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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Placebo treatments have been shown to influence medication 

efficacy, but recently, researchers have investigated placebo effects 
of marketing actions. For instance, pens and wines whose labels 
bear a prestigious name may be experienced as superior (Park et al 
2010; Wansik et al 2007), and higher-priced items have been shown 
to increase performance (Shiv, Carmon, Ariely 2005a, 2005b). We 
extend this literature by investigating the impact of brand status on 
performance. Despite consumers’ preferences for “better” brands, we 
demosntrate that the use of high status products may result in lower 
performance, even though people judge them as higher in quality and 
are willing to pay more for them.

Why might a higher status product result in lower performance? 
People tend to form expectancies about their own abilities after 
comparing themselves to other users, and this may have implications 
for their subsequent performance when using high status products 
(Escalas and Bettman 2005; Festinger 1954). We posit that, in the case 
of a high status brand, this leads to a higher perceived performance 
standard but greater accessibility of the differences in the performance 
expectancies of one’s self versus this reference group (Mussweiler 
2001). When these malleable performance expectancies lead to 
an unfavorable comparison to that standard, we expect to observe 
contrast effects that lead to lower performance when using higher 
status products. This perspective is consistent with past research on 
placebo effects that show that expectancies and conditioning affect 
performance (Kellogg and Barron 1975; Storms and Nisbett 1970; 
Beecher 1946). We present a process that incorporates the influence 
of status, and show how it increases perceived standards and feelings 
of intimidation. 

We report four studies comparing 2 types of products (language 
training or cognitive training), differing only in brand name status. 
We test two hypotheses: that that despite higher reported product 
quality and willingness to pay, higher status products can lead to 
lower performance, and, that participants compare themselves to 
high-performance reference others when using high-status brand 
products. These studies identify when participants will underperform 
with higher status products.

For study 1, 138 participants were asked to use a language 
training product for a fictional language. We varied the branding as 
either produced by Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) or 
University of Phoenix (Phoenix). A separate pre-test revealed that 
the MIT brand ranks higher for prestige, even when controlling 
for brand familiarity (M = 6.36, p< 0.00). After using the language 
training product, participants believed they were better prepared 
in the MIT condition (M=3.51, SD=0.17) relative to the Phoenix 
condition (M=2.93, SD=0.18; simple contrast, P < 0.02) and were 
more willing to pay for the product from the higher status MIT 
producer (M = $26.71, SD=4.12) than the Phoenix producer (M = 
$15.73, SD=3.91; simple contrast p < 0.06).  Nevertheless, Study 1 
participants tested worse with the MIT brand (M = 9.96, SD=0.29) 
than Phoenix (M = 10.90, SD=0.27; F(1, 134) = 5.545, p = 0.02). A 
three-path mediation analysis (Taylor, MacKinnon and Tein 2008) 
demonstrated that perceived high standards associated with the 
school mediated the relationship between the brand and self-reported 
level of intimidation, which then mediated the relationship between 

perceived high standards and performance on the test.  To exclude 
alternative interpretations, we measured differences in participants’ 
moods and exerted effort; these proved not to be significant.

Study 2 tested whether status and price interact to affect 
performance, because previous research has established that higher 
prices lead to placebo effects (Shiv et al 2005). We find that price 
does not activate social comparison in the way that brand status 
does. New participants scored lower when the product was labeled 
from a higher status producer, MIT (M = 10.67; SD = 0.49) than a 
lower status producer, Phoenix (M = 12.21, SD = 0.50; F(1, 113) = 
4.839, p = 0.03).  However, there was no difference in performance 
when the product was labeled cheaper (M = 11.13, SD = 0.55) 
versus more expensive (M = 11.75, SD = 0.44; F(1, 113) = 0.76, 
p > 0.35). Perceived high standards associated with the school 
mediated the relationship between the school and self-reported 
level of intimidation, which then mediated the relationship between 
perceived high standards and performance on the test.

A third study using a different product (cognitive training) 
explored the role of self-monitoring. High self-monitors are more 
likely to process brand information and attend to social image 
(MacInnis, Moorman, and Jaworski 1991), suggesting that the social 
comparison processes elicited by brand status will be more strongly 
observed in these individuals. We find “reverse” placebo effects 
of high status brands, as participants perform worse in the MIT 
condition than the Phoenix condition and relative to an unbranded 
control (mean score = 50% vs. 56%, t(160) = -2.44, p < 0.02). 
Moreover, we find an interaction between brand and self monitoring, 
particularly when answering the most difficult questions (F(1,206) = 
4.68, p < 0.04).

A fourth study explored boundary conditions for the reverse 
placebo effect. This fourth study addresses 2 boundary issues: 1) 
clarify the role of reference groups in comparisons while holding 
branding constant, and, 2) identify when these comparisons lead to 
forward placebo effects. To that end, 135 MIT students were assigned 
to one of 3 conditions: (1) a high-performance reference group, 
(2) a low-performance reference group, or (3) a control condition. 
As in study 3, the training task again involved using a cognitive 
training product. Our results show that performance increased in the 
presence of high-performance others and decreased in the presence 
of low-performance others, relative to the control (oneway ANOVA 
F(2,131) = 3.21, p = .04). 

Together, these studies demonstrate the reverse placebo 
phenomenon: participants in the lower-status brand condition 
performed better on cognitive tasks. Participants in the higher status 
condition used an identical product yet performed worse (despite 
reporting higher willingness to pay and perceived product efficacy). 
Our findings suggest that, when individuals use high-status brands 
of this ilk, reference group comparisons are made against high-
performance others that can lower expectancies about one’s own 
performance. 
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