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In this article we examine a phenomenon known as sound symbolism, where the
sound of a word conveys meanings. Specifically, brand names are composed of
individual sounds called phonemes and we investigate how this phonetic structure
of brand names affects a consumer’s evaluation of products and their underlying
attributes. We demonstrate that consumers use information they gather from pho-
nemes in brand names to infer product attributes and to evaluate brands. We also
demonstrate that the manner in which phonetic effects of brand names manifest
is automatic in as much as it is uncontrollable, outside awareness and effortless.

Sound symbolism, the linguistic process in which the  Past research on sound symbolism has focused on two
sounds of a word provide cues about the word’s mean- aspects: the range of the effect (i.e., its universality; Huang,
ing, is not a new phenomenon. Plato first described the effectPratoomaraj, and Johnson 1969) and the aspects of meaning
in the dialogues ofratylus and authors throughout time it affects (Klink 2000, 2001; Ohala 1994). Less is known
have used the sounds in words to describe people (e.g., thebout the sound symbolism process itself. For instance, re-
miniature Lilliputians and the giant Brobdingnagians in search has examined how linguistic classifiers affect cate-
Swift's Gulliver's Traveld and objects (e.g., the large, dan- gorization schema (Schmitt and Zhang 1998), and how an
gerous Bludgers, the big, round Quaffle, and the small, fastindividual's formal writing system (i.e., logographic vs. pho-
Golden Snitch in the Quidditch game in Rowling*arry netic) affects processing (Schmitt, Pan, and Tavassoli 1994;
Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stoneepresented by those words. Tavassoli and Han 2001). Yet we do not know how or why
When presented with fictitious or unfamiliar words, indi- individuals use sound symbolism as a source of object mean-
viduals consistently use sound symbolism to interpret mean-ing. Current research has neither revealed whether this is a
ings from the name about the referenced object (Jacobsorcontrolled strategy or an automatic process nor has it ex-
and Waugh 1987; Sapir 1929). The effect is extremely well amined conditions when sound symbolism is utilized. The
documented whether the tested individual’s native languageeffect is well established, but we still lack understanding of
is English (Klink 2000, 2001), Chinese (Klank, Huang, and the process by which it occurs.
Johnson 1971; Lapolla 1994), or even Navajo (Sapir 1929).  Sound symbolism has been recently recognized as an im-
In fact, sound symbolism has been observed to exist in portant factor in how individuals infer specific meaning from
native languages in North America, Latin America, Asia, unfamiliar brand names (Klink 2000, 2001). A brand name
Australia, and Africa, as well as more developed languagesis composed of individual sounds called phonemes. These
such as English, Finnish, French, German, Modern Greek, phonemes serve two purposes. First, they are the basic build-
and Japanese (for a complete discussion of these examplefhg blocks of language and are combined to form syllables
see Hinton, Nichols, and Ohala 1994). and, in turn, words. These words and the syllables from
which they are composed supply what we traditionally think
oo oo B o s o yavensana 026 the mesringful unis of a brand neme. Second. pho-
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tomatic (Bargh 1989). By understanding the underlying, the- provide further support for the phenomenon of sound sym-
oretical processes of sound symbolism, we achieve greateolism but to understand the process by which sound sym-
understanding of how consumers interpret brand names andolism affects meaning, we decided that the advantages
use them to evaluate brands. gained by ruling out this alternative hypothesis outweighed
Like Klink (2000, 2001), we examine the effects of the costs of limiting the range of tested vowels. Formally,
sounds symbolism on attribute perceptions, but in addition, our baseline hypothesis is
in our research we examine their effects on brand evalua-
tions as well, using a more subtle between-subjects design.
Unlike Klink (2000, 2001), our primary objective is to de-
lineate the automaticity of the underlying process by which
phonetic effects occur.

H1: Consumers will evaluate the individual attributes
of brand names with the phonetid Eound heav-
ier than attributes of brand names with the pho-
netic [i] sound.

Stated simply, sound symbolism affects attribute percep-

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK tions. This raises the possibility that consumers use the brand
_ ) name as a phonetic cue regardless of perceived value of this
Sounds, and the resulting aural frequencies, are basednformation. We are now left with the question of when
upon the position and curvature of the tongue in the mouth, exactly consumers are affected by the phonetics of brand
ranging from a high-front to low-back position (see Klink ames. We posit that consumers attempt to strategically use
2000 for a review). The affective meanings generated by the prand name as information when they perceive it to
sound symbolism follow a similar pattern. These vowel gnply diagnostic information. Alternately, consumers will
sounds roughly form an ordered sound-symbolic list, [e  attempt to ignore, and adjust for, the phonetic meaning in

[il. [e], [a], [al, [o], [0], [4, [u], and [U (e.g., beat, bit, bet,  gjiyations where the brand name is perceived as less diag-
bait, bat, boat, bought, posh, but, put, and boot). The ex- hqstic. Thus,

istence of this hierarchy is fairly consistent across languages

(Makino, Nakada, and Ohso 1999). Sound symbolism con- H2: The effects of brand names on attribute percep-
veys information such that high-front vowels (e.gg in tions will be moderated by the perceived diag-
flea and in fly) represent associations with smaller size and nosticity of the brand name, such that, the pho-
less power than low-back vowels (e.g., i in bout and netic effects of brand names will manifest only
00 in boot), which, in turn, connote greater size, and more when the brand name is described as the true ver-
power (Hinton et al. 1994; Makino et al. 1999). In an em- sus the test name.

pirical demonstration, Klink (2000) showed that the use of
front vowels_(as oppos'e.d to the back vow_els) In branq NAMESonsumer decisions are nonconscious (see Bargh 2002 for
conveys attribute qualities of smallness, lightness, m|Idness,a review). Bargh (1989) asserts that a process may have one

thinness, fastness, coldness, bitterness, femininity, Weak'or more of the four automatic criteria to be differentiated

gess, I|q[ht?edsst,han_dtprett;hess.ﬁFutrthe;more, dKImk éz?.Ol) from a conscious or controlled process; that is, a process is
emonstrate € Interactive €frects ot sound SymboliSm 5, ;o matic if it is effortless, unintentional, used outside of

‘(’)Vfitcasrﬁ)nl]sarg;;rﬁianmg in affecting consumers’ evaluations awareness, or uncontrollable. We investigate the automatic-
. e ity of sound symbolism effects in this article.
Consistent with Klink (2000, 2001), we expect that when If sound symbolism manifests automatically and is used

consqmerls (tanctc_)unter ?h brand namea iﬂey| infer %tt”bé‘tein an uncontrollable fashion, then participants who are told
meaning. n testing our theory, we Used th€ Jonger, broadery, 4y o phonetic information is nondiagnostic after they

["ﬂ sout_nd (as Iln bthler ar:jd qu) fr?rg Te m!ddtlethof t?]e ; have experienced the brand name information should not
phonetic vowel scalé and contrasted 1t against the Shorter,o 56 tq completely discount the phonetic information.

tiﬁhter [i sou|r|1d (as (iin ifss;hand ymgh) fr%ml_the Iighlter,Th This is because if the process is partly automatic, people
3 a.rpet.r, smfather, en ? edso;Jhn t-sym olism scale. 1N€45rqe gither unaware of or unable to control for the incor-
ervation or thé pair of sounds that we use In our experi- poration of phonetic effects in their judgments (Bargh 1989,

n}etnhts if a func'gior;r?f the tklﬁoré?é,sodciatgd E’)Vith trrekpositign 2002). On the other hand, if the experienced effects of sound
& t ebon]g-;gsae?mThe rr;]ou ( ) raf Y, OI rovo; Ys artw tsymbolism are discounted at the time it is felt, then it should
atumba )- The chosen pair of vowel sounds we tes not enter into the judgment. Specifically,

([] and [&]) are not the extremes on either end of this scale.

It has been documented recently that a large number of

For example, the sound=e and oo lie nearer the two re- H3: The timing of information about the diagnosticity
spective endpoints of the phonetic-symbolic spectrum. Thus, of brand names will moderate the effects of sound
the vowel pairing we use (i.e., [i] and]janay be considered symbolism on attribute perceptions, such that:

a more conservative test of the sound symbolism hypothesis. a) When this information is provided at the same
An additional consideration in our decision to test only one time as the brand name information (i.e., sound
sound pair was our strong desire to control for latent se- symbolism can be discounted while being ex-
mantic associations that could interfere with our studies (a perienced), the phonetic effects will be erased
discussion of how we controlled for semantic associations in the low diagnosticity condition, and will

is below). Since the goal of our research was not merely to manifest in the high diagnosticity condition (as
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predicted in hypothesis 2). STUDY 1
b) When this information is provided after the

brand name information (i.e., sound symbolism Method

has been experienced), the basic phonetic effects

will manifest in both the low and high diag-

nosticity conditions (as predicted in hypothesis

1).

Choice of Stimuli. We chose ice cream as the product
category for the studies reported in this article, as it produced
high interest and involvement among the student population,
was likely to be purchased in the near future, and elicited
product evaluations that incorporated a small nhumber of
attributes. An initial pretestn(= 48 ) established that ice
It is also possible that phonetic effects manifest effort- cream attributes consisted of three main factors: taste, cost,

lessly. Gilbert (1989) suggests that the automatic process in2nd calorie content. Since taste was reported as the most
judgment formation is a two-stage process comprising of Primary attribute and is a fairly ambiguous one, we further

the initial anchor based on an automatic input, and the sub-€XPlored the underlying factors of taste. When participants
sequent correction (e.g., incorporating ignored inputs, or were asked to elaborate upon taste, the attributes of smooth-

correcting weights) performed in a more controlled manner. Rr?csjfn (s:rsvaerpemfosrsrbbnc::rgrt]:jst; g‘odnsstﬁ::nsssoﬁggrggf)d' Our
For example, in experiments on stereotype activation and 9 y P

use, Gilbert and Hixon (1991) found that the application of article on ice cream that discussed taste in their overall brand

an activated stereotype was moderated by the availabilityComments using the terms “creamy,” "rich,” "smooth,” and

; " Th ith i traint “sweet.” Our pretest, however, indicated that although peo-
Of cognitive resources. ThoSe with capacity ConstraintS Were o iy general, preferred creamier, richer, and smoother ice
less likely to engage in corrective adjustments to the au-

; : creams, preference for sweetness was more divided. There-
tomatically activated stereotypes. _ fore, the final attributes we used were smoothness, cream-
If an automatic source of information is used (i.e., the jnegs and richness, three attributes that consumers prefer
sound symbolism of the brand name) together with a con- more of, and that may be communicated by the sound sym-
trolled input (i.e., information about the diagnosticity of the pglism of the brand name.
brand name), then the automatic input will have a greater The first goal in designing the brand names for the studies
effect when cognitive resources are constrained than whenwas to develop two names that were fictitious and either
they are abundantly available (Bargh and Thein 1985; Gil- avoided or controlled for other linguistic complexities. Since
bert, Pelham, and Krull 1988). With increased cognitive we were examining the symbolic differences between the
load, information that is automatically processed will have [d] and [i] sounds, we held all consonants in the words
a proportionately greater impact on judgments as many of constant, avoiding hard consonants, since their rough sound
the conscious, effort-requiring adjustments will not be pos- symbolizes attributes that contradict those desired in our
sible (Bargh and Thein 1985; Gilbert 1989). In the current product category of ice cream (Schloss 1981; Vanden Bergh
study, we use Gilbert’s load paradigm to reverse the mod- et al. 1984).
erating effect of diagnosticity and replicate the basic pho- The second goal was to have two names that were con-

netic effect when cognitive constraints are imposed. Thus, sidered similar. Besides balancing the names phonetically,
we pretested five pairs of names that met the above phonetic

requirements. Forty-four undergraduate participants ranked
the 10 names, with one being the name most likely to be
an ice cream name and 10 being the name least likely to
. : . be an ice cream. Frosh and Frish best met the criterion of
sour.1d symbolism on attribute perceptions, such being equally likely to be an ice cream namil’§ —
that: . . ) 3.33and 3.55, respectively, NS). These were also the most
a) Under conditions of normal cognitive capacity, preferred mean rankings among all the product names.
the phonetic effects will be erased in the low  Based on this pretest and our research goals, we chose
diagnosticity condition, and will manifest in  the names Frosh and Frish differing only on the phonetic
the high diagnosticity condition (as predicted sounds Thand [i]. In general, the Tasound is associated
in hypothesis 2). with perceptions of objects being bigger, heavier, slower,
b) Under conditions of impaired cognitive capac- and duller. The [i] sound, on the other hand, is associated
ity, the diagnosticity of the brand name will  with perceptions of the object being smaller, lighter, livelier,
not have an effect and the basic phonetic ef- and sharper. Therefore, in the context of ice creams, we
fects will manifest (as predicted in hypothesis expect the Thsound in Fosh to communicate a smoother,
1). creamier, and richer ice cream than the [i] sound irslfrr
To ensure that a phonetic distinction manifesting through
affective meaning drove the evaluations of the two brand
We now present two studies that were designed to testnames, we examined the denotative meaning evoked by
these hypotheses. these names through another pretest. We asked 56 partici-

H4: Cognitive capacity will moderate the effects of
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pants to list the first three words that came to their mind Results

when they thought of the ice cream name. A content analysis

was performed to ensure that there were no common word Manipulation and Confound Checksln order to con-
associations that could be moderating the brand name evalfirm that our manipulation of the diagnosticity of the ice
uations. Two independent coders blind to the hypothesescream name worked as intended, we conducted 2 (brand
classified the resulting 167 words as positive, negative, or name) x 2 (diagnosticity) x 2 (timing) ANOVA on the
neutral when describing an ice cream. Coders’ classificationslikelihood that the ice cream name revealed to participants
matched in 84.4% of the cases. Disagreement between codwould be used as the brand name when ice cream was finally
ers was settled through discussion. Frosh and Frish generlaunched. This ANOVA indicated a main effect of diag-
ated equivalent numbers of positive (30 vs. 28), negative nosticity such that participants who were told that the name
(10 vs. 13), and neutral (43 vs. 43) semantic associationsOf the ice cream was a test name believed that the brand
(x2< 1, NS). Therefore, as desired, the two names were hame in the_ press relea}se was less likely to bg an ice cream
well matched in terms of semantic associations. In general,N@me than individuals in the true name conditibfiy =

of all the semantic associations the names generated, 34.79-60Vs. 4.10;F(1, 117) = 17.56,p <.01). No other effect
were positive (e.g., frosty and fresh), 51.5% were neutral Was significant p>.05 ).

(e.g., name and Irish), and 13.8% were negative (e.g., frog A similar analysis on ratings of involvement revealed that
and ;‘ish). ’ ’ participants reported equal involvement in the study irre-

spective of condition (overalinean= 4.39 , all contrast
F < 1), indicating that our manipulation of the diagnosticity
Design. We used a 2 (sound symbolism of brand name) of the brand name was not confounded with consumer in-
x 2 (diagnosticity of brand namex 2 (timing of diag- volvement. Finally, the reported frequency of ice cream con-
nosticity information) between-subjects design. Sound sym- sumption did not vary across experimental conditions.
bolism was manipulated using Frish and Frosh. We manip-

ulated the diagnosticity of the brand name by informing ) ; X ; -
participants that the brand name was either a ‘true’ name Index using the attribute e_valuauons of cre,amlness, richness,
and smoothness evaluations (Cronbadk's- .86 ) and a

(high diagnosticity) or a ‘test’ name (low diagnosticity) at Brand Evaluation Ind : £ 1h I
the time they first encountered the brand name. Participants ra? i va uadlon nhex U.S'?g t?m a\éeragbe c(jsa’ esgvera
in the true name (i.e., high diagnosticity) condition were evaluation and purchase intention (Cronbach’s= . )-

informed that the brand name in the press release was th We used a 2 (sound symbolism of brand name: Frish vs.

name that would eventually be used once the product camgerSh) x 2 (diagnosticity of brand name: test vs. true)

to market. Participants in the test name (i.e.. low diagnos- 2 (timing: simultaneous vs. after) ANCOVA (with the level
ticity) condition wgre nformed that the bra{na name ir?the of involvement in purchase decisions in the product category

y ; as a covariate) to test the hypotheses. For our hypotheses
press release was only for testing purposes and would no

. . 0 be supported, we should obtain a significant three-wa
be the name of the ice cream when it was released to the. bp g Y

bli her i q ioul he timi £ th interaction (hypothesis 3), made up of a two-way interaction
public. Further, in order to manipulate the timing of the enyeen prand name and diagnosticity in the simultaneous

diagnqsticity informatio.n, this information was'provided - condition (hypothesis 3a), and a main effect of brand name

ther simultaneously with the names of the ice cream or i, the after condition (hypothesis 3b). Note that support for

afterward. hypothesis 3a is also support for hypothesis 2, and support
for hypothesis 3b is support for our baseline hypothesis.

Hypotheses TestsWe created an Attribute Perception

Procedure. One hundred and twenty-six undergraduate iy Attribute Perception Index. We conducted a X
students in a large northeastern university participated inthe, "5 ANCOVA on the Attribute Perception Index that re-
study for partial course credit. Participants read a paragraphagjed the predicted three-way interactidf(l( 117) =
stating that a new ice cream was to be introduced into the 3.84 p<.05). In addition, the main effect of brand name

area and were asked to read a press release (containing oy s significant F(1,117)= 9.51 ,p<.01 ). Means are
manipulations) describing the planned promotional activities raphically presented in figure 1.

that were to accompany the ice cream debut. After reading ™ |n order to investigate the significant three-way interac-
the press release, participants evaluated the ice cream on it§on, we first examined the simple effects of the 2 (sound
richness, smoothness, and creaminess. They then reportedymbolism) x 2 (diagnosticity of the brand name) effects
their overall evaluation of the ice cream, and their intentions for the condition when the diagnostic information was si-
to purchase it. At the end of the questionnaire, participants multaneously provided with the brand names. This
reported how much the brand name reminded them of anANCOVA revealed a significant two-way interaction
ice cream, listed their ice cream consumption, and assesse@F(1, 121) = 4.34 p < .05), accompanied by a significant
the difficulty of the brand evaluation task. Finally, they were main effect of brand name~(1, 121)= 10.07 p<.01 ).
asked how involved they were in the study and whether they When the name was described as true, participants utilized
were aware of using the information gathered from the brand the sound symbolism and evaluated the associated attributes
name. The participants were then debriefed and dismissedfor Frosh higher than FrisiMs = 5.06 vs. 4.25; contrast
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FIGURE 1

STUDY 1 RESULTS
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NoTe.—Attribute ratings as a function of timing of diagnostic information (Attribute Perception Index).

F(1, 122) = 4.43 p< .05). Individuals presented with atest name and evaluated Frish equivalent to Frosh on the attrib-
brand name discounted the diagnosticity of the name andutes (FrishM = 4.50 vs. FrosM = 4.16 ; contrdsic1 ).
evaluated Frish equivalent to Frosh on the attributes (Frish These results support hypotheses 2 and 3a.
M = 4.36vs. FroshM = 4.08 ; contrast <1 ). These re- A similar 2 x 2 analysis of the simple effects completes
sults support hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3a. the replication of our attribute perception findings for overall
Next, we conducted a simil@ x 2 analysis of the simple brand evaluations. When the diagnostic information was
effects when diagnostic information was provided after the provided simultaneously with the sound symbolism of the
sound symbolism was encountered. Consistent with hy- brand names, the main effect of sound symbolism was sig-
pothesis 3b, analysis revealed only a main effect of soundnificant (1, 121)= 9.29, p<.01), such that Frosh
symbolism F(1,118)= 9.94 ,p<.01). Frosh\] = 5.00 ) (M = 4.84) was rated higher than FrisM(= 4.00 ) onthe
was rated higher than FristM(= 4.09 ) on the Attribute Brand Evaluation Index regardless of whether the name was
Perception Index regardless of whether the hame was de-described as true or test, supporting hypothesis 1 and hy-
scribed as a true or test name. The results support hypothesipothesis 3b.

3a. Hypothesis 1 is also further supported as the baseline .
Soundy';’ymbonsm effect again mam?fsts_ Awareness of Influence of Phonetic Effectsle also

examined participants’ ratings of whether the brand name

(i) Brand Evaluation Index. We predicted a similar ~ affected their evaluations by conducting ax22 x 2
set of results using brand evaluations as the dependent meaANOVA. These ratings were elicited on a seven-point, se-
sure. A2 x 2 x 2 ANCOVA on the Brand Evaluation In- mantic differential scale anchored at “Brand names did not
dex revealed the predicted three-way interaction influence my evaluations at all” and “Brand names influ-
(F(1,118) = 4.78 p<.05). As with the Attribute Percep- enced my evaluations a lot.” This analysis revealed no sig-
tion Index, the main effect of brand name was significant nificant effect, with the mean for the sample at a 2.68 on a
(F(1, 118) = 9.39 p < .01); no other effect was significant.  scale of sevenngidpoint= 4 ), with a higher number in-

Given the significant three-way interaction, we examined dicating a higher level of awareness. We then computed a
the simple effects of the 2 (sound symbolism)2 (diag- correlation between these ratings and the Attribute Percep-
nosticity of the brand name) design separately by the timing tion Index (see Wegener, Petty, and Dunn 1998). The cor-
of the diagnostic information. In the condition where the relation was nonsignificanp(>.6 ), indicating unawareness
diagnostic information was provided after the sound sym- on the part of the participants of the influence of brand names
bolism was encountered, analysis revealed a significant in-on judgments.
teraction F(1, 121) = 7.77 p< .01 ), accompanied by a sig-
nificant main effect of brand narr_leF((l, 121) = 10.83 , Discussion
p < .01). When the name was described as true, participants
used the sound symbolism and evaluated the associated at- The results of this study provide evidence that sound
tributes for Frosh higher than FrisM{s = 5.12 vs. 3.97; symbolism influences attribute perceptions (hypothesis 1).
contrastF(1, 122) = 8.14 ,p< .01). Individuals presented However, the phonetic effects of brand names can be un-
with a test brand name discounted the diagnosticity of the dercut by alternate information at the time at which brand
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names are encountered that discredits the effects of soundResults

symbolism. Our findings suggest that when information re-

garding the diagnosticity of the brand name is provided at

the time the name is encountered, consumers can control Manipulation Checks. To test the success of the ma-
whether or not to process the underlying sound symbolism nipulation impairing cognitive capacity, we used the time
(hypothesis 2). However, the use of sound symbolism in taken to read the article about the ice cream as an indication
brand perceptions is not completely in the individuals’ con- of task difficulty. A2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA on the reading time
trol. The individuals’ inability to discount a brand name that indicated a significant main effect of the cognitive capacity
is demonstrated to be nondiagnostic after their initial en- manipulation E(1, 103) = 7.09 ,p < .01 ) with participants
counter with the name attests to the uncontrollable mannerin the normal cognitive capacity condition taking less time
in which phonetic effects manifest (hypothesis 3). This study (M = 30.33sec.) than those in the cognitive capacity im-
also provides initial evidence that participants are unaware paired conditioni = 37.45 sec’)Thus, our manipulation
of using sound symbolism as an input in judgments. Our to impair cognitive capacity was successful.

next study tests whether the use of sound symbolism is

effortless, a third element of an automatic process. ,
Hypotheses TestsWe used a 2 (sound symbolism of

brand name: Frish vs. Frosh) 2 (diagnosticity of brand
STUDY 2 name: test vs. truex 2 (cognitive capacity: normal vs.
impaired) ANOVA to test hypothesis 4. As in study 1, we
created an Attribute Perception Index using the attribute
evaluations of creaminess, richness, and smoothness (Cron-
) bach’'s o = .82). For hypothesis 4 to be supported, we
Design. To test hypothesis 4, we used a 2 (sound sym- should obtain a significant three-way interaction, comprising
bolism of brand name)< 2 (diagnosticity of brand name)  of a two-way interaction between brand name and diag-
x 2 (cognitive capacity) between-subjects design. Sound nosticity in the normal cognitive capacity condition (hy-
symbolism was again manipulated using Frish and Frosh. pothesis 2), and a main effect of brand name in the low
The diagnosticity of the brand name was manipulated as cognitive capacity condition (hypothesis 1).
before by informing participants that the name was a true A 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA on the Attribute Perception Index
was encountered (i.e., the simultaneous condition in study 3 g4 p<.05 see fig. 2). In addition, the main effect of
1). Finally, participants were read a list of numbers and had prand name was significarf(1, 103)= 8.03 p<.01 ).No
to count the number of times the experimenter said the word giher effect was significant.
five in the condition in which cognitive capacity was im-  Gjven the significant three-way interaction, we investi-
paired. Participants in the normal cognitive capacity con- gaied the simple effects separately in the two cognitive load
dition did not undertake this task. conditions. A 2 (sound symbolismy 2 (diagnosticity of
the brand name) analysis in the normal cognitive capacity
Procedure. One hundred and eleven undergraduate stu- condition revealed a significant interactioR({, 107) =
dents in a large West Coast university participated in the 4,84 p < .05) accompanied by a significant main effect of
stgdy for partial course credit. Unlike the previous study, prand nameR(1, 107) = 7.68 p< .01 ). An examination of
this study was administered on computer. As before, par-the means indicates that under normal cognitive capacity
ticipants read a paragraph stating that a new ice cream wasyng when the name was described as true participants util-
to be introduced in the area and were asked to read a presgeq the sound symbolism and evaluated the associated at-
release describing the planned promotional activities that yiputes for Frosh higher than FrisM(= 63.3  vs. 49.2;
were to accompany the.if:e cream plebut. Again, participantscomrastlz(l, 108) = 5.47 ,p< .05 ). Individuals presented
in the true name condition were informed that the brand \yith 3 test brand name discounted the diagnosticity of the
name in the press release was the name that would eventually,sme and evaluated Frish equivalent to Frosh on the attrib-
be used once the product came to market, while the partic-ytes (FrishiM = 54.9 vs. FrosM = 50.3 ; contraBic 1 ).
ipants in the test name condition were informed that the These results are consistent with hypothesis 2 and support
brand name in the press release was only for testing purposegypothesis 4a.
and would not be the name of the ice cream when it was "~ Analysis of the2 x 2 simple effects for the impaired
released to the public. Unbeknownst to participants, the time ¢ognitive capacity condition revealed only a significant main
taken to read this initial press release was monitored. After affect of sound symbolisnF(1, 107) = 7.81 p< .01 ). Re-
reading the press release, participants evaluated the iCyardless of whether the name was described as true or test,
cream overall, rated the ice cream on its richness, smooth-ynen respondents were cognitively impaired, Fragh=

ness, and creaminess and stated their purchase intentiong 4 was rated higher than FrisM(= 50.0 ) on the At-
Finally, attribute importance ratings were collected. All eval-

Lfa_tions were elicited on'100—point S_Hdi'f‘g rule scales. Par- " These results were replicated through a self-reported measure of task
ticipants were then debriefed and dismissed. difficulty.

Method
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FIGURE 2
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tribute Perception Index; this is consistent with hypothesis (hypothesis 4). These results provide evidence for the au-

1 and supports hypothesis 2b. tomatic processing of brand names and their phonetic
effects.
Discussion Our purpose in this article was to understand the process

underlying sound symbolism. The basic phenomenon of
The results of this study indicate that participants were sound symbolism has been demonstrated for a wide range
unable to actively discount the brand name information of sounds across multiple dimensions (Klink 2000). In our
when they were cognitively impaired. We thus obtain evi- article, we focused on the internal validity of our studies in
dence for the use of sound symbolism being effortless suchorder to build theory about the sound symbolism process.
that even when cognitively impaired, the effects filter We therefore tested one set of brand names and used a
through to judgments. The results of this study provide cor- between-subjects test of sound symbolism. This strengthens
roborative support to the prior study’s findings that the in- the existing case for sound symbolism since participants are
ferences of attribute information from brand names and the not aware that sounds are being manipulated or that one
subsequent evaluations of the brand are automatic processegrand name should provide different information than an-
other. Further, we increase the internal validity of the ex-
GENERAL DISCUSSION periments by testing for phonetic effects when the brand
name is not the only information provided to the subject.
In this article, we provide support for the proposition that Additionally, we show that this effect carries through at-
consumers gather and process information from brandtribute perceptions to the overall evaluation of the brand.
names in an automatic manner. However, consumers carDemonstrating these effects of sound symbolism increases
control for this provided they process information that dis- our confidence in the robustness of our theory.
credits the brand name at the time the name is encountered. Automatic processes in social cognition domains have
An important aspect of sound symbolism established in this peen demonstrated empirically in various contexts (see
article is how it affects consumers’ attitudes at the attribute Bargh 1989). This article adds to this literature by dem-
level (hypothesis 1). Consumers may knowingly control for gnstrating the automatic use of sound symbolism. This is
the process when they have access to information that creditsy, important issue to examine, given that if phonetic effects
or discredits the brand name at the time at which they en- panitest even partially automatically, then this automatic
counter the brand name (hypothesis 2). Yet, CoNSumers ar&yfsact will exert a more consistent influence over attitudes
not fully aware of this process and cannot fully control for .4 behavior over time (see Bargh 2002). Since sound sym-

the effect; we show evidence for the uncontrollability of the bolism is a fairly common naming device (Begley 2002), it
effect unless the name is discredited at the time of encoding;¢ possible that phonetic links are highly accessible. Atti-

(hypothesis 3) and the consumer is not cognitively impaired tudes relating to the phonetic aspects of the brand name
A similar analysis using the Brand Evaluation Index (Cronbach’s would be automatically activated. Considering the limited

« = .75 revealed an identical pattern of results; we do not report these Capacity consumers usually deV(_)te to prOdU(_:t ?Valuation
results here due to space constraints. (Hoyer 1984), the results of studies 1 and 2 indicate that
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under this diminished cognitive capacity, the phonetic ef- the imitation of ideas in sounds (Jowett 1953). The argument
fects of brand names may be activated and influence choicestill holds. Sound symbolism shows that the sounds of words
If brand name phonetic cues are chronically accessible, con-still convey meaning. More important, consumers recognize
gruency of brand name and product would be of even greaterthis phonetic meaning and will use it as a source of product
importance. information. The effects of time, the influence of foreign
Our studies tested names in which only one phoneme waslanguages, the desire of euphony, and elements of chance
manipulated. In most categories, where multisyllabic words all distill and, at times, distort the effects of sound sym-
are the norm, sound symbolism may occur in different po- bolism. Yet even with these caveats, attending to phonetic
sitions and/or on multiple positions in the same word. This meanings and leveraging the attribute associations when cre-
flexibility would not only increase the complexity of the ating a brand image is sound advice when creating a new
message conveyed by sound symbolism but also may in-brand name.
crease the strength of the effect. This article has focused
primarily on the sound symbolism provided by the vowels [David Glen Mick and Dawn lacobucci served as editors
of a brand name. The role consonants play in brand names and Punam Anand Keller served as associate editor for

and their effects on product evaluations is an underresear- this article]
ched area. Past research has shown that brand names that
begin with hard consonants (i.e., Kodak and Pepsi), elicit REFERENCES
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