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The meanings conveyed by the mere sound of a brand name may influence consumer preferences. Psycholinguistic research suggests

that these effects might vary when spelling processes are taken into account. We explore how consumers auditorily process novel,

non-word brand names and whether spelling the brand name correctly affects brand evaluations. Both phonetic and semantic

associations to the auditorily presented brand name can lead to greater spelling accuracy. However, brand names that are processed

semantically are better evaluated than those processed phonetically.
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Our design results in two between subject factors: product (real vs. counterfeit) and social class of the user (“low” class vs. “high”
class). Undergraduates entered the lab and were seated at individual cubicles or rooms. Participants were shown a photograph of a young
woman (for females) or a young man (for males) using a prestigious product (males=Rolex watch; females=Prada handbag) and were told
that the product in the picture was either a real product or a counterfeit product. A brief description of the individual was used to convey
the user’s social class. For example, for female participants, the higher class user was described as a 25-year-old recent MBA graduate
who bought the product while on a trip to Milan. The lower class user was described as a 25-year-old Applebee’s waitress who bought
the bag online.

After looking at the picture and reading the description of the user, participants (drawn from a relatively high class pool of subjects–
undergraduate students at a large mid-western university) answered a series of questions that were analyzed as manipulation checks and
measures of the dependent variables. The key measures were participants’ beliefs about (a) the prestige of the original brand and (b)
whether the brand was a high class brand, each assessed, on 7-point agree-disagree and likely-unlikely scales (the two scales for each,
prestige belief and high-class belief, were highly correlated (both r=0.78) and were averaged as a measure of each). We also measured
overall attitudes toward the brand on four 7-point rating scales, with end points: excellent-poor, better-worse than other brands, a good-
bad value, extremely favorable-unfavorable (these latter four scales were averaged (α=0.83)). Manipulation checks about the product and
“user” (the person depicted in the photo and descriptive stimuli) were also collected as well as a few covariates (e.g. the number of designer
products and counterfeit products the individual owns).

Consistent with our expectations, a simple comparison of means provided strong evidence for the first hypothesis. Specifically,
participants who were exposed to counterfeit goods provided lower ratings on both the prestige and high-class beliefs about the brand.
We also found lower overall attitudes toward the brand (4-item index) for the original product. More interestingly, an analysis of variance
with covariates provided evidence for a significant two way interaction between the two factors in the study such that the social class of
the user had a significant impact on the participants’ evaluations of the original brand. Specifically, the social class of the user had a
significant effect on both the belief (prestige and high-class) and attitude ratings when the user in the photo was seen using a counterfeit
prestige product, but the same effect did not occur when the user was seen using a real product. When a lower-class individual was seen
using a counterfeit product it resulted in significantly lower evaluations than when the same counterfeit product was seen being used by
a high-class individual.

Overall, our findings indicate that, for prestige products, the use of counterfeit products can dilute people’s perceptions of the original
brand. These are the first findings that document these dilution effects on beliefs about the original brand’s prestige, beliefs about whether
the original brand is high-class, and overall attitudes toward the original brand. These effects of brand dilution of counterfeits on the
original brands are not the same for all users. Because of the symbolism of prestige brands for different social classes, the social class of
the users of these counterfeits plays an important role in understanding the effects of these counterfeit products on the original products.
The contribution of this research to the literature is twofold. First, we demonstrate through experimental evidence the problem posed by
counterfeits on beliefs about the original brands and attitudes toward the original brand. Counterfeiting is a costly problem for brands, not
only in terms of the reduced sales of the original brands, but dilution to the original brand beliefs and attitudes. Second, we use a social
psychological theoretical framework to provide evidence for the importance of understanding how specific consumer groups differ in their
response to counterfeit use and how this factor impacts consumer perceptions and attitudes of the original prestige brands.
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Google or Googol? How Meanings of Sound and Spelling Processes Influence Evaluations for
Brand Names
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Despite the heavy reliance of consumers on brand names they are exposed to auditorily (i.e., via word of mouth; Hein, 2007), the
majority of studies on brand naming typically examine consumers’ responses to names they are exposed to visually. Consequently, little
is known about how consumers process and later use sounds.
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In two studies we explore how brand names are auditorily processed and how transcribing the auditory stimuli affects brand
evaluations, given the associations that sounds solicit. Accurate spelling of a brand name presented auditorily is relevant because of the
potential influence of correct spelling on the ability to find the brand (e.g., online).

The spelling of a word (e.g., c-l-o-c-k) is stored in a sort of mental dictionary that individuals possess and fed by phonetically
associated words (i.e., with a similar spelling pattern, such as lock) and/or semantically related ones (i.e., associated to the meaning of the
word, e.g., time). Research suggests that frequency of exposure to a stimuli increases the number of semantic associations solicited
(Chaffin, 1997). However, the way sounds are translated into writing might reverse these effects.

Over 72% of the sounds in English can be written in more that one way (Ziegler, Stone, and Jacobs 1997). The brand name “Google”,
for example, originated from a common misspelling by one of its co-founders of the word “googol”. In this case the sound \gól\ can be
transcribed into a variety of strings of letters, such as -gol, -gle. The two spelling alternatives, however, differ with respect to their frequency
of occurrence within the English lexical system (frequent and non frequent, respectively). This is important because it affects the spelling
process of unfamiliar words, such as brand names. When attempting to spell a brand name that contains a frequent sound-to-spelling
pattern, individuals will translate each sound into a string of letters by recurring to words that are phonetically associated. The same will
happen when a word that sounds like the non-word is presented before the non-word (i.e., lexical priming; Seymour and Dargie 1990).
In the case of non-frequent spelling patterns, however, individuals will recur to words that are semantically related (Houghton and Zorzi,
2003). We thus expect brand names with non-frequent spelling patterns to be processed semantically (rather than phonetically). Increased
semantic elaboration should lead to greater spelling accuracy and influence brand evaluations.

One way to classify the effects of meanings conveyed by sounds is based on distinctions within vowel (i.e., front vs. back). Brand
names containing front (back) vowels may solicit perceptions such as smallness (largeness), lightness (heaviness; Klink, 2000). Lowrey
and Shrum (2007) show that the congruency between the meanings conveyed by the sound and the attributes positively valenced for the
product category may positively influence brand evaluations. However, such effects should only happen for those brand names that are
semantically processed (i.e., with non frequent spelling patterns).

In this research, we examine how increased semantic elaboration can lead to greater spelling accuracy and higher evaluations. We
expect that semantic elaboration will enhance brand evaluations only when spelling accuracy is facilitated by spelling prime (Study 1).
In Study 2 we explore whether different spelling patterns of brand names may solicit semantically versus phonetically related words and
how this affects evaluations.

Study 1
Method. Seventy-five undergraduate students participated in a 2 (Semantic elaboration) x 2 (spelling prime) between-subjects

experiment. Each participant was exposed to eight audio clips, and, after each of them, had up to three trials to spell the brand name
correctly. The sum of the number of trials left unused by each participant was utilized to assess one of the dependent variables: accuracy
of spelling. Following the spelling task, brand evaluation was measured through a seven-item scale.

Each audio clip provided information about: product category, last words in the ad, and brand name. The priming condition consisted
of having the last word in the ad either prime (e.g., thinking of the staff) or not prime (e.g., thinking of notes) the intended spelling for the
target brand name that immediately followed (e.g., Paff.com). Semantic elaboration was operationalized by changing the word used in
the priming sentence to be congruent (e.g., fuel) or incongruent (e.g., staff) with the product category (e.g., cars).

Results. Results showed that elaboration and spelling prime each had a significant main effect on spelling accuracy (F (1, 74)=4.54,
p<0.05 and F(1, 74)=18.45, p<.01, respectively). Those effects were qualified by a significant interaction of priming and elaboration on
brand evaluations (F(1, 74)=5.75, p<0.05). As expected, when primed, participants in the elaboration condition had higher brand
evaluations than those in the no-elaboration condition (F(1, 74)=4.10, p<.05). In the no-prime condition, however, there was no effect of
elaboration on brand evaluations (F(1, 74)=1.816, p=.18). Finally, spelling accuracy proved to be a significant predictor of brand
evaluations (F (1, 74)=5.99, p<0.05).

Study 2
Method. Eighty-nine undergraduate business students participated in a 2 (Phonetic symbolism: congruent or incongruent) x 2

(Frequency: frequent or non frequent) between-subjects experiment. The procedure and measures were the same as in study 1 except for
the association task. For the latter, we adapted Chaffin’s (1997) procedure. To manipulate frequency, while hearing the audio clip, subjects
could read the ad phrase that contained a word with the same frequent (vs. non frequent) spelling pattern of the target name. We referred
to the frequency norms provided by Ziegler et al.’s (1997). Following Lowrey and Shrum (2007), we manipulated congruency by varying
front versus back vowel to convey meanings that had a positive valence (or not) for the product category in the congruent (or incongruent)
condition. The frequency manipulation only changed the target spelling pattern (not the sound).

Results. Results showed a main effect of frequency on semantic associations (F(1, 85)=5.06, p<.05); as expected, brand names with
non frequent spelling patterns tended to be semantically rather than phonetically processed Analysis of variance revealed no significant
interaction for the factors (congruency/frequency) on brand evaluations. However, semantic associations had a significant impact on
evaluations (F(2,85)=3.29, p <.05).

Conclusion
Our results support a greater understanding of how consumers process brand names auditorily and of the effects of phonetic

symbolism on brand evaluations.
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Product placement, including branded entertainment continues to gain in popularity as a way of reaching consumers. As television
viewers are better able to skip traditional commercials, branded entertainment provides advertisers with a way to reach consumers with
their brands in a constructed setting. They can do this whether they are watching television online or engaging in time-shifted viewing.
In 2007, among just 10 broadcast television programs, there were more than 25,000 product placements; on cable programs, there were
more than 150,000 product placements (Kang, 2009).

Two reasons cited for the increased use of product placement is that it can result in a “stronger emotional connection” with viewers,
and allow marketers to target specific groups (Eggerton, 2006). There has also been the widespread belief that branded entertainment
benefits from what it is not: highly involving advertising.

Belch (2005) provides a review of the product placement literature. Belch notes that much of the research has focused on the impact
of product placement on respondents’ memory, attitudes, and occasionally behavior: the usual suspects. In examining the role that product
placement plays in consumers’ actions, Auty and Lewis (2004) find that exposure to product placement can increase the choice of the
featured product among children, with previous exposure to the product placement (such as repeatedly watching the same movie) affecting
the choice. Russell and Puto (1999) discuss how product placement may affect viewers based on their connectedness to a program. In sum,
these theoretical assertions are diverse and could be said to be “all over the map.” No single strong theoretical basis for branded
entertainment has yet emerged and been recognized as such by the field.

We contribute to the growing body of research into the impact of product placement by studying how it affects the actual dynamic
choice process. While previous studies have supported the notion that product placement can influence choice, it has not considered how
consumers who are exposed to product placement may differ in how they progress through a choice task compared to those who have not
been exposed to product placement, and certainly not dynamically.

Data were collected from 170 respondents who were told that they were watching a rough cut of a television program and we were
interested in their perception of the program and characters. The research was conducted at a large university in the Midwest with a
Canadian television program to minimize respondents’ familiarity. A professional video editor inserted a featured product (an LG cell
phone with a slide design) at three occasions in the episode. The cell phone was originally depicted in a cutaway shot. The control condition
featured no product placement, and three other conditions were tested in which the length of cut-away shots were manipulated. After
watching the episode, respondents were asked to complete a survey about how much they liked the program and characters in the program.
Upon completing this task, they were told that they were also going to participate in a brief study to understand students’ preferences for
different consumer products. This study contained three different product categories: cell phones and two categories for distraction (coffee
machines and computers). In each product category, respondents were first asked how they would like to arrange the choice alternatives,
whether by brand or by design. We felt this was a useful choice in its correspondence to how actual on-line shoppers are asked to structure
their choice task. They then chose the first choice alternative that they were interested in viewing, based on its attributes. Respondents
could then end the choice task by selecting the current product, or view another choice alternative. The sequence of decisions made by
the respondent was recorded, as well as the amount of time spent viewing each page.

The data were analyzed using a path model (e.g., Hui, Bradlow and Fader, 2009) that allowed respondents’ utilities for each of the
alternatives to be updated based on the sequence of choices that were viewed and the duration for which each was viewed. Two different
updating processes were considered: one in which only the utility of the current product may be updated, and one in which the utility of
all choice-alternatives may be updated based on the attributes that they have in common with the product being viewed currently. For
example, if a respondent was viewing an LG flip phone, the utility associated with the LG brand and the utility associated with flip phones
may be updated. Thus, in addition to updating the utility of the LG flip phone, the utility of the LG slide phone would be updated (the same
brand), as well the utility of the Samsung flip phone (the same design but a competing brand).

Our data show that respondents update the utilities based on the attributes of the product that they are viewing. Though we do not
find support for exposure to product placement affecting the preference for the featured design, our results indicate that there are two
distinct ways in which exposure to product placement affects preference for the featured brand. First, it increases the initial preference
for the brand, resulting in respondents being more likely to choose one of the featured brand’s choice alternatives initially. As respondents


