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L ong before I joined Contagious, I spent a summer 
working as an entertainer in a home for dementia 
patients. Along with an exhaustive repertoire of 

wartime tunes, the experience taught me about the power of 
music to evoke memory. Many residents couldn’t remember 
their own names, but when the music started, would sing 
along to every number word-perfect. 

Brands have been taking advantage of music’s power 
to aid recall for years (perhaps the best example is the 
sonic logo for Intel Inside). Back in 2007, the University of 
Leicester found that brands with music that fits their identity 
are 96% more likely to be recalled than those with non-fit 
music or no music at all. 

But while sonic branding, and the research that proves 
its effectiveness, has been around for decades, it has been 
widely neglected by advertisers who often misunderstand 
it as no more than a jingle at the end of an ad. ‘We know 
that you remember things that you hear better than things 
that you see,’ says Jo McCrostie, creative director at Global 
Radio and jury president for the Radio & Audio category at 
Cannes Lions 2018. ‘So why on earth would you risk not 
having any audio branding?’ 

Advertisers are finally beginning to realise that they 
can no longer afford to take that risk. ‘Sound is going to 
become increasingly important because it exists across an 
increasingly large and growing number of platforms,’ says 
McCrostie. ‘At Cannes, audio was cropping up everywhere. 
It’s not just in the traditional places where people expect it 
to be. It’s not just a radio ad.’ 

The clamour of businesses vying for 
attention is at fever pitch – it’s time 
to attune and unify your brand’s sound 
profile or face being drowned out, 
says Kate Hollowood 

 Join the   
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Indeed, it’s telling that the Radio category at Cannes 
Lions was this year renamed Radio & Audio. And the fes-
tival awarded several Lions to campaigns featuring sound 
in unlikely arenas, from Louvre Abu Dhabi’s audio-guide 
art tours on a highway in the UAE to Carling Black Label’s 
football stadium chant about domestic violence.

With brands grappling with more touchpoints than ever, 
building consistency has become more challenging. But 
sound has the power to make every branded experience feel 
uniform and on-message. As Roscoe Williamson, head of 
branding and partner at MassiveMusic in London, says, ‘The 
way we experience brands now is as a collection of fragmented 
memories, stories and experiences. Because of this, brands 
are starting to think more strategically and long term about 
how they can use music and sound to create continuity.’

Unlike visual branding – another way to create continuity 
– sound doesn’t need to be adjusted for different screen 
sizes or even require a screen at all. And in order to engage 
customers via voice-controlled devices – be they smart 
speakers, fridges, cars or other internet-enabled things – 
brands will have to rely solely on what they sound like. If 
brands approach this new era without a sonic strategy they 
risk the most undesirable of fates: being muted. 

Unchained melody 
Having a strategy for sound is about more than developing 
a sonic logo. ‘Sonic branding has evolved from creating a 
“bing-bong” at the end of a commercial to developing a fully 
holistic branded sound world,’ says Williamson. 

While the need to create these ‘sound worlds’ that encom-
pass a multitude of touchpoints is new, the craft of creating 
flexible sonic identities isn’t. Hollywood film composers have 
been using a process, known as watermarking, to do this 
for decades. Watermarking reinterprets a musical motif or 
signature to fit different moods or musical styles (the James 
Bond theme is a great example).

Alex Normanton, EU creative director of music and brands 
at MassiveMusic in Amsterdam, described watermarking as: 
‘The sound of the brand versioned out into different genres, 
feelings – all with a central strand. It becomes sonic super 
glue that binds different experiences together.’ 

When Unilever ice cream brand Cornetto tasked 
MassiveMusic with using music to engage its teenage 
audience, the agency wrote a summer anthem called I’m 
In Love, where the song’s chorus became the brand’s 
watermark or audio signature. The catchy three-note melody 
was designed to reflect the three stages that Cornetto uses 
to describe the process of eating its ice cream: ‘diving in’, 
‘enjoying the ride’ and ‘loving the ending’. 

The song became the backing track for Cornetto’s sum-
mer commercial, making it feel more like a music video than 
a traditional ad. To reach a variety of markets, the brand 
worked with artists who created their own versions of the 
song, which they shared with their followers online. Local 
radio stations played the artists’ renditions and teenage 
fans uploaded their own covers to YouTube. 

The following summer, Cornetto created another song 

called King For One Day that featured the same three-note 
motif as a key part of the track, making it feel distinctly 
Cornetto. ‘The sonic signature has given us a great platform 
to communicate with our target audience in a manner that 
is appreciated by them and helps create consistency in the 
message we are conveying,’ says Mick Van Ettinger, senior 
vice-president, Unilever.

Suddenly I see  
The fragmentation of media means that while it’s become 
harder to create consistency, the need for it is also more 
pronounced. Having a sonic strategy or a suite of audio 
assets at their disposal can enable marketers to create 
new branded moments. Suddenly customer interactions 
that have been going on for years can be transformed into 
opportunities to drive home the brand’s identity and values. 
A brand anthem could be played as a founder walks onstage 
at a conference, for example, or during the wait on hold for 
a customer service call.

Often during customer interactions like these, businesses 
are using sound relatively thoughtlessly and wasting the 
opportunity to make a statement about the brand. ‘If you’re 
spending money on audio anyway, why don’t you think 
about who you are and what you want to communicate 
so it’s not always different?’ says Alexander Wodrich, 
founder of Berlin-based audio branding agency Why Do 
Birds. ‘Nowadays, you don’t have that many chances to 
communicate with your target audience, so whenever you 
do it’s so valuable.’ 

That’s why the agency helped Hyundai create in-car 
sounds when it composed a suite of audio assets for the 
auto brand. Previously, Hyundai vehicles played a ‘welcome’ 
and ‘goodbye’ jingle when owners entered and left the car. 
Why Do Birds redesigned the audio to fit with the new sonic 
logo and then made sure that all other in-car beeps and 
alarms were in the same musical key. ‘Even if it’s a warning 
sound, like you need to buckle up, it’s still pleasant, but 
urgent enough that you know what to do,’ says Wodrich. 
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Turn off the lights
Hyundai’s in-car sounds illustrate how audio can provide 
customers with useful feedback and instructions. As tech-
nology develops and the Internet of Things, smart speakers 
and voice assistants become more commonplace, brands will 
have no choice but to communicate with their customers via 
sound. Some businesses are already preparing for this future.

‘We’re seeing a rise in clients asking for branded UI 
sound suites,’ says Williamson. These are short sounds 
that communicate information to the user such as ‘message 
sent’, ‘power low’, ‘action done’, etc. For example, Google 
Assistant’s ‘mic on’ sound is a two-note upward octave. 
This creates the sense of a channel opening and indicates 
to the user that they can start speaking.  

Smart speakers are particularly challenging to design for 
because the experience is dominated by the AI assistant, 
whether it’s Alexa, Cortana or Siri. Wodrich notes that when 
using Amazon Echo ‘you always feel that you’re in the world 
of Alexa. You only have snippets of time to fill with your own 
sound files and make your brand distinguishable.’

To differentiate in audio, brands need to develop ‘earcons’ 
(audible icons) that are distinct and sound like they are from 
the same family. ‘With more screenless UI and voice interac-
tion, earconography is going to be increasingly important,’ 
says Williamson. ‘It’s those short moments when you’ve got 
to know it’s the sound of the brand.’ 

After creating its revolutionary ‘swipe-right-to-Like’ visual 
interface, dating app Tinder asked New York-based agency 
Listen to enhance its user experience with sound. With  
15 million users across 200 countries, the brand wanted 
to create a suite of sounds that were distinct, ownable and 
improved the app experience. 

Listen defined a sound brief for each step of the user jour-
ney and identified three design principles. Firstly, the sound 
of Tinder had to be ‘lighthearted’, so the agency created 
playful melodies with lightly plucked instruments. Then to 
express a sense of ‘surprise and delight’, they incorporated 
quick tempos, plus percussive, bright and resonant tones. 
Finally, the dating app needed to sound ‘fresh and young’, 
so the earcons were designed to feel game-like, which also 
helped make the app experience appear faster.  

I second that emotion
Just like when designing a visual user interface, compos-
ing audio UX requires thinking about the emotional and 
functional elements of the experience. ‘As we roll beyond 
the screen and the visual, sound will be used to make our 
lives easier but also to affect how we feel,’ says Normanton. 

The emotion that sound can evoke was an important con-
sideration for electronics brand Philips, which approached 
MassiveMusic to help it use sound to strengthen brand 
preference among consumers.  

As well as composing music for more typical contexts, 
such as above-the-line communications, social and events, 
the agency developed sounds for Philips medical products, 
such as MRI scanners. ‘The whole sonic environment of 
the hospital can be quite anxiety inducing, which is crazy 
considering this is the place you go when you’re feeling at 
your worst and most vulnerable,’ says Aifric Lennon, music 
and mind researcher and account manager at MassiveMusic. 

Philips and MassiveMusic re-engineered the sound of the 
medical equipment to help limit patient stress. ‘We have our 
own internal rhythm that stems from our heartbeat, so you 
can manipulate an external rhythm to entrain that of your own,’ 
Lennon explains. It’s why people might be drawn towards 
listening to an upbeat song in the gym and a soothing one 
before bedtime. It also explains why sound can be such 
a powerful tool for marketers. 

What a feeling
‘It’s imperative that you emotionally connect with your 
audience and claim a piece of their precious mind’s real 
estate,’ says Thomas Marzano, Philips global head of 
brand experience. ‘Sonic branding helps you do that on 
a deeper level than any visual or verbal media can; it’s more 
subliminal and thus more primal in the way it impacts our 
senses and emotions.’ 

This emotional power is what makes sound such an 
effective tool to help brands develop consistency across 
a fragmented media landscape. If brands can harness this 
power in the right way, they can ensure that – just like the 
toe-tapping wartime classics – they are remembered for 
a lifetime. IL
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It’s imperative that you 
emotionally connect with your 

audience. Sonic branding 
helps you do that on a deeper 

level than any visual or 
verbal media can; it’s more 

subliminal and thus more 
primal in the way it impacts 

our senses and emotions
Thomas Marzano, Philips




