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The effect of negative valence on memory and perception: 
Negative brand names experimental study

J.E. Yulianto, C.A. Rhenardo, J. Juan & J. Pauline
Center for Consumer Psychology, Industrial-Organizational Psychology, and Social Psychology, 
School of Psychology, Universitas Ciputra Surabaya, Surabaya, Indonesia

ABSTRACT: While some studies suggest that a positive brand name may better predict 
consumers’ memory of the product, other studies agree the opposite. The aims of this study 
are to explore how people recognise a negative brand name, and to investigate how it cor-
relates to people’s preference and willingness to buy the product. A two-stage experiment 
was conducted on 84 undergraduate students. The results show that when structured stimuli 
are exposed with attractive colourful pictures, negative brand names are more likely to have 
lower recognition compared to positive brand names. However, negative brand names with 
no colourful picture are easier to remember. The results also show that compared to positive 
brand names, negative brand names are more likely to have lower correlation to consumers’ 
preference and willingness to buy the products.

1 INTRODUCTION

‘A product can be copied by competitor, a brand is unique. A product can be quickly 
outdated, a successful brand is timeless’ (Stephen King, as cited in Trott and Sople 
(2016)).

Consumers’ memory is influenced by their cognitive ability, learning experiences, mental 
health state, and environmental situation (Pierce & Gallo, 2011). Their cognitive ability and 
memory capacity in remembering a brand name are limited and differ from one to another 
depending on how strong their short-term memory is (Pierce & Gallo, 2011). Klink (2009), 
for example, found that males and females differed in responding to a brand name. Kellogg 
(2001) stated that it was easier for people to receive visual stimuli than auditory. Further-
more, Kellogg (2001) also emphasised that because the human brain interacts continuously 
with the social environment, the accuracy of people in remembering a brand name is not 
always reliable. The interaction makes the human brain process the information to create a 
new meaning. These processes then explain how consumers remember and forget new brand 
names in marketing.

Stephen King’s statement reflects the importance of selecting a suitable brand name for 
a business. It is important for introducing either a new product or a new business. The suc-
cess of a marketing campaign often depends on how easily the consumers like and recognise 
a particular brand. Klink and Athaide (2012) argue that brand name is strongly related to 
brand personality. It can be said then that a good brand name may improve the consumers’ 
awareness of the brand. However, failure in determining the right brand name can prevent 
the product’s or business’s development (Ghodeswar, 2008; Keller & Lehmann, 2006). Since 
the numbers of start-up businesses are growing rapidly, we think that research on brand 
names is important.

Most people agree that a brand name could influence how consumers remember and are 
aware of a certain product (Mccracken & Macklin, 1998; Oladepo & Abimbola, 2015). The 
importance of brand name challenges many entrepreneurs to determine the right brand 
for their business. However, which type of brand name that has the highest effect on the 
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consumers’ memory remains debatable. Some studies revealed that a positive brand name 
may better predict the consumers’ memory of the product compared to a negative brand 
name (Kensinger & Corkin, 2003), but other studies showed the opposite results (Guest 
et al., 2016). Furthermore, those studies only focused on one type of brand, either only a 
positive brand name or a negative brand name.

The present studies also want to investigate consumer perception, which is measured by 
two aspects: the liking and intention to buy. Studies on how a brand name influences consum-
ers’ perception are extensively reviewed among scholars. Klink (2003), for example, studied 
how people perceive brand images through brand name, including their structure (font, size, 
shape, and colour) and consistency in design. Gunasti and Ross (2010) also found another 
structure, called alphanumeric brand name, which affects consumer preferences. In their study, 
they found that alphanumeric brand name activates consumer attribution and increases the 
liking aspect towards brands. Other scholars also found that certain brand names influence 
people’s expectation and understanding of the product (Pavia & Costa, 1993). These find-
ings reveal that memory and perception are two interrelated important issues in discussing a 
brand name.

Some studies compared negative words with other types of  words. Guest et al. (2016), 
for example, found that negative brands and non-negative brands have no correlation with 
negative meaning. Another example is a study by Kensinger and Corkin (2003), which 
investigated the relationship between negative words and neutral words. They found that 
participants more likely remembered negative words rather than neutral words. It was also 
easier for participants to remember the font used in negative words rather than in neutral 
words.

Some advertisements use unusual or negative words to gain attention from the consumers. 
In Indonesia, for example, some food and beverage businesses are gaining attention from 
their consumers because they use unusual or negative words. This has become a trend in 
Indonesia and is well-received by Indonesian consumers. ‘Nasi Goreng Mafia’, ‘Nasi Goreng 
Jancuk’, and ‘Mie Setan’ are some brands that are reportedly succeeding in gaining consum-
ers since their first introduction (Kompas, 2013; Thohari, 2015; Wisanggeni, 2016). There-
fore, we suggest the following hypotheses:

H1: Negative brand names are more memorable than positive brand names.
H2: Consumers express a higher rate of liking and willingness to buy positive brand names.

2 METHODS

2.1 Participants

A two-stage experiment was given to 84 undergraduate students (Mage = 19–22; SDage = 20.34) 
from several departments. Opportunity sampling was used to select participants by promot-
ing research participation opportunities in each class. All participants signed an informed 
consent statement before entering the experimental room. Students who were not able to 
complete the two stages of the experiment could withdraw from the study without any con-
sequences. There was no incentive given to the participants on joining the experiment. The 
experimental session was divided into four parallel sessions to control the number of partici-
pants in each session. Each session took place in different classrooms which had the same 
room setting. All instructions were in Indonesian language.

2.2 Design and procedure

2.2.1 Experiment I
In this first experiment, we investigated whether negative brand names were easier to memo-
rise compared to positive brand names. We added particular colour, font, and logo in both 
types of brand names. Every slide of visual stimulus contained one positive brand and 
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one negative logo. The duration of exposure to each slide was five seconds to explain the 
stimulation, and three seconds to show the experimental presentation. After that, the partici-
pants were asked to watch and remember a total of 20 slides in each session. They were not 
told that the stimuli were brand names, to avoid attention bias.

In the first stage, the participants were instructed to give a mark to every brand that had 
appeared in the previous slide. Then, the experimenter showed a total of 30 positive brand 
names and 30 negative brand names. Thus, the worksheet contained the logos of the brands. 
In the second stage, the participants were instructed to give a mark to the name of the brand 
that had appeared in the previous slide. Then, the experimenter showed a total of 20 negative 
names and 20 positive names. Thus, the worksheet only contained the names of the brands 
without any pictures. In the last stage, the participants were instructed to give a mark to the 
names of the brand that had appeared in previous slide. Then, the experimenter showed a 
total of ten positive brand names and ten negative brand names. Both the logos and work-
sheet only contained the names of the brands without any pictures.

2.2.2 Experiment II
In the second experiment, we explored how much the participants like particular brand 
names and their intention to buy the products. We used 40 products which were divided into 
20 negative products and 20 positive products. A PowerPoint slide was used to show each 
product for ten seconds. A seven-point Likert-style scale, ranging from 1 (Not interested) to 
7 (Strongly interested) was used to analyse the degree of the participants’ preferences and 
intention to buy the product.

2.3 Stimuli

There were two types of stimuli used in this study. The first is the negative stimuli which are 
widely accepted as options to be chosen as brand names in contemporary new products and 
businesses. Some noticeable brands that we used in the present research include stereotypi-
cally antagonistic words. The likes of ‘Demon’, ‘Freak’, ‘Nerds’, and ‘Mafia’ were among 
them (see Figure 1 for examples).

The second is the positive stimuli. We used some brands that use positive words in their 
structure. The likes of ‘Handsome’, ‘Smart’, ‘Donation’, and ‘Positive Energy’ were chosen 
as stimuli (see Figure 2 for examples).

These pictures were taken from a search engine and categorised as free-to-reuse pictures. 
All stimuli were shown in their original colour. The researchers controlled the size of the 
pictures to make sure that the participants could see the stimuli without being overexposed. 
The resolution of the pictures was no less than 400 megapixels.

Figure 1. Examples of negative stimuli.

Figure 2. Examples of positive stimuli.
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3 RESULTS

3.1 Experiment I

From the first experiment, we found that positive brand names like ‘Chris Angel’ are surpris-
ingly easier to remember than negative brand names such as ‘Blood Buster’ (F(84) = 19.25, 
η2 = 0.25, p < 0.001), as well as their colour (F(84) = 12.42, η2 = 0.87, p < 0.001). However, 
negative brand names are still easier to memorise if  their structure includes only a name with 
no associated logo (F(84) = −1.93, η2 = 0.23, p < 0.001) (see Table 1).

3.2 Experiment II

In the second step, we want to examine whether the participants like positive and negative 
brands being offered, and whether they want to buy the products. We correlate the liking rat-
ing and willingness to buy rating and then compare the results between the negative brand 
images and positive brand images. For the negative brand names, the correlation value between 
liking and the willingness to buy is relatively moderate (r = 0.657, p < 0.001), whereas the posi-
tive brand names have higher correlation value of liking and willingness to buy (r = 0. 839, 
p < 0.001) (see Figure 3).

4 DISCUSSION

The present research aims to answer two research questions: (1) Are negative brand names 
easier to remember than positive ones? (2) Do consumers express a higher rate of liking and 
the willingness to buy for positive brand names. The result shows that compared to positive 
brand names, negative brand names have lower recognition. This result does not support 
previous research that argued that negative brand names are more likely to be remembered 

Table 1. Recognition data.

Negative brand names Positive brand names

Word recognition (% correct) 66.326% 68.784%
Partial word colour recognition (% correct) 67.321% 68.631%
Full name recognition (% correct) 48.810% 47.487%

Figure 3. Mean evaluation rating: Liking and willingness to buy.
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(Guest et  al., 2016; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003). Negative brand names reportedly fail to 
activate arousal in the consumers’ minds in remembering previous stimuli. The factor behind 
this could be the differences of arousal sources in particular words (Xu et al., 2015). Some 
scholars also mention that all humans have their own perception when considering a word as 
negative, neutral, or positive (Purkis et al., 2009; Robinson et al., 2004).

The first result also provides evidence on how negative valence tends to have higher recog-
nition if  exposed with no visual stimuli. This finding supports previous research on how the 
human brain tends to react better to visually colourful stimuli rather than word-based stimuli 
(Kuperman et al., 2014). The present finding is also in line with Adelman and Estes (2013), 
who found that both positive and negative words tend to activate human arousal better than 
neutral stimuli. However, the present finding also supports previous findings that negative 
brand names without pictures activate strong attention compared to both neutral and posi-
tive words (Doerksen & Shimamura, 2001; Kuperman et al., 2014).

The second experiment shows that negative brand names have lower correlation value of 
preference and willingness to buy compared to positive brand names. The result provides 
evidence that negative valence leads to negative evaluation towards the products. We interpret 
this result as avoidance response generated by participants through negative information 
from negative brand names. The result strongly supports the arguments by some scholars, 
that claimed that consumers tend to have automatic appraisal in perceiving negative brand 
names as negative information (Chen & Bargh, 1999; Krieglmeyer et al., 2010).

The implication of the findings can be applied to marketing strategy. Negative brand 
names should be packaged in visually colourful form rather than in merely words. In other 
words, business owners who want to use negative brand names as their ace brand should start 
to restructure, so that the logo emphasises on integrating attractive colourful pictures along 
with the negative brand name, rather than the negative brand name itself. Second, it is also 
important to consider that negative brand names probably have different effects at different 
levels. We are also aware of the automatic judgement among consumers in perceiving nega-
tive brand names. Thus, it is necessary to conduct implicit bias in perceiving negative brand 
names in future research.

5 CONCLUSION

It can be concluded that negative brand names with logos tend to be harder to remember 
than negative brand names. However, negative brand names with no logo are more likely to 
be remembered. We find that it is important for a logo to have attractive figures and colours 
to gain consumers’ attention. The results also show that, compared to positive brand names, 
negative brand names tend to have lower correlation to consumers’ preference and willing-
ness to buy the product. In making a brand name, a marketer should consider the valence of 
negative words, since consumers tend to make automatic judgements in relation to negative 
brand names.
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