
Sonic branding: first it was the
logo, now it's the sonic logo
Brands increasingly rely on sound signatures to maintain presence and
identity. Peter Matthews, Nucleus, explains how to do it as well as Intel

NNOYING THEY MIGHT be, but
corporate jingles are big business,
and set to get much, much bigger.

Just as the eye-catching Nike 'swoosh'
logo pole-vaulted the sports brand out in
front of its competitors, and continuous
marketing investment has kept it there,
ear-catching sonic branding has become a
new buzzword for marketers and brand
consultants in our increasingly multi-
media world.

lust ask Intel, the world's largest semi-
conductor company, how Important its
Intel Inside soundbite is for the organis-
ation. The company has invested hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to ensure the
jingle, developedin 1991, is played contin-
uously across the globe.

There is no getting away from it. This
audio campaign established Intel, which
had been a component supplier rela-
tively unknown outside the PC industry,
as a household name.

Intel's three-second mnemonic has
become so well known that the company
doesn't need to rely much on the corpor-
ate name being seen. Its brand is heard in
advertisements for any number of com-
puter manufacturers' notebooks and
desktops containing Intel's technology.
Almost everyone who regularly uses a
PC will instantly recognise the sound
and relate it to the brand, even though
they may have no idea what the corpo-
rate logo looks like.

Intel's innovative approach carved
out a new form of branding, 'ingredient
branding', using its sonic logo to brand
its technology by endorsing com-
puter manufacturers' ads,
positioning Intel as the
must-have compon-
ent in any laptop or
desktop computer.

No one will dis-
pute the fact that
some sounds and
combinations of
notes have the capac-
ity to evoke particular
emotional responses in all of
us. It's why catchy melodies have always
been popular. To be a top ten hit, a pop
song has to literally strike a chord with its

The growing sophistication of sound
reproduction on mobile phones (above)
presents new opportunities for sonic
branding. Harley-Davidson (opposite) has
trademarked its distinctive motorbike engine
sound. The four-note tune of Intel (below) is
recognised by consumers worldwide

target audience the first time it's heard, or
it might never be broadcast again.

Until now, however, the technique of
associating brands with sounds has been
mostly limited to jingles, or ad agencies
picking distinctive music to accompany
ads, in the same way as film directors
select existing music or commission new

compositions for film soundtracks.
This isn't really sonic brand-

ing, because songs are too com-
plex to make an instant mark

on human consciousness
and many of them have ex-
isting associations. You need
something snappier.

For years now, radio and
TV programmes have used

soundbites to great effect - most
popular programmes have a distinc-

tive audio intro to define the start of the
show. We don't need to look at our
watches to know the news is just about to
start. It's an extension of the ice cream van

approach to branding; you always know
when the van is in your area by its generic
chime. Even today, this soundtrack has
changed very little.

Car manufacturers also think about
the sounds their products make, from the
clunk of a Bentley's door to the rasp of a
Ferrari's exhaust.

Old idea, new application
Rapid advances in technology over the
past decade have irrevocably changed the
way we respond to certain stimuli, partic-
ularly sound, and the development of
wireless communications has allowed
firms to reach the consumer anywhere.

Mobile phone ringtones are a good
example. Go back ten or 12 years, when
quirky, jazzy or rock-style ringtones were
still in their pre-natal phase. When a
mobile phone rang in a crowded bar, it
was not unusual to see several hands
shoot for the jacket pocket because there
was nothing personal about ringtones
then. Choice was very limited, as was the
technical delivery of the sound. Pulse-
coded modulation gave us simple wave-
forms that sounded crude because they
relied on the highly sophisticated tech-
nique of turning the speaker on and off to
generate 'bleeps'. Frequency modulation
was the next step but, frankly, it wasn't a
great deal better.

Now, everything has changed. Ring-
tones and embedded soundcards in hard-
ware have become smarter, with poly-
phonic tones replicating smoother wave-
forms - and suddenly sonic branding has
become a lot more interesting and, poten-
tially, a lot more effective.

The buzz about sonic branding
In essence, sonic branding in its modern
form has been gathering pace since the
late 19905. The issues being addressed
today go well beyond just using music to
register an impact or response.

Sonic branding relates to the use of a
unique sound, chords or melody that
readily identifies and advertises products
or services associated with a particular
brand. Since much of our day can be spent
hearing without necessarily listening,
sound can have distinct advantages in
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terms of associa-
tion and differen-
tiation over visual
forms of market-
ing, where some-
times we have to
look carefully to
tell brands apart.

When develop-
ed effectively, sonic
branding can pene-
trate both the emo-
tional and the logical
mind. This is why
industries such as to-
bacco have been re-
stricted from using
sonic branding in
the US since 1970.

The opportunity to use
sonic branding is broad and is
set for growth. David Anderson,
vice president of global brand inno-
vation for Intercontinental Hotels, re-
vealed recently that the company has
spent 12 months conducting in-depth
global customer research into the applica-
tion of sound and music in its hotels.

Accepting that certain sounds can have
a distinct effect on people's moods and
attitudes, Intercontinental believes it can
enhance its brand significantly with the
strategic use of acoustic sounds. Only 3%
of guests surveyed stated that they did not
want any music to be played in the hotel,
reinforcing InterContinental's belief that
music can play an integral part in guests'
experience and strengthen the brand.

But aural wallpaper isn't really sonic
branding - it's ambient branding, used in
the same way that furniture, art and car-
pet colours are used in hotel interior
design; not instantly recognisable or
strongly associated with a particular
brand and needing refurbishment regu-
larly. Music, like the other design ele-
ments, can become a useful part of a
brand system but, unless it's specially
commissioned, it cannot become a lasting
'trademark', owned and protected by the
brand. And the 'curator' of the licensed
music bank had better have a good ear.

Sonic branding is best explained by
the concept of the 'sonic logo' - a few

seconds of distinctive, distilled
brand experience that is sufficiently
unique to be associated with only one
brand. It has to be simple (you have only a
few seconds to work with), and the notes
or chords have to combine to create
instant recognition and positive associa-
tions with the brand.

A sonic logo also has to be original
enough that the intellectual property can
be protected by copyright. According to
Francis Preedy, a trademark attorney at
Hallmark-IP, it is possible to register
sounds as trademarks, provided that
those sounds meet the requirements of
any trademark for registration: they must
be capable of clearly distinguishing the
goods or services of one party from those
of another. They must also be capable of
being represented graphically.

A good example to illustrate the latter
point is the instantly recognisable sound
of Tarzan's distinctive call. After a ten-
year legal battle to trademark the ape-
man's cry, it wTas rejected by the EU trade-
mark authority in 2007 because the
graphic representation did not clearly
explain the sound.

As with the sense of smell, music can
be a strong memory trigger that enhances
the brain's ability to recall. Because there

is less sonic branding around than visual
branding, it's also easier to differentiate.
With the sophisticated technology we

now have ready access to, and many
more audio-ready delivery chan-
nels, sonic branding has a big
future, particularly online.

Intel and its three-second
'chime' isn't the only success
story; another organisation
that has capitalised exten-
sively on sonic branding is UK
insurance company Direct

Line. Opening for business
in 1985 with just one

product (car insur-
ance) and providing
just one means (the

telephone) by which
customers could pur-
chase its competit-
ively priced product,
Direct Line's object-

ive was to develop a
sonic logo that would pro-

vide the brand with a sus-
tainable marketing advantage. By

creating a strong visual asset (the red tele-
phone) jumping over the hill accom-
panied by its instantly recognisable and
upbeat jingle, Direct Line clearly set itself
apart from its competitors.

Creating a sonic logo
Developing an acoustic design is not dis-
similar from designing visual systems
and graphic devices, except the skills
required are quite different. First of all,
one has to understand the product and its
users. Then you have to define all the
requirements, constraints and environ-
ments where the sonic logo will be
deployed. Then, using the imagery of a
specific product or service, the sonic
designer tries to develop acoustic cues
that not only fit the visual cues but also
mimic the way the product is used. This
way, the association can be reinforced
every time the product is used.

In the case of Intel, the company
wanted a short piece of music that evoked
innovation, trouble-shooting skills and
the inside of a computer, while also
sounding corporate and inviting. One of fr
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California's hottest designers, Kyle Coop-
er, was commissioned to create an adver-
tisement for Intel's Pentium technology
and asked his long-time friend, musician
Walter Werzowa, to work with him to
develop the soundbite. At the time, Wer-
zowa had never heard of Intel.

The brief to develop a jingle that would
run for no longer than three seconds was
frustrating for the Austrian synthesiser
king. This was an entirely new venture for
him and a major departure from the sort
of music he was involved with. But, as is
often the case in the creative world, the
breakthrough came when he started to
sing the words. Intel loved the resulting
piece of music and the rest is history.

Emotional touchpoints
WTien developing a sonic brand, the emo-
tional touchpoints in the target market
must be clearly identified. These can dif-
fer widely, depending on the age of the tar-
get audience, the type of product being
marketed and the market the product is
competing in.

Once these touchpoints have been
identified, the developer sets out to create
a blend of sounds that might amalgamate
voice, instruments and perhaps some
musical fourths and fifths that gel easily
together. The key objective, however, is to
ensure the brand message is interwoven
with the tune and that the sound is har-
monious and fits comfortably with the
product or service being marketed.

The ultimate aim of sonic branding is
to create a sound, usually a series of notes,
chords or even a rhythm, that triggers a
positive association and intrinsically

links the product or service with that
memory. Jazz has been used successfully
by Starbucks, not only to entice cus-
tomers to stay for a cup of coffee and enjoy
the atmosphere, but to convey a message
of style and sophistication: "This is no
ordinary cafe, this is Starbucks."

Nucleus recently worked on sonic
branding for a test roll-out of an eMoney
card in Greater Manchester. The product
is called sQuid - a smartcard that will be
used for transactions under £ro, such as
buying a coffee, newspaper or sandwich,
combined with a smart-
card for transit (trains
and buses). We want to

make using sQuid highly memorable, so
in the future when you wave your sQuid-
card over a reader at the checkout, it will
play a distinctive five-note tune to tell you
the transaction is completed. That will be
sQuid's sonic logo.

To ensure this is original and effective,
we have commissioned Rick Astley to
compose sQuid's sonic logo. With many
number-one hits to his name, his prove-
nance is excellent. Our aim is for the sonic
logo to become a friendly confirmation
that you've just made a payment with a
sQuidcard, but that the core combination

of notes will also be mixed in with other
soundtracks to extend the sonic brand
into a system, which will be right for
many circumstances.

One advantage that sonic branding has
over visual branding is that it has the
potential to transcend the language and
cultural barriers associated with visual
forms of communication. It is also a
branding technique that can overcome
reduced levels of attention. However,
that's not to say that one size fits all. As
David Anderson of Intercontinental Hot-
els has pointed out, while the company's
brand has always revolved around cele-
brating the local culture of a destination,
it was important that the acoustic strategy-
was market-specific and provided for
regional adaptation, yet at the same time
created a consistency for the Intercontin-
ental brand worldwide.

There are other issues that companies
need to address with sonic branding.
Whereas jazz has been successful for
Starbucks and many other brands, estab-
lished pieces of music, such as a well-
known Bach concerto or a Beatles ballad,
miss the mark completely, bearing no
relationship with the product or service
they are intended for. Therefore, the strat-
egy must be clearly thought-through and
an original sound developed that not only
conveys the message the company wants,
but also will not be confused with any

other brand.
At present, we are
only scratching
the surface of the
strategic signifi-
cance of sonic

branding. That is mainly because our
understanding of neuroscience as a mar-
keting tool is in its infancy.

As we gain a deeper understanding of
how the brain works and responds to cer-
tain stimuli, we will be able to understand
what makes a hit record, a catchy jingle or
an effective sonic logo, and churn them
out on a production line. Until then, like
visual design, it will all remain the black
art of the talented creative.
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