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Observers infer that individuals using logo signals – branded objects that do require the user to own one of the brand’s core products –

do so for value expressive reasons, and that these individuals are viewed as more attached to the brand compared to those using the

brand’s core products.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Brands frequently support advertising strategies through pro-

motional items, such as hats, t-shirts, or stickers with the brands’ 
logo. When consumers use these items, they build awareness for the 
brand and provide information to observers about their relationship 
with the brand. We consider the inferences observers draw from sig-
nalers’ use of a brand’s core products to those drawn from signals not 
requiring the individual to own or use these products. For example, 
an individual who does not own one of Apple’s core products (e.g. a 
computer or smart phone) can still wear an Apple t-shirt. We refer to 
these as product signals and logo signals, respectively. Specifically, 
we propose individuals using logo signals will be viewed as attached 
to the brands they signal with.

Considerable research has examined consumer signaling 
through brands (Berger and Heath 2007; Escalas and Bettman 2003; 
Han, Nunes and Dreze 2010; Kirmani 2009), but work has largely 
focused on product signals. We consider how differences in the at-
titude functions that observers associate with the use of logo and 
product signals impact inferences about consumers’ relationships 
with the brand. Consumers frequently use branded products for their 
utilitarian functionality and to satisfy value expressive attitude func-
tions; that is, they allow consumers to affirm their attitudes, values 
and personality (Grewal, et al. 2004), and to communicate their self-
view to others (Wilcox, Kim and Sen 2009). An observer may utilize 
these choices to learn about the signaler. For product signals, ob-
servers may infer utilitarian and value expressive attitude functions 
guide signaler behavior. However, because logo signals possess little 
marginal functional utility compared to a similar unbranded product 
(Heath, Ho and Joshi 2011), it is signalers using logo signals would 
do so because of utilitarian attitude functions. Instead, they will be 
seen to do so in service of a value expressive function.

An inference that a signaler is value expressing through a logo 
signal suggests the brand is an important part of her self-concept and 
that she is attempting to communicate about her relationship to the 
brand, which is consistent with high brand attachment. Brand attach-
ment is defined as “the strength of the bond connecting the brand 
with the self” (Park, et al. 2010). Attachment contains both cognitive 
and emotional components reflecting the extent to which the brand 
reflects the self (Thomson, MacInnis and Park 2005; Swaminathan, 
Stilley and Ahluwalia 2009). Because logo signals are associated 
with value expression, we expect individuals using logo signals will 
be viewed as attached to the brands they signal with. In contrast, 
product signals, used for utilitarian or value expressive reasons, 
would be less likely to lead to an inference of brand attachment. We 
propose that individuals using logo signals will be viewed as more 
attached to brands compared to those using product signals, and that 
this process is mediated by inferences about signalers’ value expres-
sive behavior.

Prior literature reveals that individuals expend resources to de-
velop relationships with brands to which they are attached (Park et 
al. 2010), and observers infer that when actors expend resources on 
something that the thing is meaningful to the actor (Kirmani 1990; 
Morales 2005). These expenditures are costs to the signaler, includ-
ing monetary, opportunity and social costs (Park, et al. 2010). We 
propose that when observers determine individuals have incurred 
costs to acquire their logo signals, observers will infer that the sig-
naler is more attached to the brand, and to be doing so in service of 

value expressive functions at greater rates compared to those using 
less costly logo signals. These inferences about value expression will 
drive attachment inferences.

In our first study, we considered the effects of signal type and 
logo signal costs on inferences of value expression and attachment 
for two different brands. Participants viewed images of an individual 
using a product signal (the brand’s core product), low cost logo sig-
nal (a t-shirt) or high cost logo signal (a brand logo tattoo). Attach-
ment inferences were higher for the low cost logo signal compared to 
the product signal, and similarly higher for the high cost logo signal 
compared to the low cost logo. This effect was mediated by infer-
ences of value expression. The second study replicated these findings 
using two different brands within a different category (coffee shop 
coffee), as well as a more direct manipulation of logo signal costs by 
comparing $20 and $85 t-shirts.

In our third and fourth studies, we considered potential differ-
ences between brands in terms of the brand’s self-expression poten-
tial (SEP); that is, the extent the brand’s products is seen as having 
an intrinsic value expressive function. For example, a Rolex watch 
would be viewed as more self-expressive than a cup of coffee. For 
brands higher in SEP, attachment inferences for product signals 
should increase and the differences observed between product and 
logo signals in the prior studies may be eliminated. In the third study, 
we employed a similar design to prior studies, using two high SEP 
brands identified in pretests. Consistent with expectations, higher 
attachment inferences for product signals eliminated the difference 
between product and low cost logo signals, while attachment infer-
ences for high cost logo signals were higher. In the final study, we 
employed a single brand, and used participants’ ratings of the brand’s 
SEP as a continuous independent factor. Participants were shown an 
image of a person using a product or low cost logo signal. For par-
ticipants who viewed the brand’s SEP as low, spotlight analysis indi-
cated the signaler using the logo signal was viewed as more attached 
compared to one using a product signal. For those who viewed the 
brand’s SEP as high, this difference was eliminated.

The results of our studies suggest that logo signals can be used 
by individuals to convey attachment to brands, and further identify 
the role of value-expression as a mediator of these inferences. We 
show that as individuals invest resources in their logo signals, they 
are viewed as more attached to their brands, and we also identify 
a boundary condition for the observed differences in the form of a 
brand’s self-expression potential.
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