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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Can reading the word “bye” influence how much someone is 

willing to pay to “buy” a product? Or can telling consumers to “wait” 
influence their perceptions of a target object’s “weight”? We investi-
gate conditions where one homophone – a word that sounds the same 
as another but has different spelling and meaning –primes percep-
tions and behaviors related to the complementary homophone. We 
suggest that this priming effect is an outgrowth of the reading process 
and is more likely to occur when individuals experience cognitive 
load, as load suppresses a secondary corrective process (Gernsbacher 
and Faust 1991). This research represents the first demonstration of 
homophone behavioral and perceptual priming and contributes to our 
understanding of priming in general. 

We argue the described effect is an outgrowth of an automatic 
process—wherein stimuli induce processing (Bargh 1994; Schneider 
and Shiffrin 1977). We also draw from research on homophones and 
their relationships from the cognitive psychology literature (Lesch 
and Pollatsek 1993; Lukatela and Turvey 1994; Van Orden 1987). 
This research finds that homophones are linked via their phonology 
and can influence subsequent tasks (e.g. lexical decision tasks, Pex-
man et al. 2001; stem completion tasks, Rueckl and Mathew 1999; 
and also induce memory errors, Azuma et al. 2004; Starns et al. 
2006), however these investigations never extend to the behavioral 
realm—where homophones can prime behaviors and perceptions. 

In four studies we investigate how one word in a homophone 
pair (i.e. wait, right, bye, or phew) can influence behaviors and/or 
alter perceptions related to the complementary homophone (weight, 
write, buy, and few, respectively). We find support for homophone 
priming, relative to control conditions, but only when participants 
experience cognitive load, suggesting participants suppress the in-
fluence of homophone primes with sufficient cognitive resources 
(Gernsbacher and Faust 1991).

In study 1, we test if reading, “wait” can influence perceptions of 
“weight”. The experiment had eight conditions (Wait Type: No Wait, 
30sec wait labeled “delay”, 30sec wait labeled “wait”, 30sec wait 
without labeling) x (cognitive load: load vs. no load). Participants 
were primed then completed the target task, wherein they viewed 
a grocery bag depiction and answered, “If you placed the bag on a 
scale, what is your guess for the readout in pounds?” and “To ask an-
other way, how heavy is the bag above?” on a 7-point scale anchored 
by “not heavy at all” and “very heavy”. Responses were combined 
into a composite measure of subjective weight (cronbach’s alpha = 
.83). An ANOVA revealed a marginal main effect of wait type (F(3, 
223) = 2.5, p = .06), and a significant wait type x load interaction 
(F(3, 223) = 3.74, p < .05). Planned contrasts revealed that subjec-
tive weights in the wait/wait load condition were significantly greater 
than in any other condition (all ps < .05). Indicating that participants 
who read “wait” perceived the grocery bag to weigh more, but only 
when under cognitive load. 

In study 2, we test if reading, “right” elicits longer essays from 
participants (i.e. they “write” more). The experiment had five in-
struction conditions (two containing the word “right” and three con-
trols) crossed with a load manipulation. The main task was to “tell us 
about” a recent grocery trip. Initial analyses confirmed that collaps-
ing conditions into “right” vs. “control” was appropriate. An ANOVA 
revealed a main effect of condition (F(1, 150) = 10.02, p < .01) such 
that people who saw the word “right” wrote fourteen more words on 
average, a marginal effect of load (p = .059), which was qualified by 

a significant condition x load interaction (F(1, 150) = 5.20, p < .03). 
An inspection of the means revealed that participants wrote more 
(eighteen words more on average) when they read “right” under load. 
Control conditions did not significantly differ from each other. 

In study 3, we test if reading “bye” influences “buying” behav-
iors. Participants read an ostensibly unrelated story about a vaca-
tioner’s last day. The story either concluded with the writer saying 
“Bye Bye” or “So Long” to their vacation spot. These conditions 
were crossed with a load manipulation. Participants then read about a 
restaurant promotion and indicated their WTP for dinner for two, this 
was the dependent variable related to “buy”. An ANOVA revealed 
a significant condition x load interaction (F(1, 109) = 4.03, p < .05) 
such that people under load who read “Bye Bye” were willing to pay 
the most for the restaurant deal. Planned contrasts revealed that WTP 
in this condition was significantly greater than in any other condition 
(all ps < .05). 

In study 4, we test if reading “phew” can have a downward ef-
fect on behavioral intentions. Participants read a story that ended 
with the protagonist exclaiming “phew” or “close call”. These condi-
tions were crossed with a load manipulation. Participants then an-
swered a behavioral intention question (9-point scale) about saving 
money in the next year (a socially desirable behavior). This served 
as the dependent variable. An analysis revealed a significant prime x 
load interaction (F(1, 173) = 5.85, p < .02) such that individuals who 
read “phew” while under load indicated that they intended to save 
less money than any other condition (planned contrasts, all ps <.05). 

Taken together these studies provide initial evidence for how 
homophones can prime perceptions and behavior. It contributes to 
our understanding of how and when behavioral priming can occur, 
by identifying a new way to prime behavior and influence percep-
tions. Homophones can prime both “more” and “less” of a behavior, 
behavioral intention, and perceptions. Additionally, this research may 
contribute to a related stream of research on phonemes and the role of 
phonology in branding (Argo et al. 2010; Lowrey and Shrum 2007; 
Yorkston and Menon 2004) and marketing in general. Consider for 
instance, the case of the weight loss drug “Alli”. It is a constructed or 
psuedohomophone designed to help consumers understand that the 
drug is their “ally” in weight loss.
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