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SESSION OVERVIEW
Brands serve many roles in the modern marketplace. They func-

tion as indicators of products’ manufacturers, containers of associa-
tions, signals of quality, and cues of compatibility, among others. The 
papers in this session advance knowledge on brand roles by focusing 
on the capabilities of brands, the underlying processes that enable 
them, and the unintended consequences that emerge from their typi-
cal usage in today’s world. In doing so, the papers answer fundamen-
tal questions such as: “What does it mean to be a brand?” and “What 
do brands do for us?” Our answers bear consequence not only for the 
theory of brands, but also for consumers engaging in daily interac-
tion with brands, firms building and managing brands, and policy 
makers regulating brand activities. 

In the first paper, Rahinel, Otto, Clarkson, and Grossman study 
how decision making is affected by the presence of brands. Spe-
cifically, they find that brand exposure makes subsequent decisions 
easier. Process evidence shows that brand exposure cues a cognitive 
readiness for decision making, which leads to greater ease in deci-
sion making. 

In the second paper, Acikalin, Watson, Fitzsimons, and Platt 
study brand preferences in rhesus monkeys. They find that pairing 
brand logos with sex- and status-based images builds brand prefer-
ences consistent with evolutionary principles. Thus, although though 
more elaborate cognitive systems in humans allow sophisticated ra-
tionalizations for brand preferences, those preferences may in fact 
simply result from associative conditioning.

In the third paper, Coary examines the effect of brand labels in 
symbolic complementary settings where a consumed product (e.g., 
beer) is paired with a supporting product (e.g., glass). He finds that 
enjoyment of the consumed product is heightened when its brand 
matches that of the supporting product. Process evidence supports 
brand involvement as an underlying process for the effect. 

In the fourth paper, Garvey, Germann, and Bolton examine 
the underlying processes and consequences of brand placebo ef-
fects. They find that performance brands heighten the self-concept, 
which lowers state anxiety, and subsequently improves performance. 
Furthermore, consumers attributed enhanced performance to them-
selves, apparently ignoring the role of brand in this process.

These projects, all in advanced stages, offer new insights into 
general capabilities that extend across all brands. Notably, they also 
appeal to a broad audience, as they not only intersect with but also 
tackle central questions in variety of other popular areas in consumer 
behavior such as decision making, evolutionary behavior, perfor-
mance outcomes, and consumption enjoyment. Finally, the novel 
methodologies, interesting outcomes, and fresh perspectives on the 
topic promise to facilitate dialogue amongst session attendees and 
ultimately advance connections.

Brand Exposure Makes Decisions Easier

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Brand exposure has profound impacts on behavior. Subliminal 

exposure to thrift brands like Wal-Mart makes people choose thriftier 
options (Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, and Tanner 2008), exposure 
to the Apple (vs. IBM) brand logo makes people generate more 
creative ideas (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008), and 
finally, using a Red Bull car in a video game makes players race 
more aggressively and recklessly (Brasel and Gips 2011). Brands 
apparently cue behavior in line with their core associations.

In the current work, we broaden this line of inquiry by studying 
brand exposure effects of a general nature. That is, we ask the 
question: “What are the consequences of exposure to brands of any 
kind?” Our point of departure from this question comes from the 
simple notion that the most consequential use and consideration of 
brands by consumers occurs during decision making episodes, such 
as product choice (Jacoby, Speller, and Kohn 1974; Jacoby, Szybillo, 
Busato-Schach 1977; Mela, Gupta, and Lehmann 1997). We propose 
that, akin to classical conditioning processes (Pavlov 1927; Rescorla 
1988), such pairing leads brand exposure to prompt a cognitive 
readiness for decision making. Although this is the first work to 
instantiate the notion of decision readiness, its conceptualization 
draws from other forms of cognitive preparation in the domains of 
task performance (Carlson and Lundy 1992; Monsell 2003; Sohn and 
Carlson 1998), behavior anticipation (Hull 1951; Spence 1937), and 
motor control (Haggard and Eimer 1999; Libet et al., 1983; Wohlert 
1993). Consistent with the findings in such literatures, we further 
propose that decision readiness makes the experience of subsequent 
decision making easier. That is, brand exposure makes decisions 
easier by cueing a cognitive readiness for decision making. We test 
this framework in a series of three studies.   

The objective of study 1 was to conduct a test of the basic effect 
with real brands. Participants completed a 15 item quiz about either 
brand logos or driving signs (in the control condition). There were 
two forms of each quiz to counteract any effects produced by the 
specific brands or driving signs chosen. We then told participants 
that we sometimes give away small gifts instead of course credits 
in exchange for completing their studies, and that the we were 
interested in determining students’ preferences these types of gifts. 
Participants indicated which of six small, non-branded gifts they 
would choose. We measured several constructs: option similarity, 
decision ease, decision confidence, and decision deliberation. 
We also measured the subjective difficulty of the quiz, as well as 
demographic information, including age. We measure subjective 
difficulty of the manipulation as well as participant age (which may 
co-vary with both readiness and ease) at the end of each study, and 
control for them in all analyses. Preliminary results demonstrated 
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that there were no differences between forms within each condition, 
so we collapsed them within condition. There was no effect of 
exposure condition on the particular option chosen, perceived option 
similarity, decision confidence, or decision deliberation. However, 
there was the predicted effect of brand (vs. driving signs) exposure 
on decision ease, with those exposed to brands (vs. driving signs) 
expressing greater ease in their product decision.

In study 2, we sought to replicate the effect using a different 
manipulation and provide evidence for the underlying mechanism 
via mediation. In the brand condition, participants evaluated 30 
designs which we told them were potentially new brand logos for 
brands about to enter the mainstream market. Each “logo” was rated 
on a scale from 1 = terrible brand logo to 7 = excellent brand logo. 
In the control condition, participants evaluated the same 30 designs 
as in the brand condition, but were instead told that the designs were 
abstract art designs by local college students. Each art design was 
rated on a scale from 1 = terrible art piece to 7 = excellent art piece. 
After the exposure manipulation, participants saw the same choice 
set and cover story as in study 1. We measured decision ease and 
decision readiness (e.g., “I felt prepared to make a choice”). We also 
sought to rule out rival mechanisms by measuring other constructs: 
number of attributes considered, comparative processing, random 
choice, and choice satisficing. Results replicated the core effect from 
study 1, and the same pattern of data held for the decision readiness 
measure. Furthermore, a mediation analysis showed that the effect 
of brand (vs. art) exposure framing on decision ease was mediated 
by decision readiness. Alternative mechanisms did not mediate the 
effect.

In study 3, we aimed to conceptually replicate the effect using 
a different choice set and provide more evidence for the underlying 
mechanism via moderation. Participants completed the same brand 
exposure manipulation as in study 2. They were then told to imagine 
that they had an hour of free time, and to choice one of six activities 
(e.g., take a walk, take a nap) to do during that time. Decision ease 
was measured using the same items as in studies 1 and 2. We then 
measured decision readiness as a dispositional variable using four 
items (e.g., “I am always prepared to make decisions”). We tested 
our core hypothesis by regressing decision ease on brand exposure, 
chronic decision readiness, their interaction, and control measures. 
There were positive main effects of both decision readiness and 
brand exposure. More importantly, there was a significant interaction 
such that brand exposure strongly increased decision ease for those 
chronically low in decision readiness, whereas there was no effect 
of brand exposure for those high in decision readiness, who all 
experienced relatively high decision ease. Looking at the interaction 
another way, there was a significantly positive effect of decision 
readiness for those in the control exposure condition, whereas there 
was no significant effect of decision readiness for those in the brand 
exposure condition, since brand exposure presumably increased 
readiness for participants anyway. Overall, these results document an 
important general effect of brand exposure and highlight readiness as 
a key consideration in the study of decision making.

Sex and Status Sell to Monkeys: Social Advertising 
Creates Brand Preferences in Rhesus Macaques

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Over the course of human evolution, natural selection shaped 

psychological tendencies that promote survival and reproduction 
within an intensely social context (Kenrick et al., 1994). Today, 
these cognitive biases continue to influence behavior, including 
virtually all consumer settings. Social rewards, including depictions 

of sex and social status, reliably elicit innate motivational drives, 
and their use in motivating behavior is a favored strategy in 
advertising. Consumers respond more favorably to attractive ads 
with models from the opposite gender (Baker and Churchill, 1977), 
and physiological studies in humans find that nudity in advertising 
indeed elicits strong physiological responses (Belch et. al., 1982). 
Association of products with an individual of high social status is 
another common advertising strategy. In some cultures, more than 
half of all advertisements feature celebrities (Choi, 2005). Notably, 
sexuality and celebrity endorsements in advertisements are appealing 
across cultures, suggesting these strategies tap into universal human 
characteristics (Paliwoda, 2009; Praet, 2001). This observation 
suggests that the psychology underlying the formation of advertising-
driven brand preferences could have deep evolutionary roots.

Exactly why and how sex and social status in advertising 
influences consumer behavior remains unknown. Some theories 
rely on high-level cognition of the consumer, such as the attribution 
of beliefs of a celebrity spokesperson about the desirability of the 
product (Silvera and Austad, 2004; see Erdogan, 1999 for review). 
Conversely, a simple association between a product, a social reward, 
and the cognitive and physiological state this reward induces in the 
consumer, may be adequate to bias preferences toward the product. 

Visual depictions of sex and status influence preferences 
in monkeys, suggesting that social rewards could be used to alter 
preferences for objects paired with them (Deaner et al., 2005; Watson 
and Platt, 2008). Because old world monkeys and humans diverged 
25 million years ago, the presence of a cognitive bias in both families 
suggests evolutionarily ancient origins. Shared brain circuits 
mediating social perception and valuation in rhesus macaques and 
humans provide a mechanism by which this bias may be translated 
into preferences for brands associated with sex and status (Chang et 
al., 2013; Pearson et al., 2014). Here we experimentally test whether 
a sex- and status- based ad campaign can elicit brand preferences in 
adult rhesus monkeys.

Three stimulus sets were used as models in an ad campaign 
in which social images (female perinea, dominant male faces, and 
subordinate male faces) or their corresponding control images were 
paired with brand logos.

Monkeys were exposed to a series of advertisement trials 
interleaved with decision trials that allowed assessment of logo 
preference. During a decision trial, monkeys had to tap on a central 
fixation square, and then tap on a brand logo image of their choice. 
Advertisement and decision trials were randomly interleaved. The 
orders of presentation for the three different ad campaigns and for 
the two logos for each campaign (Social vs. Control image) were 
drawn randomly with replacement. Each session consisted of 
seventy ad trials and thirty decision trials. Each monkey (n=5 males 
and n= 5 females) completed 100 baseline decision trials prior to 
the beginning of the experiment, and demonstrated no pre-existing 
preference for any logo before exposure to the ad campaign (p>0.7)

Because ads are known to lose impact over repeated viewings 
(Campbell and Keller, 2003; see Pechmann and Stewart, 1988 for 
review), the efficacy of each ad campaign was evaluated during the 
initial phase (trials 1-20 for each ad) of the experiment. Specifically, 
analysis in Study 1 was restricted to decisions made up until each 
monkey had seen 10 control and 10 social advertisements from each 
stimulus set (dominant, subordinate, perinea).

A logistic regression analyzing decision outcome as a 
function of ad campaign category (SPORTperinea, CARdominant, 
or PIZZAsubordinate) and sex of the monkey subject revealed 
a significant interaction between ad campaign category and sex. 
Specifically, male monkeys, but not female monkeys, were more 
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likely to choose SPORTperinea over SPORTcontrol while, female 
monkeys, but not male monkeys, were more likely to choose 
CARdominant over CARcontrol. These findings show that male 
monkeys develop an advertising-induced bias (AIB) for brand 
logos paired with sexual images of female monkeys, and that 
female monkeys develop a preference for brand logos paired with 
faces of dominant male macaques. To determine how advertising 
efficacy changed over repeated exposures to ads, we next regressed 
the cumulative AIB over the number of relevant non-scrambled 
advertisements seen for each category, with the intercepts fixed to zero 
based on our baseline results. These results show that male monkey 
preferences for the SPORT logo paired with sexual images increases 
with repeated ad exposure, and that female monkey preferences for 
the CAR logo paired with high status images increases over repeated 
ad exposure. These findings also show that female monkeys show 
decreased preference for the PIZZA logo repeatedly paired with low 
status images, while male monkeys show an increased preference 
for the PIZZA logo paired with low status images with repeated 
exposure.

Here we show that monkeys develop preferences for logos after 
social advertising campaigns. Female sexual images increase brand 
preference in male monkeys, and high status male faces increase 
brand preference for female monkeys. Finally, pairing images of 
subordinate males with logos decreases brand preference for females 
and increased brand preference for male monkeys across our 
trials. In the context of human marketing and advertising research, 
our findings endorse the idea that innate, evolutionarily ancient 
mechanisms mediate socially induced brand preferences. 

Symbolic Brand Synergy: When 1 is Greater Than 2

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are often exposed to multiple branded products 

during their consumption experiences. Sometimes these products are 
consumed together in a functional fashion (e.g., cake and frosting) 
while other times only one is consumed while the other plays a 
symbolic role (e.g., drinking a beer out of a branded glass). In a 
functional setting, Rahinel and Redden (2013) found that consumers 
enjoyed the experience more when the products’ brands matched 
(vs. mismatched), since matching brands cued inferences that the 
products were designed for each other. This research studies whether 
such an effect might occur in a symbolic consumption setting, where 
inferences of product coordination are likely to be muted.

I posit that brand matching in symbolic complementarity 
setups indeed leads to greater utility for the consumed product 
under specific circumstances. Specifically, people with a high need 
for internal consistency may receive utility from brand matching, 
as these consumers prefer consistency in their lives, including their 
consumption experiences. Furthermore, I hypothesize that the effect 
is also bounded to brands high in perceived quality, as the brand 
matching of the second product can reinforce the quality of the 
primary product that is being consumed. Such reinforcement of the 
brand through a secondary product increases a consumer’s brand 
involvement, which subsequently leads to a better consumption 
experience. I tested this framework in a series of three studies. 

The goal of Study 1 is twofold: to demonstrate that the effects 
of brand synergy extend beyond functional complementarity 
to symbolic complementarity and to investigate one’s need for 
internal consistency as a moderator for these effects.  A one-way 
two level between subjects designed was utilized.  Brand synergy 
was manipulated by having participants drink Coca-Cola out of a 
Coca-Cola branded cup or a Solo cup.  Results reveal that symbolic 

brand synergy has a significant effect on attitudes towards the 
soda, consumers’ interest in drinking more, and their likelihood to 
purchase. These effects are moderated by an individual’s need for 
consistency, where consumers with a high need for consistency have 
higher attitudes and behavioral intentions for brand synergy than 
those with low need for consistency.  

Study 2 investigates the quality of the brands as a potential 
moderator for the effects of symbolic brand synergy.  To further test 
the strength of symbolic brand synergy, water was utilized as the 
experimental product.  Consumers have a difficulty in evaluating 
the quality of the actual water and rely solely on the brand name 
for perceived quality. A pretest confirms the quality (1-9 scale) 
manipulation of the two brands utilized, (Fiji High Quality vs. 
Arrowhead Low Quality). The experimental procedure was similar 
to that utilized in Study 1. To further investigate the effects of 
brand synergy, the amount of water consumed was measured as 
the dependent variable.  Regression results reveal a significant 
main effect for brand synergy, a significant main effect for quality, 
and a significant interaction. There was a significant difference 
in the amount of water consumed for the high quality brand, but 
no significant difference in the amount of water drank for the low 
quality brand. These results suggest that only high quality brands are 
significantly affected by symbolic brand synergy.

The purpose of Study 3 is to investigate the underlying process 
driving the effects of brand synergy and investigate the effects 
in another product category, thus expanding its generalizability. 
A one-way three level design was utilized manipulating brand 
synergy.  Dunkin Donuts were utilized with a Dunkin Donut napkin, 
Starbucks napkin, or control (plain white) napkin.  Comparing the 
Dunkin Donuts vs. Starbucks first; results demonstrate a significant 
main effect for brand synergy on attitudes towards the food and on 
taste evaluations. To investigate the proposed mediating mechanism 
(brand involvement) for brand synergy on attitudes towards the 
food, Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS procedure was utilized, and it was 
demonstrated that brand involvement significantly mediated the 
effect. Similar results occur between the Dunkin Donuts and control 
(plain white napkin) condition.  

Three studies demonstrate that the effects of brand synergy 
occur during symbolic complementarity products not just functional 
products as found in previous research. These studies suggest 
that brands can benefit from increased attitudes and increased 
consumption by providing their consumers with a secondary branded 
product (glass, napkin, plate, wristband, etc.) during consumption of 
the primary product.  

Performance Brand Placebos: How Brands Improve 
Performance and Consumers Take the Credit

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Firms frequently promise consumers that use of their brands 

will improve performance outcomes. Claims of superior materials, 
craftsmanship, design, or other components can be quite convincing, 
and certainly true in some instances. However, when products or 
services are functionally homogenous, could the simple belief that 
a particular brand is effective at enhancing performance actually 
improve objective performance? To answer this question, we develop 
and test a framework for performance brand consumption by drawing 
on the literatures on placebo effects (Plassmann et al. 2008; Shiv, 
Carmon, and Ariely 2005; Waber et al. 2008), performance anxiety 
and stress responses (Crum, Salovey, and Achor 2013; Eysenck 
et al. 2007), and self-attributions (Malle 2006). In doing so, our 
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research increases knowledge at the intersection between branded 
consumption and consumer performance outcomes. 

Our research focuses upon the implications of performance 
brand consumption for the consumer’s mental and emotional state in 
influencing task outcomes. We demonstrate that performance brand 
consumption has objectively measurable effects upon performance 
due to purely perceived and illusory (i.e. immaterial) brand differences, 
consistent with a placebo effect (Shiv et al. 2005). Paradoxically, 
although this performance brand placebo emerges most strongly 
when consumers believe the branded offering impacts performance, 
consumers tend to credit any positive gains to the self, rather than 
the brand. We provide evidence for the psychological mechanisms 
through which both effects upon performance and attribution emerge. 
Specifically, we propose that consumption of a performance branded 
product serves to reduce the experience of state anxiety as the result 
of a bolstered self-concept. The experience of state anxiety has been 
demonstrated to redirect attention and cognitive resources away from 
consciously pursued outcomes (Eysenck et al. 2007), and to increase 
ruminative thought (Carver and Scheier 1988), thereby interfering 
with performance in achieving those outcomes. Consumption of a 
performance branded product will serve to reduce such debilitating 
state anxiety, thereby improving performance. This effect emerges 
through the impact of brand consumption upon the self-concept. To 
the extent that the brand is congruent with an idealized self, it should 
re-enforce that positive self-view and accordingly bolster the self-
concept (Berger and Ward 2010; Fournier 1998; Muniz and O’Guinn 
2001). A bolstered self-concept will in turn reduce task induced 
anxiety (Baumeister et al. 2003; Koivula et al. 2002; Langendörfer et 
al. 2006), thereby improving performance. Furthermore, a bolstered 
self-concept should increase attributions for improved performance 
to the self, rather than the performance brand.

Support for a performance brand placebo is observed in four 
studies across a variety of brands, product categories, and athletic 
and cognitive performance contexts. Study 1 was a field experiment 
that utilized an athletic context and examined how the salience of 
performance brands alters exercise behavior, as well as downstream 
attributions for athletic performance. A two-group between subjects 
design manipulated the salience of performance brands worn by 
members of a health club. Participants in the salient performance 
brand condition performed their workouts significantly longer than 
those in the control condition.  Furthermore, salient performance 
brands increased attributions for workout performance to the self.

Study 2 replicated these effects in a golfing context while 
exploring the underlying process role of experienced anxiety. 
Participants were members of a health club that agreed to help test a 
golf putter by performing a series of actual golf putts.  The putter was 
manipulated to be either a strong (Nike) or weak (Starter) performance 
brand. Participants who used the strong performance brand required 
fewer strokes to successfully complete a putt. Mediation analysis 
revealed that participants using the strong performance branded 
experienced less state anxiety while putting, thereby requiring fewer 
putts to succeed. 

Study 3 demonstrated the performance brand placebo in a 
cognitive performance context.  A three-group design was employed 
that included a performance brand salience condition (participants 
described worn brands and reflected upon implications for 
performance), non-performance brand salience condition (participants 
described worn brands), and control condition. Participants in the 
performance brand salience condition demonstrated higher scores 
on a test of five questions (Frederick 2005) versus those in the non-
performance brand salience and control conditions. Serial mediation 
analysis revealed that performance brand salience heightened the self-

concept, which in turned lowered state anxiety, thereby improving 
cognitive performance. The heightened self-concept simultaneously 
increased attributions to the self rather than the performance brand. 
Notably, the performance brand placebo emerges only when brands 
relevant to performance are made salient. Finally, study 4 (details 
omitted for brevity’s sake) further explicated the role of state anxiety 
by examining stress mindset (Crum et al. 2013) as a theoretically 
relevant boundary condition for a performance brand placebo. 

In summary, this research expands upon the literatures 
examining placebo effects, performance anxiety and stress 
responses, and self-attributions to explain how branded offerings 
systematically improve (or undermine) consumer outcomes in 
a variety of cognitive and athletic contexts. Whereas prior work 
examining placebo effects has developed theory concerning 
subjective outcomes (e.g., perceived pain reduction), with limited 
findings for objective performance outcomes, our work explains 
how objective outcomes are systematically improved or harmed by 
performance brand consumption, and through mechanisms distinct 
from traditional, subjective placebo effects. We shed insight into 
the psychological underpinnings of this performance enhancing 
effect by proposing and providing empirical support for an anxiety-
reduction mechanism, which is driven by a bolstered self-concept. 
Furthermore, we reveal how consumers tend to credit themselves, 
rather than brands, for performance gains. Thus whereas prior 
research has demonstrated that branded consumption that bolsters 
the self-concept improves consumer-brand connections, we find that 
consumers do not acknowledge the role of performance brands in 
determining outcomes.
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