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What can you learn about brands by staring into the bathroom mirror every 
morning? 
 
Hop aboard this train of thought for a moment: There’s a name for the 
phenomenon all of us experience when we see photos of ourselves that we 
absolutely hate. We’re used to seeing our faces in mirrors at certain angles, 
distances, and qualities of light. Photography meddles with these elements and, 
most notably, reverses the image of ourselves that we see every day. This 
makes many of us uncomfortable — we feel like we’re looking at a stranger 
instead of the self we’ve grown accustomed to. 
 
This phenomenon is called the “Mere-Exposure Effect,” and there’s something 
to be said about how the concept relates to brand identities. We’ve noticed that 
clients sometimes cling to the same brand equities that they’re trying to 
distance themselves from during rebranding projects.  It may not be because 
they are personally invested in a historical design, and it’s certainly not because 
they don’t know any better. The Mere-Exposure Effect shows that the familiar is 
more pleasing to the eye than the brand new. Why? Human feeling, or affect, 
happens much more quickly than cognition, and we are more confident in 
emotional response than intellectual response. Of course, thought and feeling 
aren’t mutually exclusive; humans aren’t (entirely) ruled by their emotions. But 
when brand identities intentionally play on feelings, and most of them do, it 
shouldn’t surprise us when people have a visceral response to even the slightest 
change in design. 
 
Take for example the massive “design fail” on the part of the University of 
California in 2012. Almost a year after UC released a new logo — one intended 
to co-exist with, not replace, the traditional university seal — both students and 
the design world staged a bitter revolt against the new design. When the 
firestarter, UC biomedical engineering student, created an online petition to stop 
the use of the new logo, 54,000 people signed. The social media blaze was, 
needless to say, a nightmare of amateur design evaluation and scathing tweets. 
The only problem was that the young man who started the petition had his 
information wrong: UC wasn’t replacing its logo with a bubbly new letterform. It 
was adding it to the overall identity system — a little design pick-me-up for the 
oldest university system in California. 
 
What’s interesting about the crazed, zealous wrath against the UC rebrand isn’t 
that people hated the design. (It could have been executed and introduced to 
the public better, after all.) It’s that the reaction against the logo occurred 
because the public believed it was replacing the former logo. If we refer back to 
the Mere-Exposure Effect, we could say that the 54,000 petition signers simply 



didn’t recognize the design as being a true reflection of the core brand identity. 
While the logo may or may not be empirically well-designed, the misrecognition 
of the logo — not its design — is what caused a hiccup in UC’s best-laid plans. 
 
The other side of the Mere-Exposure Effect on facial recognition is that, when 
others see a flipped photo of you — one that you would see as being true to 
your own appearance — their reaction is largely negative. We recognize 
ourselves as mirror images, but everyone else recognizes us as we appear in 
those photos we dislike so much. 
 
Designers strive to capture volumes of meaning and nuance in identity designs; 
sometimes they succeed, and sometimes they fail. While one person’s 
emotional response to visuals may be true to himself, there’s a chance that the 
reflection out to world may appear either terribly skewed or right on point. 
 
The question to ask ourselves when reviewing design work, therefore, isn’t “Do I 
like this?” When we’re too close to a brand, we’re susceptible to the myopia 
that’s been the downfall of the likes of Tropicana and Gap. 
 
The question to ask instead: “What does this mean?” 
 
 


