goodwill charity brochures might posi-
tively alter the implicit evaluation of one’s last will and testament
(and simultaneously make the inclusion of charitable donations in
it more likely). Again, the effect is expected for those familiar
enough with the concepts involved to be likely to activate these
valenced associations.

Study 1 provides an illustration of the mere association effect
based on cognitive transfer. Priming consumers with the slow
terrapin concept was sufficient to influence participants in making
an unconscious association between slowness and the track-and-
field team of a university whose mascot is the terrapin. In study 2a,
participants made more familiar with the Mayo clinic expressed

less favorable attitudes toward a prefix-sharing product (mayon-
naise), without any explicit mention of the health concerns some
consumers associate with eating mayo.

The mere association effects described above are not univer-
sal. As demonstrated in study 1 by group assignment based on
measured familiarity and in studies 2a and 2b by direct manipula-
tion, the mere association effect requires well-established associa-
tions between the concepts being incidentally linked. In studies 2a
and 2b, only individuals exposed to information familiarizing them
with the history and operations of the Mayo Clinic showed evidence
of a transfer (explicit and implicit) of the less desirable aspects of
health clinics to a food product. Apparently, individuals for whom
the alternative conceptual meanings are likely to be easily accessed
make the conceptual meaning transfer. Low familiarity individuals
are less likely to activate associated meanings when exposed to the
prime, limiting the meaning transfer.

Study 3 focused on the affective transfer base of the mere
association effect. A wine bottle featuring a frog was chosen more
often when participants were primed with frog or a proper name,
Kermit, often positively associated with frogs but less often when
primed with a negative associate–warts. This study extends previ-
ous literature findings by Labroo, Dhar, and Schwarz (2008) on
conceptual and perceptual fluency by demonstrating how an im-
plicit transitive association transfer related to a phonetical associa-
tion (i.e., the valence of associated words) may counter any fluency
effect attributable to prior exposures.

Finally, study 4 illustrates selectivity in the transfer of associa-
tions. When the two to-be-associated nodes belongs to the same
semantic category, inhibition from one to the other occurs and the
mere association effect is suppressed. Thus, a soft drinks brand
explicitly associated with cold ice did not produce perceptions of a
physically colder product, but did elicit colder emotional feelings
toward the brand.

This investigation supports the increasing amount of con-
sumer research looking at attitude formation as the result of con-
sumers’ own mental associations to specific brands or companies.
Zaltman’s Metaphor Elicitation Technique (Zaltman 1997) and
Roedder et al.’s (2006) Brand Concept Mapping method are ex-
amples of this innovative work. Our results contribute by suggest-
ing that qualitative research findings that discover linkages be-
tween brands and consumer thoughts that seem far removed from
the product category (e.g., colors, shapes, flavors, animals) may
reflect networks of mere associations that can influence product
beliefs, attitudes and choices. On the other hand, it suggests that the
associations activated in a particular context may vary from the
usual ones because of the presence of entities not consciously
recognized as being associated with the focal brand or product.
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