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Across five studies, we demonstrate that experiences involving multiple products of the same brand are evaluated more positively than

experiences involving products of different brands, which we term the brand synergy effect.  Our data suggests that the desire to have

a single “coordinator” for experiences accounts for this effect.
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Brand Synergy in Multi-Product Experiences
Ryan Rahinel, University of Minnesota, USA

Joseph Redden, University of Minnesota, USA

Products are often used together to form a single experience (e.g, toothpaste and toothbrushes jointly form a teeth cleaning 
experiences). A natural question stemming from this phenomenon is: “How does the set of brands used across the multiple products 
affect the consumption experience?” Surprisingly, there has been little research on the experience of using two products in tandem. In 
this research, we demonstrate that experiences involving products of the same brand are evaluated more positively than experiences 
involving products of different brands. Our data suggests that a sizable part of this effect can be attributed to consumers’ desire to have 
a single “coordinator” for experiences. 

Previous research has shown that evaluations of a consumption experience are formed through a combination of intrinsic and 
extrinsic cues. For example, the primary intrinsic cue in the experience of eating a potato chip is the gustatory perception. In contrast, 
extrinsic cues are cues that arise from the context of consumption or the external environment (Shiv et al., 2005; Allison and Uhl, 1996; 
Bellizzi & Martin, 1982; LeClerc, Schmitt, & Dube, 1994). As shown by Allison and Uhl’s (1964) classic beer study, brands can serve 
as an extrinsic cue for the consumption experience, particularly through the brand’s function as a signal of quality. 

In this research we investigate a new function of brands, namely as agents of coordination. In single product experiences, brands 
can be seen as coordinating the component parts of the product, essentially ensuring that all the parts work together effectively. Research 
in the area of co-branding lends some preliminary support to this idea. A common phenomenon examined in this literature is the effect 
of header and modifier brands (e.g., in the co-branded product Oral-B Rembrandt whitening strips, Oral-B is the header brand and 
Rembrandt is the modifier brand; Kumar, 2005; Park, Jun, and Shocker, 1996). That these co-branded products tend to have header and 
modifier brands points to the possibility that consumers wish to think of these products as having been coordinated primarily by the 
one brand (the header) with only specific component expertise provided by the modifier brand. In this work we extend this thought into 
where the evaluation target is the joint experience of two products. If consumers really do prefer to have one coordinator of experiences, 
then one should observe that (1) consumers tend to prefer multi-product experiences involving one (vs. two) brands (which we term the 
brand synergy effect), (2) the effect should be for brands only (not for other benign matching properties), and (3) the effect should be 
larger for experiences with more risk or complexity. We tested these predictions in five studies. 

The first study tested whether people’s liking ratings in a range of product categories would display the brand synergy effect. This 
study employed a 2 (Product 1 Brand: Brand A vs. Brand B) x 2 (Product 2 Brand: Brand A vs. Brand B) X 4 (Product Category Pair: 
laundry detergent + fabric softener, toothbrush + toothpaste, chips + dip, MP3 player + headphones) within-subjects design using real 
brands (brand names available upon request). On each of the 16 trials, subjects were asked to consider using two brands of products 
together. As the dependent variable, the subject was asked to “Imagine using these products together. How do you think they would be 
for [insert experiential goal here]?” The subject then provided their rating on a 101-point visual analog scale anchored by very bad/very 
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good. Results across all four categories showed the brand synergy effect. That is, subjects’ ratings for experiences involving one brand 
were significantly higher than those for two different brands. 

The second study and third studies tested the effect actual experiences. Study 2 employed a 2 (Product 1 Brand: Brand A vs. Brand 
B) x 2 (Product 2 Brand: Brand A vs. Brand B) x (2 Product Category Pair: jellybean flavors vs. chips and salsa) mixed design using real 
brands. Product category pair was a within subjects factor, with the other two factors varying between subjects. Although subjects were 
told that the foods were from particular brands, the foods themselves were actually from the same brand for all subjects. Subjects were 
asked to indicate how the foods tasted together on a 131mm line scale. Contrasts from a repeated measures ANOVA showed that across 
the two product category pairs, subjects perceived that the foods tasted better together when they were of the same (vs. different) brands. 
We replicated this finding in a third study using the same basic setup (i.e., crossing real brands in a factorial design) for a more utilitarian 
category pair–printer and ink. Subjects were asked to evaluate the quality of a picture on a printout. Results showed that subjects felt the 
picture was sharper when the printout was generated using a printer and ink from the same (vs. different) brands.

In the fourth and fifth studies, we sought to gain some process evidence for the synergy effect. Study 4 tested whether the effect 
was local to brands or any other matching attribute. We asked subjects to consume and rate the taste of chips and dip that were either 
described using generic labels (“festivity” or “party time”) or as brands (“Festivity® brand” or “Party Time® brand”). As expected, we 
observed the brand synergy effect emerge when we described the chips and dip as registered brands, but not when they were merely 
described using generic labels. Study 5 again used the printer and ink paradigm. If brands are truly seen as coordinators, then the effect 
should be enlarged when there is risk in the quality of experiences. Thus, we used reports from Consumer Reports to frame the risk of 
the experiential category as either being high or low prior to the printout evaluation task described in the third study. Results showed 
that those in the high risk category showed the brand synergy effect much more-so than those in the low risk category.
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Can Moral Identity Enhance Out-Group Brand Evaluations?:  
The Moderating Role of Thinking Style

Woo Jin Choi, Texas A&M University, USA
Karen Page Winterich, Pennsylvania State University, USA

Extended Abstract 
The pervasive impact of moral identity (hereafter, MI) has largely been limited to altruistic or prosocial behaviors (e.g., Reed and 

Aquino 2003; Shang et al. 2008; Winterich et al. 2009). Can MI influence other consumer behaviors, such as brand evaluations? If so, 
how and under what conditions? We examine the influence of MI on evaluations of brands associated with an out-group (hereafter, 
out-group brand evaluations), demonstrating that consumers’ thinking styles moderate the effect of MI on out-group brands and brand 
extension evaluations.

Due to the general tendency of people toward in-group favoritism and out-group hostility (Reed and Aquino 2003; White and Dhal 
2007), brands associated with in-groups receive more favorable brand evaluations and have stronger self-brand connections whereas 
brands associated with out-groups are evaluated less favorably (Escalas and Bettman 2005). Therefore, it is plausible that the evaluation 
of an out-group brand will depend on the amount of “social distance” (Sagiv and Schwartz 1995) that an individual perceives as existing 
between himself/herself and the outgroup. We predict that MI will play an important role in determining consumers’ out-group brand 
evaluations.

MI refers to “a commitment to one’s sense of self to lines of action that promote or protect the welfare of others” (Hart et al. 
1998). Building on this work, Reed and Aquino (2003) suggest that MI can influence out-group hostility by altering the psychological 
boundaries that define in-group membership such that a highly self-important MI is associated with an expansive circle of moral regard 
toward out-group members. We draw upon this prior research on MI and out-group evaluations to theorize that consumers with a highly 
self-important MI will evaluate out-group brands more favorably. We reason that this effect occurs because consumers with high MI 
importance tend to expand the boundaries of ingroups to include more individuals, including individuals otherwise perceived as out-


