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We investigate whether processing disfluency can generate positive evaluations of a brand. Difficult-to-pronounce acronyms were

perceived as distant, and thus, rated more positively on attributes associated with socially distant others (e.g., competence) than

attributes associated with socially close others (e.g., friendliness) compared to easy-to-pronounce acronyms.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Despite the widespread use of acronyms in branding (e.g., 

IKEA, WWF), little is known in terms of how consumers perceive 
them. According to research on processing fluency, easy-to-
pronounce acronyms should render more positive evaluations of 
a brand than difficult-to-pronounce acronyms. This is because the 
ease of processing fluent information creates positive affect which 
is often misattributed to the target (Reber, Winkielman, and Schwarz 
1998). In the present research, we argue that difficult-to-pronounce 
acronyms can be evaluated favorably with respect to attributes that 
are associated with social distance.

Our prediction is based on research that shows that disfluent 
stimuli are associated with physical distance and abstract construal 
(Alter and Oppenheimer 2008; Förster 2009). In a brand name 
context, we argue that the difficulty of processing a brand name 
elicits the impression that a brand is “distant” from the consumer. In 
turn, the brand is positively evaluated with respect to attributes that 
are representative of distant relations. This explanation is in keeping 
with research that suggests when people encounter information that 
is consistent with an existing mental representation, they are likely 
to “feel right” about the information, which subsequently heightens 
the evaluations of target information (e.g., Kim, Rao, and Lee 
2009; Higgins et al. 2003; Reber, Schwarz, and Winkielman 2004). 
Attributes that are associated with social closeness, on the other 
hand, are experienced as “unfit” with the distant representation of 
the brand, and therefore, are expected to be less positively evaluated 
compared to fluent brands. 

In study 1, we employed a 2 (fluency: fluent vs. disfluent) x 2 
(attribute type: close vs. far) within-subjects design. Participants were 
presented with a list of five-letter acronyms disguised as organization 
names. Intermixed in the list of acronyms were four acronyms that 
were pretested as being difficult to pronounce (e.g., CCDPC) and 
four acronyms that were pretested as being easy to pronounce (e.g., 
CATSA). Participants in the pretest indicated no prior knowledge 
of the acronyms. They were instructed to give their impressions of 
each organization on five attributes, two of which, were pretested 
as being representative of socially distant relations (i.e., competent, 
competitive) while the remaining three were pretested as being 
representative of socially close relations (i.e., approachable, warm, 
friendly). The “distant” and “close” attributes were pretested as 
being equally attractive qualities to a brand. Each attribute was 
presented as a seven-point scale in a fixed order for every acronym. 
A repeated measures ANOVA on participants’ attribute evaluations 
revealed close attributes were more positively evaluated when the 
acronym was fluent than disfluent, replicating classical findings 
in fluency research. However, attributes that were associated with 
distant relations were rated more positively when the acronym was 
disfluent than fluent.

In study 2, we adopted a 2 (fluency: fluent vs. disfluent) x 2 
(attribute type: close vs. far) mixed design with the latter factor 
as within-subjects variable. All participants were presented with a 
five-letter acronym that represented a home security company (i.e., 
A.C.A.A.F.). Participants in the disfluent condition saw the brand 
name alone, while those in the fluent condition were presented with 
a cue below the acronym that facilitated its pronunciation (i.e., 
[a-caf]). All participants were asked to give their impressions about 
the brand name on four attributes, two of which were pretested as 

being representative of socially distant relations (i.e., proficient, 
skilled) while the other two were pretested as being representative 
of socially close relations (i.e., loyal, caring). They were asked 
to evaluate the likelihood that the brand were to be reflect each 
description on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very likely). 
After providing their attribute evaluations, participants were asked 
to indicate how attached they would become to the company if they 
were to become its customer (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). This 
measure was included to test whether disfluency (vs. fluency) created 
a sense of psychological distance which subsequently affected 
attribute evaluations of the brand. Finally, participants were asked to 
rate the extent to which they used their feelings to evaluate each of 
the attributes (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).

A repeated measures ANOVA on participants’ attribute 
evaluations with fluency as a between-subjects factor revealed a 
significant interaction between attribute type and fluency. Once 
again, close attributes were more positively evaluated when the 
acronym was fluent than disfluent. Attributes that were associated 
with distant relations were rated as equally positive when the 
acronym was fluent or disfluent. A mediational analysis was 
conducted on the close attributes to confirm whether the difference in 
evaluations between the fluent and disfluent conditions was due to a 
difference in psychological distance. Disfluency negatively predicted 
the evaluations of close attributes as well as feelings of attachment 
or closeness to the home security company. When both feelings of 
psychological closeness and disfluency were included as predictors, 
the effect of disfluency on the evaluations of close attributes was 
significantly reduced, indicating that a difference in psychological 
closeness fully mediated the effect. For both the close and distant 
attributes, participants indicated that they used their feelings to 
a similar extent to evaluate the brand. This result suggests that a 
difference in processing styles (affective vs. cognitive) could not 
have explained the difference found in attribute evaluations.

Across two studies, we find that when a brand name is disfluent, 
individuals perceive the brand to be distant, which enhances the 
evaluations of matching attributes while lowering evaluations of 
mismatching attributes. Our findings have practical implications 
for brand positioning as well as theoretical implications for brand 
personality research (Aaker 1997). Whereas brand personalities such 
as competence can be promoted through disfluent communication, 
personalities such as sincerity are likely to become more salient 
through fluent communication.
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