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Psycholinguistic research suggests that vowel sounds in words convey meaning about the objects they represent. Evidence from three

studies shows that brand names with vowels produced in the back (versus front) of the mouth prompt a higher level of representation

for products. This affects evaluative processing and creates preference reversals.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Mounting research in the tradition of sound symbolism supports 

the presence of intuitive associations between the sounds contained 
in words and the objects to which they refer (Hinton, Nichols, and 
Ohala 1994). One line of work has investigated vowel sounds, 
ranging from front to back based on the location of the tongue relative 
to the front of the mouth during articulation. Consider the vowels in 
the following words, which progress from front to back: bee, bin, 
bay, bet, ban, cot, home, put, boot (from Klink 2000). All else equal, 
consumers infer that objects with names including relatively frontal 
vowel sounds are more sharp, hard, and angular, among others (for a 
review, see Shrum and Lowrey 2007). Importantly, these inferences 
translate to behavioral consequences. Yorkston and Menon (2004) 
found that participants preferred a hypothetical ice cream named 
Frosh (back vowel) over Frish (front), inferring the former to be 
especially smooth and thick (features characteristic of back vowels). 
Taken together, research to date has documented an association 
between vowel sounds contained in words and the physical properties 
of the referents.

The present investigation extends beyond what consumers 
think about an object as a function of vowel sound to how they think 
about it – that is, the manner in which they represent it and process 
relevant information. Toward this end, we draw upon the perspective 
of construal level theory (Trope and Liberman 2010). It posits that a 
target can be mentally represented either in terms of primary, essential 
features (high-level construal) or secondary, incidental features 
(low-level construal). Past research suggests that, when construing 
a product at a high level of representation, consumers show greater 
sensitivity to primary over secondary features of that product; lower-
level construal reduces or reverses such differentiation.

To explore the relationship between vowel sound and mental 
construal, we consider a feature common to both: degree of precision. 
Relative to high-level, low-level construal gives rise to greater 
precision across a host of applications (e.g., Liberman, Sagristano, 
and Trope 2002). Similarly, the aforementioned characteristics 
associated with front vowels – sharpness, hardness, angularity – 
cohere around a sense of greater precision (see Lowrey and Shrum 
2007). Thus, front vowels and low-level construal correspond to 
relatively fine-grained precision relative to the coarser scale of back 
vowels and high-level construal.

If vowel sound can manipulate construal level, brand names 
including front vowel sounds might elicit low-level construal of 
products, whereas back vowels might elicit high-level representation. 
We test this prediction in three studies, exploring the tradeoff between 
low- and high-level sources of value and utilizing vowel sound as the 
construal manipulation. When given a brand name including a back 
vowel, consumers should prefer products carrying good high-level 
but poor low-level value versus the opposite; this differentiation 
should be attenuated or reversed in response to front vowel names.

Study 1 asked participants to evaluate a fictitious ice cream, 
given a name that included either a front vowel (Frish) or a back 
vowel (Frosh). Additionally, participants were informed that the 
ice cream carried either good high-level value but poor low-level 

value (having a very good taste but being in an inconvenient 
location) or the opposite (poorer taste, convenient location). Upon 
indicating their willingness to purchase the ice cream, participants 
strongly preferred the ice cream named Frosh when defined by the 
former rather than the latter set of characteristics; this pattern was 
significantly attenuated for Frish, suggesting that the importance of 
secondary value (location) in evaluation was enhanced as a result of 
a front vowel sound.

Studies 2 and 3 provide important replications of this general 
effect. In Study 2, we tested hand lotions given the name either 
Kira’s (front vowel) or Kora’s (back vowel) and used the following 
characteristics: good absorbability (high-level value) but an ugly gift 
bag (low-level value) or the opposite (poor absorbability, beautiful 
gift bag). As in Study 1, the name Kora’s resulted in a much stronger 
differentiation in preference (for high- over low-level value) than did 
the name Kira’s. To show that front vowels do not simply reduce 
general differentiation, Study 3 tested the names Dari (front vowel) 
and Daru (back vowel) in the domain of massages. The results 
indicated that Dari led participants to significantly prefer short-
term over long-term pain relief, whereas the opposite pattern of 
evaluations evinced for the massage named Daru. Thus, we conclude 
that both back and front vowel sounds are associated with high- and 
low-levels of construal, respectively.

Across three studies, the vowel sounds included in words 
affected the level at which consumers represented and evaluated 
their referents: Front vowels elicited low-level construal while 
back vowels elicited high-level construal. This held using different 
operationalizations of high- versus low-level value and different 
specific vowel sounds (in different pairings) across the studies. 
Further, we observed a consistent effect of vowel sound independent 
of location in the word: the only vowel (Study 1), the first of two 
vowels (Study 2), and the second of two vowels (Study 3).

Given the staggering number of words encountered daily, 
the implications of the present research are as many as they are 
ubiquitous. The subtle manipulation of name successfully elicited 
different levels of mental representation, powerful enough to affect 
preferences and behavioral intentions. These studies contribute 
a novel example of a growing body of research documenting 
the incidental ways in which language influences thought (e.g., 
Boroditsky 2000), showing that vowel sounds impact not only the 
what but also the how of mental representation. These results also 
open the possibility for a volume of future work examining the 
relationship between sounds and mental processing – particularly 
for other construal-dependent domains. Finally, our work suggests 
that in an applied context, people making appeals to popular opinion 
(e.g., marketers, political candidates) would be well advised to use 
names (or perhaps even groups of words) that take into account the 
features that they want their audience to value. In sum, our evidence 
suggests that very subtle linguistic cues can influence the very nature 
of mental representation.



592 / Vowel Sounds Shape Level of Mental Construal: Putting the ee in trees and the o in forest 

REFERENCES
Boroditsky, Lera (2000), “Metaphoric Structuring: Understanding 

Time through Spatial Metaphors,” Cognition, 75 (1), 1-28.
Hinton, Leanne, Johanna Nichols, and John J. Ohala, eds. (1994), 

Sound Symbolism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Klink, Richard R. (2000), “Creating Brand Names with Meaning: 

The Use of Sound Symbolism,” Marketing Letters, 11 (1), 
5-20.

Liberman, Nira, Michael D. Sagristano, and Yaacov Trope (2002), 
“The Effect of Temporal Distance on Level of Mental 
Construal,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 38 
(6), 523-34.

Lowrey, Tina M. and L.J. Shrum (2007), “Phonetic Symbolism and 
Brand Name Preference,” Journal of Consumer Research, 34 
(October), 406-14.

Shrum, L.J. and Tina M. Lowrey (2007), “Sounds Convey 
Meaning: The Implications of Phonetic Symbolism for Brand 
Name Construction,” in Psycholinguistic Phenomena in 
Marketing Communications, ed. Tina M. Lowrey and L.J. 
Shrum, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 39-58.

Trope, Yaacov and Nira Liberman (2010), “Construal Level Theory 
of Psychological Distance,” Psychological Review, 117 (2), 
440-63.

Yorkston, Eric and Geeta Menon (2004), “A Sound Idea: Phonetic 
Effects of Brand Names on Consumer Judgments,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 31 (June), 43-51.


