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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Many consumption situations connect consumers to brands in 

a physical sense by touch. A famous example is Coca-Cola’s con-
tour bottle, which has become the brand’s haptic signature and part 
of consumers’ brand knowledge. Here, I address the question of 
how closely brands are linked to their haptic signatures. In four ex-
periments I show brand-specific knowledge activation from haptic 
primes with implications for sensory marketing.

Touch is the first sense to develop in the womb presumably 
providing an early matrix for self-awareness in the absence of the 
external world (Gallace and Spence 2010) and it is the only proximal 
sense that connects the percipient directly to the source of experience 
(Peck 2010). Touch-orientated consumers feel more frustrated and 
less confident when making product evalu-ations if touch is unavail-
able (Peck and Childers 2003a) and simply holding products in the 
hands can promote a sense of psychological ownership (Peck and 
Shu 2009). While some com-panies already brand haptic sensations 
very successfully (Lindstrom 2005), research on brand-related touch 
thus far has received no attention at all, perhaps because the touch 
sense is still the most underappreciated sense in marketing (Peck and 
Childers 2007). Previous studies have ad-dressed effects from inter-
personal touch (Hornik 1992), touch as chronic need (Peck and Chil-
ders 2003b), effects from haptic imagery on psychological owner-
ship (Peck and Berger 2009), or cross-modal carry-over effects from 
nondiagnostic tactile sensations to gustatory judgments of products 
(Krishna and Morrin 2009). 

In the domain of social psychology there is increasing evidence 
that haptic experience is directly linked to mental concepts in a met-
aphorical way such as touching a warm cup activates concepts of 
social warmth (Williams and Bargh 2008), tactile roughness carries 
over to the eval-uation of a social interaction (Ackerman, Nocera, 
and Bargh 2010), or lying in an email increases preference for hand 
sanitizers to purify the dirty body part (Lee and Schwarz 2010). 
These mo-dality-specific pathways between haptic sensations and 
mental concepts suggest a physical-to-mental scaffolding which grist 
the mills of embodied theorists suggesting higher-order concepts to 
be ontogenetically scaffolded by concrete bodily experience (Wil-
liams, Huang, and Bargh 2009) and grounded in perceptual systems 
(Barsalou 1999; 2008). 

Here, I hypothesize that exposing participants to haptic primes 
from beverage containers automatically activates the corresponding 
brand knowledge structures promoting perceptual pro-cessing in 
other modalities, cognitive accessibility, and prime-congruent brand 
choices. 

To carve out the effects from brand-related haptic input with-
out interference from other modalities I conducted four experiments 
where I exposed participants blindfolded for 1 second under cog-
nitive load within an ostensible weight-judging task to beverage 
containers from dif-ferent brands. Afterwards, they were asked to 
participate in another unrelated study that was the actual dependent 
variable. Finally, participants were debriefed whether they had rec-
ognized the prime in the weight-judging task to exclude their data if 
necessary. 

In experiment 1 I randomly assigned participants to Coca-Cola 
glass bottles, Red Bull cans, or a group without treatment followed 
by an unrelated task that visually presented the tar-get name Red 
Bull with increasing clarity on a computer screen. Participants were 
significantly faster to identify the brand name Red Bull if they had 

been previously exposed to a Red Bull can compared to the other 
groups (MRedBull = 2.85 sec vs. Munprimed = 3.04 vs. MCoca-Co-
la = 3.05; F (2, 111) = 5.244, p = .007; Tukey post hoc p  < .05). Ex-
periment 2 replicated the results but this time I used the brand name 
Coca-Cola as visual target and compared Coca-Cola versus Römer-
quelle bottles that share basic characteristics such as surface material 
(glass), container type (bottle), girth, and weight. As expected, the 
Coca-Cola group was significantly faster to identify the visu-al target 
Coca-Cola compared to the other groups (MCoca-Cola = 3.09 sec 
vs. MRömerquelle = 3.27 vs. Munprimed = 3.34; F (2, 177) = 6.294, 
p = .002; Tukey post-hoc test p < .05). The results show that brand-
related haptic sensations automatically increase perceptual fluency 
cross-modally for the corresponding brand. It seems noteworthy that 
these effects occurred outside of people’s aware-ness. Although the 
experience of perceptual fluency can influence affective judgments 
in a posi-tive direction (Reber, Winkielman, and Schwarz 1998) it 
remains unclear whether this lifts a brand top-of-mind in consumers’ 
consideration set when thinking about brands of a certain prod-uct 
category. 

In experiment 3 I therefore primed participants with either Co-
ca-Cola bottles, Römerquelle bottles, or Red Bull cans. In a subse-
quent task, I asked them to list brands for the category of beverages. 
The ANOVA for Red Bull shows that the ratio the brand was listed 
first (top-of-mind) was significantly higher in the Red Bull condition 
compared to all other groups (MRedBull = 26% vs. MCoca-Cola = 
6% vs. MRömer = 6% vs. Mcontrol = 12 %; F (3, 227) = 5.134, p = 
.02; Tukey post-hoc p < .05). 

Experiment 4 analyzed whether brand-related haptic sensations 
can actually influence consumption choices. Containers from Coca-
Cola, Red Bull, and Römerquelle served as stimuli. After the priming 
task participants were offered either a Coca-Cola or a Red Bull bev-
erage as reward. The ANOVA of a dummy variable (1= Coca-Cola 
vs. 0 = Red Bull) shows that partici-pants primed with Coca-Cola 
bottles chose most often Coca-Cola (MCoca-Cola = 64%) while 
those primed with Römerquelle bottles chose almost equally from 
the two brands (MRömer  = 52%) and those primed with Red-Bull 
cans chose Coca-Cola least frequently (MRedBull = 39 %) but the 
most Red Bull (F (2, 167) = 4.160 p = .017; Dunnett-C post-hoc p 
< .05). 

This is the first study to show how brand-related haptic sen-
sations automatically activate brand knowledge and how this influ-
ences a brand’s cognitive accessibility or brand choices. In times of 
diminishing product life cycles with frequent visual face-liftings, 
the retention of haptic signatures could perpetuate the bond between 
consumers and brands and help to reduce commu-nication costs to 
familiarize consumers with new products or product changes. New 
products that use established haptic signatures have a greater chance 
to do better simply because they feel more familiar, facilitate per-
ceptual processing, and automatically activate existing brand knowl-
edge. 
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