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Abstract Iconic brand color priming is introduced as a cue
to consumer perceptions of brand personality. Although
previous research has examined generic color meanings
(e.g., purple is exciting, gray is passive and dull, and blue is
competent), we demonstrate an iconic (widely recognized
and well-established) brand color associative priming
process. Through three experiments, we show that the
personality tied to an iconic brand color can be created by
brand managers, learned by consumers, and leveraged by
other brands. Study 1 provides evidence that consumers
perceived the iconic Cadbury purple, as opposed to a
generic purple color, as sincere, aligning with consumer
perceptions of the brand. Study 2 shows that exposure to a
brand color prime (Apple gray), compared to a generic
gray, influences brand personality perceptions (i.e.,
excitement) for an unknown brand. In Study 3, a schema
congruity brand color priming effect is observed, whereby
brand color priming enhancement occurs only when a
brand color prime is placed in a product category that is
congruent. When the brand color prime is incongruent with
the product category schema, the priming effect weakens.
This research provides evidence that brand personality can
be primed, or leveraged, through embedding iconic brand
colors within brand communications.
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Introduction

Brand colors communicate meaning that can become
central to a brand’s identity (Abril et al. 2009) and are the
first point of identification that distinguishes a brand from
competitors (Kapferer 1995). A brand’s color can act as an
important non-verbal cue that can signal brand meaning
and position in the marketplace (Zaichkowsky 2010). In
recent years, research investigating hue (overall color cat-
egory, e.g., blue, green, red) effects in branding has gained
momentum, with researchers focusing on the meaning
consumers derive from colored brand names and brand
logos, including brand personality (i.e., the human-like
characteristics that become associated with a brand: sin-
cerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and
ruggedness; Aaker 1997) (e.g., Grohmann et al. 2013;
Labrecque and Milne 2012; Sundar and Kellaris 2016).
Previous research, however, focuses on the intrinsic
meanings elicited from generic colors when paired with
brands, such as red is exciting, brown is rugged, and white
is sincere (Labrecque and Milne 2012), which is based on
the theory of chromodynamics, that is, the temperature, or
wavelength, of colors (Hynes 2009). For example, shorter
wavelength, or cool, colors (e.g., green and blue) are
calming and relaxing, and longer wavelength, or warm,
colors (e.g., red and orange) elicit arousal and stimulation,
such as excitement or anger (Hynes 2009; Elliot and Maier
2012).

Brand managers often align their color to leverage
already established personality traits. For example, blue
symbolises that IBM is a competent brand. In this instance,
the color gives meaning to the brand. However, brand
managers can give meaning to a color. This research
examines the meaning brand managers give to a color,
from the perspective of learned associations that become
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linked to the brand color over time (via the pairing of color,
objects, messages, and experiences) through the brand
management process (Elliot and Maier 2012). Specifically,
this study looks at real iconic brand colors and their mar-
keter created meaning, beyond intrinsic hue (i.e., generic
color) meaning. For example, gray, a shorter wavelength
color, is intrinsically associated with calming and relaxing
characteristics. However, the Apple brand has been able to
create meaning of excitement with their iconic gray brand
color. The associations tied to the Apple brand (i.e.,
excitement; imaginative, contemporary, young, cool,
unique, and daring) have been carefully crafted by brand
managers and communicated over time to become associ-
ated with the Apple brand and its other brand elements,
including brand color (Pantone 429), and brand name. We
argue that brand colors become iconic when they are
widely recognized and well established (Merriam-Webster
2017). As such, brand managers, over time, use commu-
nications to enhance brand awareness and to establish a
link between the brand color, the brand, and its associated
meanings, including personality (Keller 1993).

Learned meaning association reflects the premise
underlying associative network theory (Collins and Loftus
1975), whereby exposure to an iconic brand color will
simultaneously activate the brand and its adjoining asso-
ciations in consumer memory (including its personality; the
process of spreading activation). Due to the heavy invest-
ment in crafting the association between a brand, color, and
personality, brand managers often seek to legally protect
their hue through a specific blend of saturation and light-
ness (Labrecque and Milne 2012). Colors, like sounds and
smells, however, are particularly difficult to trademark, due
to the complexity in demonstrating that a particular shade
distinguishes a brand (Safi 2014). For example, in Aus-
tralia, oil brand, BP, failed to trademark their specific hue
of green (Pantone 355) for its service stations (Safi 2014).
This was due to green being predominantly applied to
service stations and other equipment used in service sta-
tions. As a result, the color green does not distinguish BP’s
goods and services from other brands in the same product
category (Purcell-Hennessy 2014). Color trademarks are
limited to the product category in which the iconic brand
competes (Tavassoli 2001). The difficulty with which color
trademarking occurs, and the limitation on product cate-
gory competition, provides managers of brands an oppor-
tunity to leverage the meaning tied to iconic brand colors.

This research aims to examine three core research
questions: (1) whether an iconic brand color can convey
brand personality traits beyond that of generic colors
(Study 1); (2) whether exposure to an iconic brand color
prime can influence personality perceptions for an
unknown brand (Study 2); and (3) whether color priming
effects are dependent upon product category schema

congruity (Study 3). We suggest that this research has
implications for brand managers wanting to create a unique
brand color in order to differentiate their brand from
competitors. In addition, this research identifies ways by
which brand managers can leverage the associations tied to
an iconic brand color in order to “borrow” meaning.

Theoretical development
Color: brand personality cue

Literature supports the notion that models of semantic
memory, that is, associative network theory, can be used to
understand the formation and activation of color associa-
tions (e.g., Elliot et al. 2007; Labrecque and Milne 2012;
Labrecque et al. 2013; Stach 2015). Consumer memory is
structured as an associative network containing nodes (i.e.,
brand attributes including personality, benefits, and atti-
tudes; Keller 1993) connected by means of related links
that vary in strength (Martindale 1991; Anderson 1983;
Collins and Loftus 1975). Retrieval of associations is
dependent upon the spreading activation process, whereby
a set of nodes triggers the activation of connected nodes
(Anderson 1983). Spreading activation, therefore, is the
simultaneous activation of the brand, the brand’s color, and
personality associations tied to the brand.

Although the hue (color), saturation (intensity of hue),
and lightness (amount of black/white added to the hue) of
colors examined in the literature are seldom reported,
researchers have consistently demonstrated associations
between generic colors and personality traits. For example,
individuals characterize blue hues with competence, trust-
worthiness, security, and sincerity; red hues with imagi-
nation and excitement; and yellow hues with sincerity,
excitement, and refreshment (Grohmann et al. 2013; Hynes
2009; Labrecque and Milne 2012). Labrecque and Milne
(2012) suggest a spreading activation process occurs when
a brand leverages the meanings associated with a generic
color (i.e., chromodynamics). Exposure to a brand’s visual
identity (e.g., a blue hue brand logo) triggers intrinsic
generic hue-related color meaning in memory (e.g., blue is
competent), with this meaning contributing to the brand’s
personality (e.g., a brand with a blue brand logo is
competent).

Due to the spreading activation process in associative
network of memory, a brand name, its iconic color, and
personality will, over time, become a part of the brand’s
associations set. Exposure to the brand name will activate
the brand’s personality, and exposure to the iconic brand
color will also activate the brand’s personality. As such, it
is proposed that when a consumer is exposed to an iconic
brand color, both the brand name node and brand
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personality traits will be simultaneously activated. In the
case of Cadbury, the generic purple hue is associated with
excitement (Hynes 2009), which is also a personality trait
highlighted by the brand through their marketing commu-
nications. However, the brand also positions itself as a
sincere brand (cheerful and family friendly, e.g., through
their annual Cadbury Family Day which includes their
Cadbury Easter Egg Hunt); a personality trait not associ-
ated with the purple hue. As such, we propose that con-
sumers will perceive the brand personality trait
associations of excitement and sincerity tied to the brand
color Cadbury purple (i.e., Pantone 2865C) and the brand
name itself (i.e., Cadbury), as the spreading activation
process links the elements of generic and learned brand
color associations, and brand name, to the brand’s per-
sonality traits. On the other hand, it is expected that a
generic color will heighten hue-related personality traits
(i.e., excitement, above sincerity). It is, therefore, hypoth-
esized that:

Hypothesis 1 Exposure to an (a) iconic brand color and
(b) iconic brand name will elicit perceptions of different
brand personality traits than exposure to a generic color.

Color: associative priming

Associative priming occurs when one concept, or node,
activates a second concept, or node (e.g., Postman and
Keppel 1970), through spreading activation (Collins and
Loftus 1975). This process occurs when a generic or an
iconic brand color provides meaning to an unknown brand.
In other words, when an unknown brand is paired, or
primed, with a brand color, activation of an association
linked to a brand color (such as the brand personality trait)
spreads from the prime color node to the unknown brand
through an associative network link.

Drawing on associative network theory of memory
(Collins and Loftus 1975), it is proposed that when the
meanings residing within the brand color (i.e., personality)
are coupled with an unknown brand, those meanings, or
associations regarding the brand color, transfer or become
associated with the unknown brand. For example, the
generic hue of gray is associated with competence (relia-
bility, intelligence, and success; Labrecque and Milne
2012). As such, it is proposed that when consumers are
primed with the generic color gray, they should associate
an unknown brand with competence; as the meanings tied
to the color transfer to the brand through spreading acti-
vation. However, the Apple brand (a brand with a gray
logo) positions itself as being an exciting consumer elec-
tronics brand, a brand that is trendy, cool, and contempo-
rary (e.g., the Mac vs. PC ads highlighted that PC’s were
outdated, boring, and uninteresting compared to the Apple
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Mac). Therefore, it is proposed that an iconic Apple gray
color will act as a priming device, activating brand per-
sonality judgments (competent and exciting), which will be
ascribed to the personality of an unknown brand. It is
hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 2 Exposure to an iconic brand color prime
will elicit different perceptions of the brand’s personality
for an unknown brand, compared to exposure to a generic
color prime.

Associative color priming: product category schema
congruity

According to schema congruity theory, product category
schemas, or organized structures of prior knowledge about
the product category stored in memory, influence evalua-
tive judgments (Srull 1981; Fiske and Pavelchak 1986).
Product category schema congruity occurs when there is
consistency within the entire configuration of associations
tied to the product (Mandler 1982; Meyers-Levy and
Tybout 1989). Product category schema incongruity, on the
other hand, is when associations with the product mismatch
the corresponding product category schema, with some
research identifying that it results in frustration and nega-
tive consumer evaluations (Meyers-Levy and Tybout
1989). We argue that personality is also a part of con-
sumers’ associative network of memory tied to particular
product categories, forming the overall product category
schema.

Drawing on associative network theory and schema
congruity theory, we propose that associative color priming
enhances only when the brand personality associated with
the iconic brand color is congruent with the unknown
brand’s product category schema. In other words, if the
brand personality of the color prime is aligned with the
product category schema, priming will strengthen brand
personality judgments. For example, the Tiffany and Co.
brand positioning is focused on the sophistication of the
brand. As such, it is suggested that as sophistication is a
personality that is congruent with the perfume product
category schema, the Tiffany & Co. blue color prime in an
advertisement for an unknown brand of perfume should
enhance the “sophistication” brand personality meaning
association transfer. Alternatively, it is proposed that the
iconic brand color priming effect will be attenuated when
the brand personality of the color prime is incongruent with
the unknown brand’s product category schema. For
example, as sophistication is incongruent with the choco-
late product category schema, the brand personality trait of
sophistication primed through the Tiffany & Co. blue color
in an advertisement for an unknown brand of chocolate will
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inhibit the “sophistication” brand personality associative
meaning transfer. Formally, it is proposed that:

Hypothesis 3 Exposure to an iconic brand color prime
will elicit different perceptions of brand personality for an
unknown brand that is congruent with the product category
schema, compared to exposure to a generic color prime.

Study 1

Study 1 aimed to demonstrate that iconic brand colors (as
opposed to generic colors) convey the personality traits of
the brand for which they are associated.

Pre-test: iconic brand color selection

A pre-test (n = 80) was conducted to identify iconic (i.e.,
widely recognizable) brand colors. Five brand colors were
selected for the pre-test: Guinness black (Pantone 419C),
Tiffany & Co. blue (Pantone 1837), Cadbury purple (Pan-
tone 2685C), Apple gray (Pantone 429), and Caterpillar
yellow (Pantone 123C). These brand colors were selected
as it is expected that the personality traits associated with
the brand will differ from the traits associated with the
generic color hue (e.g., yellow is associated with sincerity
and excitement (Labrecque and Milne 2012), while the
brand Caterpillar is positioned as a rugged and competent
brand). Pre-test participants were presented with a swatch
of the five test brand colors (color swatch of
600 mm x 400 mm). Participants were shown each of the
five brand colors sequentially (order randomized across
participants). Participants were then asked to indicate
which brand is associated with the color (open-response).
Results indicate that Tiffany & Co. blue (=~ 78%), Cad-
bury purple (85%), and Apple gray (= 91%) can be cate-
gorized as ‘“‘iconic” (recognition > 75%), with less
consistent color recognition achieved for Guinness black
(=~ 28%) and Caterpillar (5%). Thus, we selected Cadbury
(Study 1), Apple (Study 2), and Tiffany & Co. (Study 3) for
this research.

Participants and procedures

A sample of one hundred and seventy-four members of the
Australian general public (96 male, 78 female) participated
in an online experiment. A between-subjects design was
employed, with participants randomly allocated to one of
three experimental conditions: (1) brand color (n = 58;
purple: websafe color code #330066 (rgb® 2016); color
swatch of 600 mm x 400 mm), (2) generic color (n = 58;
purple: websafe color code #6600CC (rgb 2016); color
swatch of 600 mm x 400 mm) or (3) brand name (n = 58;

Cadbury; Helvetica font in black; 600 mm x 400 mm)
(see Appendix 1). The sample exceeded that required for
statistical power of .80, with an a priori alpha level of .05
and estimated medium effect size (F = .25) (that is,
n > 159; Cohen 2013).

To create the generic color, the saturation of the brand
color was altered. Specifically, as Labrecque and Milne
(2012) demonstrates that lightness does not affect judg-
ments of brand sincerity, the lightness of the Cadbury
brand color was enhanced to 40 percent (from 20 percent)
to create the generic color control. The altering of the
color’s lightness ensured that a consistency in hue (270°)
and saturation (100 percent) was maintained.

First, participants were shown either the brand color
swatch, generic color swatch, or the brand name image and
asked “If this color [brand] were a person, what kind of
person do you think they would be?” Participants were
then presented with the 42-item brand personality scale
drawn from Aaker (1997, items randomized), and asked to
rate the degree to which each trait applied to the color
(brand or generic) or brand on a seven-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) (Cronbach
Ogincere = -924;  Cronbach  oeyciing = .899;  Cronbach
Ocompetent = -902; Cronbach osophisticated = -911; Cronbach
Orugged = -917), and simple demographic information was
obtained.

Results

To ascertain brand name-color personality correspondence
(i.e., whether participant evaluations on each of the per-
sonality dimensions differed across brand name, brand
color, and generic color), a MANOVA model was esti-
mated with personality traits examined simultaneously as
the dependent variables. Results showed a significant dif-
ference in brand personality judgments across brand name,
brand color, and generic color (Wilks’ Lambda = .795,
p <.001, #* = .108). Between-subjects effects demon-
strate that significant differences were observed for the
traits of excitement (F (2, 171) =5.88, p = .003,
n* = .064) and sincerity (F (2, 171) = 6.72, p = .002,
n* = .073). No other significant results were found. Mul-
tiple comparisons for brand sincerity judgments showed
that the brand name (p = .002) and brand color (p = .026)
were deemed to be more sincere when compared to the
generic color. No difference between brand color and brand
name was observed (p = .627). Further, the generic color
was perceived to possess a more exciting personality when
compared to the brand color (p = .002; no difference
between brand color and brand name was observed;
p = .283). Hypothesis 1 is, therefore, supported. Table 1
summarizes the results obtained.
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Table 1 Brand personality

traits—Cadbury Brand personality trait Brand name Brand color Generic color F p
M SD M SD M SD
Sophisticated 3.12 1.70 3.31 1.30 2.76 1.69 1.84 162
Exciting 5.24 1.30 4.90 1.24 5.67 1.14 5.88 .003
Competent 4.09 1.43 4.16 1.46 4.31 1.68 .33 721
Sincere 5.14 1.00 4.93 1.07 4.34 1.49 6.72 .002
Rugged 3.52 1.35 3.64 1.33 3.78 1.51 494 611

Study 2

Study 2 aimed to examine associative brand color priming.
Specifically, it is argued that personality traits tied to a brand
color will become associated with an unknown brand.

Pre-test: personality traits—Apple

To identify which personality traits are associated with the
brand, Apple, a pre-test was undertaken (n = 55). Pre-test
participants were asked, “If the brand Apple were a person,
what kind of person do you think they would be?” Par-
ticipants were then asked to rate the degree to which each
of the 42 personality traits applied to the brand (Aaker
1997; items randomized; 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree; Cronbach oincere = -921; Cronbach
Olexciting = -903; Cronbach  ocompetent = -910; Cronbach
Osophisticated = -909; Cronbach oiyggeq = .912).

To identify the personality traits associated with Apple,
a series of one-sample ¢ tests (test value of 4, neutral point
on scale) were performed. Specifically, we sought to
identify the traits that participants, on average, “agreed” to
apply to the Apple brand. Results showed that two traits
were associated with Apple; competence (Mcompe-
tence = 4.98; SDcompetence = 1.08, p <.001) and excite-
ment (Mexcitement = 3-73; SDexcitement = 1.13, p < .001).
Further, one trait was deemed to be not associated with
Apple (Myggedness = 3-42; SDpyggedness = 1.38, p < .001),
with the two remaining traits being neither associated nor
non-associated with the brand (Mophisication = 4.27;
SDsophistication = 1.11, p = .075; Mincere = 4.25; SDgincere
= 131, p < .155).

Participants and procedures

A sample of one hundred and twenty members of the
Australian general public (61 male, 59 female) participated
in an online experiment. A between-subjects design was
employed, with participants randomly allocated to one of
two experimental conditions: generic color (n = 60; gray:
websafe color code #4D4D4D (rgb™ 2016) versus brand
color (n = 60; gray: websafe color code #999999 (rgb"
2016). This sample exceeded that required for statistical
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power of .80, with an a priori alpha level of .05 and esti-
mated medium effect size (d = .50, that is, n > 102;
Cohen 2013).

To create the generic color for Study 2, the lightness of
the brand color was altered. Labrecque and Milne (2012)
demonstrate that lightness (value) does not affect judg-
ments of brand excitement. As a result, the lightness of the
Apple brand color was reduced to 30 percent (from 60
percent) to create the generic color control, while main-
taining hue (0°) and saturation (0 percent).

First, participants were informed that a new brand is
entering the marketplace, ND&X. Participants were asked: “If
this new brand, ND&X, were a person what kind of person do
you think they would be?” The color of the screen directly
behind the question was altered to display either the brand
color or generic color (see Appendix 2). Consistent with Study
1, participants were then presented with the 42-item brand
personality scale drawn from Aaker (1997; items randomized)
and asked to rate the degree to which each trait applied to the
new brand (Cronbach ogincere = .904; Cronbach  leyciting
= .901; Cronbach ocompetent = -912; Cronbach  ogophisticated
= .923; Cronbach oygeeq = .925). Finally, simple demo-
graphic information was obtained.

Results

It was expected that exposure to a brand color would
influence an individual’s perception of an unknown brand’s
personality (i.e., ND&X is an exciting brand). To test this
hypothesis, a MANOVA model was estimated with per-
sonality traits examined simultaneously as the dependent
variables. Results showed a significant difference in brand
personality judgments across brand color and generic color
primes (Wilks’ Lambda = 597, p < .001, n* = .403).
Between-subjects effects demonstrated that significant
differences were observed for the trait of excitement (F (1,
117) = 68.75, p < .001, n* = .370). No other significant
results were found. Results showed that the unknown
brand, ND&X, was deemed to be more exciting when
paired with the brand color as opposed to the generic color,
providing support for Hypothesis 2. Table 2 summarizes
the results obtained.
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Table 2 Brand personality traits—ND&X

Brand personality trait Brand color Generic F )4

color

M SO M SD

Sophisticated 437 1.14 4.07 136 176 .187
Exciting 490 1.00 3.53 .80 68.75 <.001
Competent 5.00 138 4.65 151 2.25 136
Sincere 432 1.17 397 1.00 321  .076
Rugged 344 101 358 143 40 531
Study 3

Study 3 aimed to examine the effect of product category
schema congruity on consumer brand personality percep-
tions. It is argued that brand color priming effects will
attenuate when the personality associated with the brand
color prime is incongruent with the unknown brand’s
product category schema.

Pre-test: personality traits—Tiffany and Co

To identify which personality traits are associated with the
brand Tiffany & Co., a pre-test was undertaken (n = 60).
Pre-test participants were asked, “If the brand Tiffany &
Co. were a person, what kind of person do you think they
would be?” Participants were then asked to rate the degree
to which each of the 42 personality traits applied to the
brand (Aaker 1997; items randomized; 1 = strongly dis-
agree, 7 = strongly agree; Cronbach ogncere = .920;
Cronbach  exciting = .890; Cronbach  acompetent = 914
Cronbach oggphisticatea = -906; Cronbach oyegeq = .918).

To identify the personality traits associated with Tiffany
& Co., a series of one-sample 7 tests (test value of 4, neutral
point on scale) were performed. Results showed that two
traits were associated with Tiffany & Co.; sincerity (Mg;,.
cerity = 4.92; SDgincerity = 1.17, p < .001) and sophistica-
tion (Mophistication = 3.67; SDgophistication = 1.27,
p < .001). Further, one trait was deemed to not be asso-
ciated with Tiffany and Co. (Mggedness = 3.30; SDryggea-
ness = 1.37, p < .001), with the two remaining traits being
neither associated nor non-associated with the brand
(Mexcitement = 4.23; SDexcitement = 1.25, p = .155; Mcom-
petence — 4.25; SDcompetence = 1.39, p = .167)

Pre-test: product category selection

A pre-test was undertaken (n = 40) to identify products
whose product category schema was either congruent or
incongruent with the target personality trait of sophistica-
tion. Employing measures adapted from Bigné et al. (2012),
pre-test participants reported on three seven-point scales, the

degree to which chocolate/perfume and “sophistication”
are: incongruent/congruent, do not go together/go together,
illogical/logical (chocolate Cronbach ocongruence = -947;
perfume Cronbach ¢ongruence = -871). Results of a paired
samples ¢ test demonstrated that perfume (Mcongru-
ence = .11, SD¢ongruence = 1.18) was perceived as signifi-
cantly more congruent with sophistication when compared
to chocolate (M ongruence = 3-64,  SDcongruence = 1.03,
p < .001). Thus, perfume was deemed to have a congruent
product category schema, while chocolate was found to
have an incongruent product category schema.

Participants and procedures

A sample of two hundred and ten members of the Aus-
tralian general public (108 male, 102 female) participated
in an online experiment. A 2 (color prime: generic vs.
iconic brand) x 2 (product category schema: congruent vs.
incongruent) between-subjects design was employed, with
participants randomly allocated to one of the four experi-
mental conditions. The sample for Study 3 exceeded that
required for statistical power of .80, with an a priori alpha
level of .05 and estimated medium effect size (F = .25)
(that is, n > 158; Cohen 2013).

To create the generic color, the saturation of the brand
color was altered. Drawing from Labrecque and Milne
(2012) who demonstrates that saturation does not affect
judgments of brand sophistication, the saturation of the
Tiffany & Co brand color was reduced to 25 percent to
create the generic color control, while maintaining hue
(180°) and lightness (60 percent).

Participants were exposed to an advertisement for a
fictitious brand, Burlay (color and product category
manipulated across conditions; see Appendix 3). Burlay
was presented as either a brand of chocolate (incongruent)
or perfume (congruent). Participants were then asked: “If
this new brand of [perfume/chocolate], Burlay, was a
person what kind of person do you think they would be?”
Consistent with Study 1 and Study 2, participants were then
presented with the 42-item brand personality scale drawn
from Aaker (1997; items randomized), and asked to rate
the degree to which each trait applied to the new brand
(Cronbach  oincere = .898;  Cronbach  dexciting = -906;
Cronbach oompetent = -910; Cronbach aophisticated = -903;
Cronbach oygeeq = .925). Finally, simple demographic
information was obtained.

Results

It was expected that exposure to an iconic brand color
would influence brand personality judgments for an
unknown brand, Burlay, with the effect strengthening
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under conditions of product category schema congruence.
To test this hypothesis, a between-subjects MANOVA
model was estimated, whereby personality traits were
examined simultaneously as the dependent variables.
Results showed a significant difference in brand personality
judgments across color prime (Wilks’ Lambda = .908,
p = .001, n* = .092), product category schema (Wilks’
Lambda = 748, p = .001, r]2 = .252), as well as the
interaction color prime x product category schema (Wilks’
Lambda = 930, p = .011, #*>=.070). Analysis of
between-subjects effects demonstrated significant main and
interaction effects for the trait of sophistication. Significant
results were not observed for excitement, sincerity, com-
petence, or ruggedness (p > .05). Specifically, results
showed that the iconic brand color prime (as opposed to
generic color) enhanced sophistication judgments (F (1,
206) = 13.34, p < .001, 172 = .061). Further, the trait of
sophistication was more prominent when the unknown
brand was positioned within the congruent product cate-
gory schema (perfume), as opposed to the incongruent
product category schema (chocolate; F (1, 206) = 25.37,
p < .001, > = .110). A significant interaction effect (color
prime x product category schema) was also observed (F (1,
206) = 9.77, p = .002, 112 = .045). Results showed that
the brand color prime significantly enhanced perceptions of
sophistication when the unknown brand was situated within
a congruent product schema (F (1, 103) = 24.96, p < .001,
n* = .195). However, the brand color prime did not affect
judgments of sophistication when the brand was positioned
within an incongruent product category schema (F (1,
103) = .128, p = .721, 112 = .001). No other significant
results were found. Table 3 summarizes the results obtained.

Discussion and conclusion

Marketers use color to signal product attributes and to dis-
tinguish brands within the marketplace (Labrecque et al.
2013). The results of this research, however, provide unique
insight into the use of color in branding, specifically in
recognizing the ability of an iconic brand color to: (a) con-
vey brand personality traits, and (b) prime personality
judgments for a new or unknown brand; neither of which
has been previously considered in the marketing literature.

Previous research has examined how brand names and
logos can utilize the intrinsic meaning associated with color to
create brand personality associations (e.g., red is exciting;
Labrecque and Milne 2012). While it is also known that
marketers can create their own color associations through the
brand management process by creating linked associations
beyond those traditionally associated with a color (Keller
1993), the ability of an iconic brand color to convey person-
ality traits that may be associated with a brand, absent of its

¥

Table 3 Brand color and product category schema congruence—
Burlay sophistication

n M SD F P

Main effect: color prime

Brand color 104 5.02 1.31 13.34 <.001
Generic brand 106 4.39 1.36

Main effect: product category schema
Congruent 105 5.14 1.32 25.37 <.001
Incongruent 105 4.28 1.28

Two-way interaction
Congruent product schema
Brand color 53 5.72 1.20 9.77 .002
Generic brand 52 4.56 1.18
Incongruent product schema
Brand color 53 432 1.01
Generic brand 52 4.23 1.52

other brand element counterparts, has not been explored.
Results of this research extend the work of Labrecque and
Milne (2012) and Labrecque et al. (2013) on the importance of
color in marketing by demonstrating the power of created and
learned brand associations elicited by color. Findings indicate
that while a generic color may be intrinsically associated with
a particular personality trait (e.g., purple is exciting), and will
indeed create perceptions of brand personality related to those
intrinsic color associations, a color with specific specifications,
such as lightness that has been utilized by an iconic brand, can
elicit stronger perceptions of a personality trait that has been
learnedly associated with that brand (e.g., Cadbury purple is
sincere). The apparent impact of these results for brand man-
agement would support theory that a single, distinctive color is
effective for creating a strong brand identity (Simonson and
Schmitt 1997) and aids the portrayal of specifically created
brand associations surrounding brand personality.

Another practical implication for brand management
arising from this research is that iconic brand colors can be
embedded into marketing communications (e.g., as a
background color, or specific components of an advertise-
ment like the color of a prominent object) to leverage
learned personality associations. Results of this research
extend current branding theory in relation to color and
personality perceptions by demonstrating that personality
traits associated with an iconic color can be transferred to a
new or unknown brand via color priming in branded
communications. This result may provide useful insight for
brand management, especially for new or relatively
unknown brands. Brands trying to establish brand associ-
ations to create their brand’s identity may do well to
leverage the personality associations from a well-estab-
lished brand by utilizing the iconic brand’s color in their
marketing communications.



Roses are red, violets are blue, sophisticated brands have a Tiffany Hue... 391

Further, results of this research indicate that product
category schema congruity will impact consumer brand
personality perceptions. That is, when an iconic brand
color is used as a prime for an unknown brand, a person-
ality trait provoked by the presence of an iconic brand color
will be more pronounced when the personality trait is
congruent with the product category schema. This provides
important advice to brand managers regarding the use of a
specific color with the purpose of leveraging learned
associations connected to an iconic brand. For the iconic
color prime to be effective, it is important that the per-
sonality trait elicited by the iconic color is utilized in a
product category that would be consistent with consumer
prior knowledge structures and what they associate with
that product category. For example, utilizing Tiffany & Co.
blue as the background of a print advertisement for a new
brand of make-up may be more successful in generating
associations of sophistication than a new toothpaste brand,
as consumers would not naturally associate the toothpaste
product category as being sophisticated.

Color has always been an important marketing consid-
eration, particularly in the design of logos and packaging.
While marketers may be restricted to a traditional color
vocabulary when it comes to package design to convey the
attributes of the product (Alsop 1984), marketing com-
munications do not have that constraint. Marketers should,
however, pay careful attention, and be strategic with the
use of color in marketing communications for several
reasons. First, color plays an imperative role in the creation
of a brand’s identity and facilitating brand awareness
(Keller 2003). Although the results of this research provide
marketers with a useful tool for stimulating brand person-
ality perceptions, caution should be applied with any use of
competing brand color, so as not to confuse the identity of
the brand, and draw attention to the competing brand.
Second, results of this research also indicate that brand
personality perceptions created by an iconic brand color
can transfer easily to products within the same product
category schema and therefore may transfer to extensions
or new brands within other similar product categories. With
previous research suggesting that brand extensions can
potentially dilute brand personality (Diamantopoulos et al.
2005), it is suggested that brand managers should be
careful when leveraging multiple brands in a portfolio that
the brand personality traits inferred from color associations
do not dilute the core brand personality.

Colors cannot legally be exclusively claimed by a com-
pany (Alsop 1984), and although companies can trademark
colors, pursuing color registration is not easy. For example,
the Cadbury purple failed to obtain trademarking based on
the lack of specificity, clarity, and precision (Bowcott 2013).
Where brand color copyright exists, the trademark is limited
to the product category in which the iconic brand competes

(Tavassoli 2001); therefore, results of this research provide
brand managers (of competing brands in alternate product
categories but congruent product category schema) with a
means to leverage brand personality from existing brands
that have established strong, unique, and favorable brand
personality associations.

Limitations and directions for future research

While the results of this research have strong implications
for branding theory and practice, it is not without limita-
tions. Despite websafe colors being adopted for this research
to control screen color variations and color perception dif-
ferences, results of this study may be limited as variations in
color may appear across screens due to the online nature of
the studies. Even if a laboratory study was conducted on one
computer, variations in lighting and participant’s eye
structure would affect color appearance (Fraser et al. 2005;
Pantone 2017). The impact of this limitation, however,
would be very minimal as brand managers are unable to
fully control for an exact color, even in printing, with dif-
ferent paper stock, printing machines, and temperatures of
ink affecting color production (Fraser et al. 2005).

Additionally, this research only examines the ability of a
single color to portray personality traits, and prime per-
sonality traits for an unknown brand. While using a single
color as the focus of brand identity is deemed to be more
effective (Simonson and Schmitt 1997); many successful
and iconic brands use a combination of colors (such as
McDonald’s red and yellow). Future research should
investigate color combinations and the impact of different
combinations on the elicitation of personality traits, as well
as their ability to prime for new or unknown brands.

Further, while the results of this research highlight the
capacity of color to signal brand personality, the marketing-
related outcomes related to color priming and brand person-
ality have not been examined. Previous research shows that
brand personality influences not only consumer preference
and usage (Biel 1993), and consumer experiences and uses of
a brand (Aaker and Stayman 1992), but also consumer atti-
tude and purchase intention (Batra and Homer 2004). While
it is anticipated that these positive effects would be observed
for color induced brand personality, future research is needed
to confirm this assumption through examining the mediating
role of brand personality on attitudes and purchase intention
following exposure to an iconic brand color prime.

Also not considered in this research are the unintentional
consequences that may arise from the use of an iconic brand
color in an attempt to leverage brand personality. Firstly,
while results of this research would indicate that learned
personality associations created by an iconic brand are
stronger than intrinsically associated color meanings, the
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impact of negative associations that may be learned through
the continued use of color not considered in this research
has not been explored and should be considered in future
research. Secondly, future investigations should also
examine the impact of the presence of an iconic brand color
in another well-known brand’s marketing communications,
to determine whether unintentional use of these colors may
“muddy” the brand associations for that well-known brand,
having detrimental consequences on the brand’s identity.
Lastly, while the benefits of utilizing an iconic brand color
to leverage learned brand personality associations are clear
from the outcomes of this research, the impact of another
brand implementing the iconic brand color in marketing
communications, on the iconic brand, has not been explored.
Future research should examine whether another brand’s use
of an iconic brand color would dilute the associations with the
iconic brand, and therefore impact on the brand’s iconicity.
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Appendix 1: study 1 stimuli

Iconic brand color condition

Generic color condition

Brand name condition

Cadbury

Appendix 2: study 2 stimuli

Iconic brand color prime condition

Generic color prime condition

A new brand is entering the
marketplace, ND&X. If this new brand,

ND&X, were a person what kind of
person do you think they would be?
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Appendix 3: study 3 stimuli

Congruent product category schema

Iconic brand color

N

|

 pvanaBLe (
~ NOW!

Burlay

PERFUME

Incongruent product category schema

Iconic brand color

N

| AVAILABLE {
N Now!

Burlay

CHOCOLATE
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