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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

From Ear to Brain, From Heart to Pocket: Branding Challenges and Possibilities in the Music
Industry

Chia-Jung Tsay, Harvard Business School, USA

SESSION OVERVIEW
The music industry faces new challenges as its nature is altered

by the changing tastes of its consumers and the values of the creative
industries in general. As the internet and various other mediums
dominate the production, access to, and consumption of music, the
perception of product quality and the objective measures of the
assets are less definable and even less predictable. In three different
papers, we examine the creation, development, evaluation, and
communication of products through the branding perspective. Even
though the three projects are grounded in an investigation of music
and the music industry. The findings hold relevant insights for
other, creative industries and with other important implications for
businesses beyond the creative industries as well.

This Special Session on music aims to tackle the branding of
music at multiple levels. The series of presentations start with a look
at auditory branding, focusing on how sound may be used to create
an authentic auditory identity for a brand. The experimental ap-
proach of the first paper captures the cognitive processing of the
individual and offers new directions for the better use of music for
higher consumer recognition and involvement. The second paper
expands branding from an individual level to the product and
transitions from the consumer to the organization. The experiments
explore the creation of achievement as the product and the consum-
ers’ perceptions and reactions to the product, operationalized as the
judgments of achievement. The third paper completes the loop by
analyzing the branding of organizations as means to attract new
customers. The final presentation explores how a major symphony
orchestra can be re-branded via the development of their products
to satisfy the varied tastes and preferences of consumers from
different age groups and levels of expertise.

In order to focus on a narrower set of industries within the
creative genres to develop deeper understanding of the challenges
and potential solutions, we have limited this set of studies to the
music industry. However, our results are very applicable to other
creative industries where the strategic branding of products and
organizations directly and significantly impacts consumer behav-
ior. We foresee the issues and topics to be covered to be of interest
to both academics and practitioners. We believe that by triangulat-
ing through multiple methods, including experimental methods and
survey analyses, and through multiple levels of analyses, our
findings will provide various opportunities for rich discussions of
new directions in research and practice throughout a range of
important industries that traditionally have been overlooked.

EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“Hearing, Remembering, and Branding: Guidelines For
Creating Sonic Logos”

Vijaykumar Krishnan, University of Cincinnati, USA
James J. Kellaris, University of Cincinnati, USA

A Sonic Logo, “sogo,” the auditory analog of a visual logo, is
a typical sonic branding device. Some interesting examples are the
5-tone Intel sogo, windows vista’s 4-tone start-up chime and
NBC’s 3-tone sogo. Sogos vary in their design characteristics. They
may have an ascending pattern (Windows Vista), descending
pattern (windows XP) or a zigzagging contour (Intel). A sogo may

be easier to remember because it repeats a pattern or ‘chunks’
(Baddeley and Hitch 1974) groups of similar tones. Thus, number
of tones they comprise, their contour and their chunkability may
characterize Sogos.

Per logo literature (Henderson and Cote 1998), good sogos
should engender favorable consumer responses on recognition,
affect, and familiarity dimensions. For instance, sogos with fewer
tones should be easier to remember; thus obtain high true recogni-
tion on a subsequent encounter. On the other hand, because they are
easier to process, they may engender illusions of familiarity
(Wittlesea 1993) leading to high false recognition. Sogos with a
zigzagging contour may be more difficult to recall but may be
perceived novel and so liked more. In other words, consumers
experience differing levels of ease in processing sogos based on the
design characteristics.

This subjective experience of ease of processing incoming
auditory information (Reber, Wurtz and Zimmerman 2004;
Whittlesea 1993; Janiszewski and Meyvis 2000; Winkielman et al
2003) is misattributed to judgment at hand-Familiarity (Whittlesea
1993); Positive affect (Reber et al 1998; Winkielman and Cacioppo
2001); Judgments of truth (Reber and Schwarz 1999); Brand
Evaluation (Lee and Labroo 2004). This research explores the
systematic influence of three design characteristics of sogos–
number of tones, contour, and chunkability across five studies on
response dimensions. Study finds evidence of processing fluency
mediation of these influences.

In study 1, participants were blocked into three groups. All
participants heard a commercial for a hypothetical brand of bread.
The commercial was identical across the three groups but for the
accompanying sogo which comprised 3-tone, 6-tone or 9-tone. At
test, participants rated willingness to pay for this hypothetical brand
of bread. Results show that the number of tones influences the
willingness to pay and this influence was fully mediated by the
processing fluency of the sogo. Processing fluency was
operationalized as an assessment of the ease with which an average
person can hum this sogo on a seven-point scale.

In Study 2, participants heard three target sogos varying in
number of tones interspersed with distraction tasks. At test, partici-
pants heard six sogos—three targets and three foils and rated
recognition on a six-point scale (This sogo was in the first set too).
Results show that number of tones influence false recognition.
Sogos with fewer tones reveal greater perceptual fluency and a
higher false recognition. A multilevel meditational analysis reveals
significant fluency mediation of false recognition.

Study 3 was similar in structure to study2 except that the sogos
varies only on ease of chunking—a pattern such as ABC-ABC-
ABC is easy to chunk which A-B-C-D-E-F-G-H-I is not— although
both have exactly same number of tones. Results show that chunking
influences fluency.

Study 4 varied the contour—ascending, descending or zigzag-
ging. Results show that contour influences affect. A multilevel
meditational analysis reveals significant fluency mediation of af-
fect—fluency is affectively positive. Contour also influences both
true and false recognition.

Study 5 shows interesting interaction effects between contour
and number of tones on recognition and familiarity. False recogni-
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tion is for zigzag sogos is lower than that for linear sogos when the
number of tones is four; this pattern flips when the number of tones
in the sogo is .seven

Taken together, these results show that several response
dimensions vary systematically with the sogo design characteris-
tics, thus providing for guidelines. Leader brands would want a high
true recognition and a low false recognition; brands in a low
involvement product segment (e.g., bread) could profit from high
false recognition and illusions of familiarity.

Huge investments are made for creation and airing of auditory
branding stimuli; rights for popular songs for use in commercial
jingles may top $500,000 such as for “stand by me,” deployed by
Citibank, (Krasilovsky and Shemel 2007). Microsoft commis-
sioned the services of the famous musician Robert Fripe to create
the 4-second Windows Vista start-up sogo, who took eighteen
months to create the final version. That must surely have been a lot
of investment. In conclusion, given that sogos are branding devices,
guidelines from this research should reduce the precarious depen-
dence of marketers on musicians, and provide for greater control
over sonic branding.

“‘She’s a Natural!’: From Mere Label to Actualized
Consumer Preference”

Chia-Jung Tsay, Harvard Business School, USA
Mahzarin R. Banaji, Harvard University, USA

Industry leaders in marketing and public relations know well
the importance of image management and branding. When the
product involves an individual or an individual’s output, and when
assessments of such products are likely to entail much subjectivity,
it often becomes important to build a narrative to best allow
consumers to relate to the core attributes of the individual and
products associated with such an individual. In sports, for example,
several cycles of the Olympics have exemplified the success of the
massive campaigns to humanize the champions whose feats defy
imagination. Media pick up quickly on such human interest stories,
stories of great sacrifice, of perseverance against all odds—stories
where the cliché of blood, sweat, and tears is but an understatement.
We see quite a different approach when it comes to the marketing
and branding of classical musicians, a field that is littered with
“prodigies.” It is the natural talent that captures our intrigue—the
youthful looks of a Joshua Bell; the nearly everyday occurrence of
yet the next wunderkind; the ingénue who is featured prominently
on a CD cover, her age and diminutive stature made only more
striking by the elderly and robust conductor pictured standing at her
side. Industry intuition would suggest that society rewards the
natural, and here, we test this theory empirically.

In any domain of expertise, be it art, sports, or academia,
achievement is assumed to derive from both natural and acquired
sources. Of all those who undergo extensive training in any sphere
of achievement, there are those who seem to shine in ways that
cannot be explained by practice. On the other hand, there are those
with talent, but unless that talent is put to rigorous training, nothing
much can result from it. It is hardly controversial to claim that
achievement in any sphere is a function of both. Our beliefs about
the relative contributions of these two sources are important be-
cause they can shape our behavior toward our own talents and
toward the talents of others we judge, such as with consumers’
preferences towards performers and artistic products. We are inter-
ested in testing whether the evaluation of achievement, such as the
assessment of performance quality, is shaped by the belief about the
natural versus acquired basis of achievement. We suggest that our
preferences for both early talent and the hard-working hero may co-
occur, but in dissociated fashion, such that abstract, propositionally

represented values about accomplishment may genuinely favor a
strong work ethic, but that specific choices will reveal a preference
for the natural. In other words, a dissociation between expressed
values favoring hard work, or the “Striver,” and actual preference
for innate talent, or the “Natural,” may in fact be the reality. We may
say we respect and admire hard workers, but when it comes to
selecting a recording or buying a concert ticket, our dollars may
instead go to the natural prodigy.

In the first two experiments, we explored whether knowledge
about the source of achievement influences the evaluations of target
musicians (Study 1), and whether professionals differ from ama-
teurs in vulnerability to the bias (Study 2). Our strategy was to
familiarize participants with two musicians, using background
descriptions that were matched for level of performance and degree
of achievement described, but which differed in whether the musi-
cians’ talent appeared to be either naturally acquired, the “Natural,”
or rather developed primarily through hard work and training, the
“Striver.” Then, participants heard brief performances attributed to
each musician, but which in reality were performed by the same
anonymous musician, thus controlling for actual level of ability or
accomplishment. After hearing each performance, participants
evaluated the target musician on several dimensions intended to
gauge their perceptions of the performers’ musical achievement.

We observed a dissociation between reports of what mattered
in the creation of achievement (hard work and training) and judg-
ments of achievement (inborn qualities) in the field of music
performance. After hearing performances that were controlled so as
to be equal in quality, experts—heavy consumers of music— in
Study 1 rated a musician described as having inborn ability, the
“Natural,” as more talented than a musician described as having
worked hard to develop her ability, or the “Striver.” In spite of the
way they evaluated the target performers, when asked directly
about their general beliefs, participants regarded effortful training
as a more influential determinant of musical achievement than
innate ability. Thus, the expression of the naturalness may be an
implicit bias, because its manifestation in specific judgments con-
tradicted the implications of participants’ explicit general beliefs.
We replicated these results in Study 2, with experts again rating
effortful training as the superior determinant of musical achieve-
ment, and this difference was more pronounced for these experts
than for novices, who showed a slight reversal.

As little research has thus far tackled the effect of apparent
basis of achievement on our evaluations of artistic products, and
since our findings in the first two studies suggest that the natural-
ness bias may be operating at an implicit level, we sought to
triangulate through different methodologies to determine whether
the naturalness bias would still be elicited. In Study 3 and Study 4,
we replicated the result of a naturalness bias in the domain of music
using a conjoint analysis design. Through the presentation of a set
of alternatives that allowed the deduction of preferences from the
tradeoffs made when choosing between sets of attributes, we tested
whether the naturalness bias would emerge on a new measure of
direct choice.

Much work remains to be done to clarify the processes
producing the naturalness bias, and the conditions under which it is
and is not likely to occur. Given the rather consequential implica-
tions of the bias for decisions involving the assessment of individual
performers and their output of artistic products, a substantial
investment in that mission would be well justified. Hopefully, this
research will inform efforts to best allow consumers to appreciate
the culmination of what is usually the combination of natural talent
and hard work.
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“‘I Want You Back’: Branding Classical Music For The New
Generation”

Lalin Anik, Harvard Business School, USA
Chia-Jung Tsay, Harvard Business School, USA

Beyond the many challenges inherent in the creative indus-
tries, such as the level of subjectivity that fosters huge unpredictability
in reception to products and talents and the dependence on the
blockbuster hits that offset the negative revenues accrued to the
large majority of products, the classical music industry poses
several additional unique issues worthy of examination. While
defining success and popularity for talents and brands is shaped by
objective measures in many creative industries, this is far more
elusive in the music industry. And although many arts organiza-
tions exist as non-profits, they still do need to keep in consideration
the long-term financial sustainability of their very existence. In-
deed, even the top opera houses make major artistic and strategic
decisions with their donors as a priority—for example, in 2006,
41% of the revenues for the Metropolitan Opera were from contri-
butions.

Perhaps most importantly, unlike other genres in which the
target core audience can be quite large, one of the key issues for the
classical industry is the aging and increasingly limited core demo-
graphic. In this paper, we collaborate with industry leaders to focus
on honing a better understanding of how to best balance the varied
tastes and preferences of consumers of a range of age and expertise
is paramount to. Our goal has been to use the music industry as a
proxy for many other creative industries that face the risk of
changing demographics of customers and we make higher level
suggestions for how to brand a creative organization to capture new
consumers.

In the film industry, 72% of the public over 12 years old are
consumers and the 12-29 age group makes up 30% of the population
and half of theater admissions—while the National Endowment for
the Arts reports that the average age of those attending a classical
music performance in 2002 was 49. In the soccer industry, Spain’s
Santiago Bernabeu Stadium opened with a capacity of 75,000 back
in 1947, now with further revenues from audiences through pay-
per-view and internet streams—while in the classical industry, the
most famous concert hall in the world, Carnegie Hall, seats a mere
2,804. The need to capture and maintain segments of the population
is still important in other industries, but we note a host of additional
factors that contribute to such difficulties in the classical music
industry. Here, the consumption of products and the assessment of
talents often involve greater levels of investment in special training
or knowledge. Given that consumption of products from creative
industries can often be experienced as a social activity, as social
consumption of products, this again limits the range of the popula-
tion that may be naturally drawn to classical music. Comparing to
other genres of music, the classical segment lags far behind in sales,
occupying only 2.4% of music buyer purchases in 2005.

In this paper, we worked with a major symphony orchestra to
examine the outcomes of various initiatives (such as innovative
uses of digital technology and social media) to attract new consum-
ers, along with their impact on the core audience. We also explored
how consumers’ choices are affected by the organization’s pro-
gramming, including the consideration of both economic and
artistic influences, such as the stature and appeal of guest artists, the
inclusion of new music in repertoire, and the brand of the institu-
tion.

We also targeted strategies on both short and long term
horizons. Considering the short term, we focused on issues in
balancing the core missions of the organization as it develops its
multiple sub-brands, with the demands of the aging core demo-

graphic. Through data from over 6,000 audience members provided
by the symphony orchestra, the findings add to our understanding
of the barriers to and motivators of repeat visitation, through the
identification of factors that stimulate repurchase, increase fre-
quency, and reduce churn. First of all, the data allowed us to
segment the types of customers into 6 distinct groups: “unconverted
trailists,” who were first-timers who attended one concert and did
not come back; “special occasions” who attended one concert per
year for multiple years; “non-committed” who attended a couple of
concerts per year but still churned at high rated; “snackers” who
attended smaller concert packages and were very loyal; “high
potentials” who attended a lot of concerts and were likely to
purchase a subscription; “core audience” who were all subscribers.
One of the most striking results was the big gap between the churn
rates of the different groups. The “uncoverted trialists” attended
one concert per year and churned at a rate of 91%, while the “special
occasions” also attended one concert in a given year but had a much
lower churn rate at 67%. On the other end of the spectrum was the
“core audience” with only 8% churn rate. Our analysis indicated
that the frequency of annual concert attendance and the years of
‘tenure’ at the symphony were the two best predictors of the churn
and sub rates. Our results also revealed large gaps between the
number of customers who fell into each category.

For the long term, we focused on how best to expand the core
demographic given the constraints of the products in the genre,
which may affect decisions to encourage the development of group
rather than solo talents, and also greater versatility through cross-
over acts. The issue of maintaining the core audience while drawing
in new audiences has been one of the greatest needs and challenges
in the classical industry, perhaps best captured by the example of
*bond*, the British string quartet that has its roots in classical
training but marketing efforts towards wider, pop appeal—efforts
that propelled the group to its status as the best-selling string quartet
of all time, but at the same time, much controversy in classical
circles and even removal from the UK classical chart. We found that
for this symphony orchestra, the use of strategies typical of other
organizations in the classical industry may have unintended effects.
For example, programming decisions that include crossover reper-
toire actually dilute the brand of the organization and its products,
such that major segments of the core demographic— young musi-
cians and conservatory students, as well as those in the donor
population who are accustomed to the inclusion of famous works
and performers more traditionally associated with the classical
genre—question the legitimacy of such programs.

However, the development of multiple sub-brands to which
separate segments of the demographic may identify holds promise.
With 5,678 valid respondents, each making twelve offer choices
and yielding over 68,000 purchase decisions, we also included a
conjoint analysis on the various offers, where key elements varied
across the terms of package and times, the type of program, the
repertoire, seating, parking as well as the availability of different
pricing and ticketing options. The revealed preferences through
consumers’ choices and behaviors allowed us to assess the at-
tributes that maximize utility for each cluster/group of the demo-
graphic, through the presentation of various combinations of alter-
natives.

These analyses were supplemented by an examination of two
recent initiatives that target different segments and preferences,
which have significantly increased revenues, decreased the mean
age of the audience members, and even attracted a significant
fraction of those who were first-time attendees. The development of
individual sub-brands may also lead to greater awareness of the
other alternatives. In the survey data, we find that there exists
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approximately a 20% crossover rate between sub-brands, despite
the disparate programming and marketing between each. Another
finding from analyses of survey data on another sub-brand holds
implications regarding the importance of valued partners. Given the
increasingly competitive landscape of not only the music industry
but the entertainment industry as a whole, associations with rel-
evant partners may provide value-added for segments of the popu-
lation that may be less attracted to the music, and music alone.


