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This study explores how the consumption experiences of bicultural consumers shape their identities, specifically seeking the meanings

they attach to their bicultural identities. Preliminary findings suggest that shifts between cultures by bicultural individuals are invoked

through the social context and interactions among individuals within the consumption setting. Findings from this study potentially

have theoretical implications for understanding culture as dynamic (versus static), provide deeper understanding of biculturals as it

relates to their consumption experiences, and highlights the potential differences and similarities between different types of

consumers.
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Shape-Shifters: Exploring Dynamic Culture Through The Shaping of Bicultural Identity
Akon Ekpo, University of Illinois at Chicago, USA 

The growing number of individuals with mixed cultural identities in the global workforce and consuming market has given rise to the 
awareness of and opportunities to understand biculturals and their role in the global market.   Bicultural individuals are typically described as 
people who have internalized two cultures to the extent that both cultures are alive inside of them (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 
2000).  They are people who have deeply internalized, and operate fluidly between, two or more distinct cultural meaning systems, inherently 
carrying with them critical intercultural adaptability skills that guide their thoughts, feelings, and subsequently their behavior (M. Brannen, 
Garcia, & Thomas, 2009; Hong, et al., 2000).  However, the small number of studies on biculturalism in the international marketing and 
management contexts have mainly focused on the adaptability skills, cultural knowledge, and metacognitions of bicultural individuals (M. Y. 
Brannen, 2009), assuming a fairly static perspective of culture.

Even though biculturalism is relatively new to the international marketing field, it has been examined more so from the social psychol-
ogy discipline. Hong et al.’s (2000) study on Westernized Chinese students in Hong Kong found that cultural icons have the ability to prime 
bicultural individuals, in which a particular cultural identity is readily accessible and promote cultural frame switching (Hong, et al., 2000).  
Furthermore, Briley & Wyer (2001) found that even though chronically accessible cultural values and norms may influence a particular cul-
tural identity, transitory situational factors may also activate cultural values that may be inconsistent with a person’s cultural inclinations (Bri-
ley & Wyer Jr, 2001); furthermore, these activated cultural values may impact individuals’ judgment or decision behaviors.  Benet-Martinez 
et al (2002) empirically examined how bicultural individuals managed and negotiated their dual cultural identities, and found that Chinese-
American biculturals who perceived their cultural identities as compatible (high bicultural identity integration or BII) responded in culturally 
congruent ways to cultural cues (Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002).  However, Chinese-American biculturals who perceived their 
cultural identities as oppositional (low BII) exhibited a reverse priming effect (i.e. responded to cultural cues that were directly inconsistent 
with cultural norms).  Finally, Lau-Gesk (2003) found that biculturals responded favorably to values-promoting appeals that were congruent 
with the activated cultural disposition; and the response differed among individuals based on whether they tended to compartmentalize or 
blend the two cultures (Lau-Gesk, 2003).  Taken together, these studies suggest the need for a more dynamic view of culture.

To explore this dynamic perspective, this study proposes to understand meaning making of the bicultural identity.  Specifically, the aim 
here is to understand the meanings bicultural consumers attach to their social identity through food consumption, in an effort to illustrate how 
one’s culture is shaped by the socio-cultural environment. Studies have shown that food consumption is at the heart of most ethnic cultures 
and carries cultural meanings (Wallendorf & Reilly, 1983).  However, unlike prior studies that focus on cultural meanings of food, this study 
focuses on the (consumption) experience to understand meanings of the bicultural identity. Because experiences are inherently dynamic, by 
focusing on bicultural consumers’ consumption experiences, this study is able to capture the dynamic nature of culture.  As such, this study 
seeks to understand how bicultural consumers make sense of their consumption experience by exploring their meaning interpretations to 
which they act/react in constructing their identities.  

Meaning making has a long history in consumer research in which the investigator attempts to get at the how’s and why’s of consumer 
behavior.  Meaning making is the process by which consumers interpret and make sense of their environment.  It provides an understanding 
of the environment from the consumer’s perspective.  Understanding meanings are important because they provide the individual with a 
framework to which people then act/react.  In this sense, meanings are causal.  Much of the research has focused on the meanings of mono-
cultural consumers, who may see things differently than bicultural consumers.  Given the prevalence of bicultural individuals, it is important 
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to understand the perspectives of these individuals as they have gone under researched, and may paint an incomplete picture of the importance 
of the consumption context in consumer behavior. Therefore, this study has theoretical implications for understanding culture as dynamic 
(versus static), provide deeper understanding of biculturals as it relates to their consumption experiences, and highlights the potential differ-
ences and similarities between different types of consumers.

To begin to explore the research objectives, a small pilot study of two bicultural informants (both non-American born, 1 African and 
1 Hispanic descent) was conducted using structured interviews, lasting 2 to 2-1/2 hours each, participation during consumption with infor-
mants, observations (of food orders, interactions within social setting, site descriptions), and informant diaries (their thoughts, reasons for 
consuming particular foods, and feelings about their consumption experiences), over the course of two months.  Observational data was 
collected at the sites where informants consumed and/or prepared food, which included: restaurants, at the homes of the informant, and 
cafeterias/cafes.  Preliminary findings showed that informants’ food consumption experiences were colored by the social environment, in 
which interactions with others in the consumption setting invoked cultural values and customs from their respective cultures.  During these 
experiences informants described how the consumption environment invoked fond memories of being “at home” (i.e. native country), being 
amongst friends and family back home, having pride in one’s culture, and dreaming of going back home.  During their consumption experi-
ences, both informants described how they became more aware of their ability to function in both the American and non-American cultures 
and that their sense of self “shifted” depending on the consumption setting.  

While this study is still in its preliminary stages, these finding suggest some evidence that the shifts between cultures by bicultural 
individuals are invoked through the social context and the interactions amongst individuals within the consumption setting.  This shifting be-
tween cultures paints a more dynamic picture of culture that is driven by social cues in as much by psychological cues.  Although identity and 
identification has been studied as an internal (cognitive) process, it is equally (if not more) an external interaction (i.e. social) process as well. 
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Nestle and Tastle: The Effect of Phonetic Similarity in Brand Name Innovation 
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Selection of an effective brand name is perhaps one of the most important decisions a marketing manager must make.  Of course, there 
are many factors that affect such a decision (product category, cultural connotations, competition, etc.)  One that is sometimes overlooked is 
phonetic sound.  Past research has shown that how a brand name sounds can have a profound effect on how it is perceived and evaluated.  For 
example, research by Chisnall (1974); Lowrey, et al. (2003); Myers-Levy et al., (1994); and Peterson and Ross (1972) has demonstrated that 
perceived phonetic fit between brand name and product category can increase product recall, preference, and inference. 

Oftentimes, managers, especially those of international brands, prefer to select names that have no meaning in any language so as to 
avoid any unintended connotations.  The focus of this research is to examine the effects that phonetic similarity and familiarity can have on 
the preference and evaluation of such “non-word” brand names.  Kohli, Harich, and Leuthesser (2005) found that repeated exposure to a non-
word brand name increases evaluations of its quality and other attributes (perhaps due to Zajonc’s “mere exposure effect,” 1968).  Likewise, 
a number of studies have shown that when presented with a name similar to their own, that name is preferred by people more than less similar 
names (Jiang, et al., 2010; Burger, et al., 2004; Gueguen, 2003; and Brendl, et al., 2005). 

Research on linguistic innovation proposes the Optimal Innovation Hypothesis (Giora, Fein, Kronrod et al 2004), according to which an 
optimally innovative stimulus that induces a novel response while allowing for the recovery of a salient one (Giora, 1997b, 2003) would be 
rated as more pleasing than both a more and less familiar stimulus. We test this hypothesis in relation to brand name innovation, predicting 
that new, non-word brand names that are highly similar to or highly distant from non-word brand names of disliked products will elicit more 
negative evaluations in terms of liking and WOM and purchase intentions than those that are moderately similar.  Similarly, when a familiar, 
non-word brand name is associated with a negative attribute of a firm, we predict that a moderately similar variant would elicit more negative 
evaluations than more similar and distant variants and vice versa when the familiar non-word brand name is associated with a positive firm 
attribute.  


