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In brand innovation, how similar should a new brand be to a familiar one? We demonstrate that this is a matter of attitudes towards the

familiar name. For liked brands, innovation degree created an inverted U-shape pattern of liking, while in disliked brands, the effect

was reversed.
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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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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.  
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PRETEST 
A set of 30 non-word brand names were generated, each with a similar, a moderate, and a distant variant.  Participants rated the original 

names for familiarity and valence and listed any thoughts that came to mind when they thought about each.  The originals were then paired 
with each of their three variants, and the pairs were then rated for similarity.  The ten originals (and their variants) that best exhibited the ex-
pected pattern in terms of similarity (highly similar, moderately similar, and distantly similar), were neutral in valence, and roughly equivalent 
in terms of familiarity; were selected for use in Studies 1 and 2.

STUDY 1
Familiarity with originals was manipulated via repeated, randomized exposure (four times each) and completion of three cognitive 

ordering tasks.  Participants then rated their level of familiarity as a manipulation check.  They then rated each of the variants in randomized 
order for degree of liking, purchase likelihood, and likelihood of recommendation to a friend.  Of the 30 variants, they then selected the 10 
they believed to: (a) belong to the most credible companies, (b) represent the most enjoyable products, (c) last the longest, (d) be the most 
popular, and (e) be the finalists they would recommend to a company to have as finalists for the perfect brand name.  Participants then com-
pleted involvement and innovativeness scales, as well as PANAS. As expected, similarity elevated positive attitudes towards the new brand 
name in terms of liking, credibility evaluation, WOM intention and purchase intention.

 STUDY 2
The 10 original brand names employed in Study 1 were divided into two groups, positive and negative, according to one of three attri-

butes of the firm: the use of environmentally-friendly (unfriendly) materials, ethical (corrupt) management practices, and an excellent (poor) 
return policy.  The same overall procedure from Study 1 was implemented.  Supporting the Optimal Innovation Hypothesis, Repeated-mea-
sures ANOVAs revealed an inverted U-shaped pattern, where for liked names, highly similar and highly distant variants were significantly 
less favored in terms of liking, purchase intention and WOM intention, compared to moderately similar variants of these brands. For disliked 
names, however, a U-shape relationship emerged, with the moderately similar variants being significantly less favored than the highly similar 
and the highly distant variants of these brand names.  

SUMMARY
This research is an attempt to clarify the question of brand name innovation in marketplace. Highly-controlled experimental design al-

lows us to evaluate the contribution of new brand name similarity to a familiar brand name. We find that new brand names that are moderately 
similar to familiar liked brand names receive higher evaluations in terms of liking and WOM and purchase intentions than those that are both 
more close and distant phonetically (optimal innovation effect).    However, when the familiar brand name is associated with a negative firm 
attribute, the effect is reversed, with the moderately similar new brand name being less favored than both the phonetically close and distant 
new brand names.  In continuation to this line of research we will employ a field experiment design to validate our laboratory results in more 
realistic conditions.
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