
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Breaking Through Complexity: How the Interplay Between Visual and Conceptual Complexity Affects Logo Evaluation

ACRoss Repeated Exposures

Irene  Scopelliti, Bocconi University, Italy 
Gaetano 'Nino'  Miceli, University of Calabria, Italy 
Maria Antonietta  Raimondo, University of Calabria, Italy 

 
According to experimental aesthetics and consumer research, the level of complexity of a visual stimulus influences consumer

evaluations. However, complexity is a multi-faceted construct that concerns both perceptual and conceptual aspects whose joint effect

on consumers’ reactions is not yet clear. This paper proposes and tests hypotheses on how the interaction between visual and

conceptual complexity affects consumer attitude toward a logo across repeated exposures. Results of two studies generally support the

idea that visual and conceptual complexity have independent effects on attitude toward the logo and that such effects are differently

sensitive to the number of exposures to logos.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
According to experimental aesthetics (e.g., Berlyne 1971) and

consumer research (e.g., Janiszewski and Meyvis 2001), the level
of complexity of a visual stimulus has steady effects on consumer
evaluations. Complexity, however, appears to be a multi-faceted
construct that concerns both perceptual and conceptual aspects
whose joint effect on consumer reactions is not yet clear.

In this paper, we analyze the effects of both visual complexity
(VC-the amount and variety of visual information inherent in a
stimulus) and conceptual complexity (CC-the number of different
meanings associated with a stimulus), in the context of brand logos,
using single and repeated exposures. Specifically, we propose
arguments and hypotheses on how the main and interaction effects
of visual and conceptual complexity depend on the number of
previous exposures to the logo.

Based on experimental aesthetics (Berlyne 1971), we hypoth-
esize that, at a single exposure, logo VC has an inverted U-shaped
effect on attitude (H1). Based on studies on conceptual fluency,
which propose that the ease with which the meaning of a stimulus
comes to mind (Hamann 1990; Lee 2002) positively influences
stimulus evaluations, we expect that, at a single exposure, high
levels of CC lower attitude toward the logo (H2).

Crossing VC and CC, we define four basic types of logos. One
might expect that high-VC/low-CC logos (do induce arousal and
learning, and are clear in their meaning hence easily interpretable)
will show the most favorable evaluations; low-VC/high-CC logos
(do not induce arousal and learning, and are vague and unclear in
their meaning) will show the lowest evaluations; low-VC/low-CC,
and high-VC/high-CC logos will show intermediate evaluations.
These expected results suggest the absence of interaction between
VC and CC at a single exposure.

This pattern, however, may change over multiple exposures.
Although it is difficult to formulate predictions for all the four of
VC/CC combinations, we expect that evaluations of high-VC/low-
CC logos will suffer a decline as the number of exposures increases.
Such a prediction lies in the idea that perceptual elements are
quickly elaborated and exhausted in terms of arousal potential.
Moreover, high VC is likely to be related to multiple perceptual
dimensions thus being unlikely to generate fluency (Janiszewski
and Meyvis 2001), while low CC implies quick habituation and
boredom. Based on similar arguments, one may expect that evalu-
ations of low-VC/high-CC logos will increase across exposures due
to the generation of perceptual fluency (low VC is more likely
related to a uniform perceptual dimension), as well as to the relevant
potential for elaboration and learning. Conceptual fluency is, in-
deed, sensitive to time and to opportunity for elaboration. Eventu-
ally, evaluations of low-VC/high-CC logos may decline as addi-
tional increases in the number of exposures make the source of
fluency too salient to be misattributed to the stimulus. Low-VC/
low-CC and high-VC/high-CC logos stimulate similar mecha-
nisms but in opposite directions. It is therefore difficult to predict a
specific pattern for these types of logos. Overall, expected changes
in evaluations of high-VC/low-CC and low-VC/high-CC logos
across number of exposures suggest the hypothesis of a three-way
interaction between VC, CC, and number of exposures (H3).

Our conceptual analysis also suggests that the independent
two-way interactions of VC and CC with the number of exposures
qualify this three-way interaction. We expect that low-VC logos
will initially show low evaluations (see H1). An increase the
number of exposures might instill perceptual fluency, as low-VC
logos tend to manifest a uniform perceptual dimension. Therefore,
we predict that, across exposures, evaluations of these logos will
increase, but only up to a certain threshold, when boredom inter-
venes causing the logo wear-out (H4a). A high-VC logo starts with
an average or high evaluation depending on the inflection point of
the quadratic effect (see H1). Apparently, the arousal and learning
potential of such a logo should cause an improvement in the
evaluations over repeated exposures. However, we also expect
absence of or little perceptual fluency, as high-VC logos tend to
refer to multiple perceptual dimensions. Moreover, perceptual
information is elaborated very quickly, particularly in stimuli as
small as logos, therefore dampening any arousal and learning
potential. Hence, we expect a slight fall in high-VC logos evalua-
tions over repeated exposures (H4b).

We expect that low-CC logos initially show high evaluations
due to stimulus-driven conceptual fluency (see H2). However, one
might expect a decrease in evaluations over repeated exposures due
to quick habituation (H5a). High-CC logos will initially show low
evaluations (see H2). Since conceptual fluency is sensitive to the
opportunity to elaborate the stimulus, we expect that increasing the
number of exposures will boost evaluations of high-CC logos.
Further increases in the number of exposures may eventually
dampen the learning potential. These arguments suggest a reverse
U-shaped pattern of attitude toward high-CC logos (H5b).

Results of a survey (Study 1) with multiple respondents (cf.
Henderson and Cote 1998) support H1 and H2, and also show that
VC and CC do not interact with each other in shaping attitude at one
exposure. Findings from an experiment (Study 2) offer general
support to H3, H4a, H4b, H5a, and H5b.

From a theoretical perspective, we integrate within a unified
conceptual framework the effects of two forms of complexity
across repeated exposures on attitude toward a logo. Our analysis
allows understanding the processes that co-occur to explain con-
sumer preference for hybrid logos, such as those high in VC and low
in CC, which may reflect the concept of “simplicity in complexity”
proposed by Reber et al. (2004). Furthermore, our findings propose
that VC and CC affect attitude following different patterns across
the multiple exposures. Finally, our research suggests, therefore,
that ignoring either VC or CC in the analysis of consumers’
reactions to the complexity of visual stimuli may hide relevant
mechanisms and processes.
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