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The features

Easy readers
Cognitive fluency – what makes a word or an idea 
simple to process – has become a buzz idea in psychology 
and marketing. But the latest research is exploring 
the interplay between this and its opposite, cognitive 
disfluency. anna sansom asks whether confusing the 
consumer can really help build a brand
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implicity, clarity and familiarity have been cornerstone concepts 
in branding for decades. Now, cognitive fluency – essentially a 
measure of how easy it is to think about something – has become a 
hot topic in the field of psychology as well as marketing. Academic 
studies, mostly carried out in the US, raise interesting points about 
the role cognitive fluency plays in consumer decision-making and 
how it guides our thinking, such as which brands to buy or which 
companies to invest in. 

‘Research shows that companies entering the American 
stock market tend to perform better when they have a name 
that’s easier to pronounce,’ says Adam Alter, assistant professor 
of marketing and a psychologist at New York’s Stern School of 
Business. ‘If you’re floating a company on a foreign exchange, you 
may want to check that your name is fluent in that market.’ As an 
example, he compares the success of cable manufacturer Belden 
to that of Magyar Távközlési Részvénytársaság, the Hungarian 
telecommunications company. 

But the ease or difficulty of just thinking about something, and 
our experience of this, directly affects our judgement, according 
to Rainer Greifeneder, assistant professor at the University of 
Mannheim and co-author of the forthcoming The Experience 
of Thinking: How Feelings from Mental Processes Influence 
Cognition and Behaviour. ‘If you’re asked for 10 reasons to buy a 
Rolls-Royce and naming those reasons is difficult for you, then an 
experience of disfluency ensues and you will probably conclude 
that you don’t like Rolls-Royce,’ Greifeneder explains.

Like Alter, Greifeneder argues that our decisions and 
judgments can be weighed along a continuum from fluent to 
disfluent. Recent studies have revealed how more legible fonts, 
such as Arial and Times New Roman, and using repetition and 
rhyming, can elicit feelings of trust and confidence. Thomas Gad, 
founder of consultancy Brandflight, and Nicholas Ind, author of 
Living the Brand, cite Apple’s products, such as the iPhone and  
its apps and interface, as examples of cognitive fluency.  
‘The apps’ success was based on two things: simplicity and  
creating a positive experience and feeling,’ explains Gad. 

The findings of cognitive fluency strike many branding 
consultants as being intuitive even if they do not recognise 
or use the term. ‘My take is that it’s old wine in new bottles,’ 
remarks Shailendra Kumar, founding partner of London 
brand consultancy Equilibrium. ‘It’s what marketers and brand 
practitioners have been doing since the advent of consumerism, so 
let’s not starting thinking that this is the Holy Grail.’

‘Cognitive fluency is a useful principle that gives scientific 
proof to things that we have known for a very long time,’ says  
Uri Baruchin, a senior consultant at Landor. ‘The closest thing  
to modern branding started during the industrial revolution when 
mills started stamping their flour with logos and you could say 
that, in a way, they had to deal with cognitive fluency.’ Baruchin 
also questions the validity of some academic papers’ results. ‘If 
you check some of the tests, you see that most of them are about 
ease of decision, but the way they test this is often by making 
people reflect on their decisions. However, we know that just 
asking people to rationalise their decision influences it.’

Equally, Jack Yan, author of Typography and Branding, points 
out how aspects of cognitive fluency, such as semiotics and using 
different typefaces to influence mood or impression, are familiar to 
us all. ‘What child does not know the Mercedes-Benz three-pointed 
star? Each time that child sees the symbol, the Mercedes-Benz 
brand is reinforced, for better or worse,’ he says. ‘But recent interest 
in cognitive fluency might remind us to focus on it again. Certainly, 
from the design side, where designers are capable of ever-complex 
illustrative techniques, it would be welcome. But it might be 
simply a trend: when things reach a certain level of over-exposure, 
differentiation demands that the opposite needs to be reached.’

Yet, according to Philippe Mihailovich, a brand consultant 
who teaches MBA students at INSEEC Paris Bordeaux, the 
implications of cognitive fluency in the market place are 
significant. ‘The more the world evolves into one global village, 
the more we look for simple words or better still, symbols, to 
communicate quickly and easily across borders. In luxury, the 
symbols of brands such as the Louis Vuitton LV monogram have 
certainly made it easier for Asians to identify, as opposed to 
the Latin letters of the name, just as the Dove bird on the Dove 
packaging has done. Many Western brand names are adjusted to 
phonetically similar-sounding names in China but with different 
meanings, such as Coca-Cola, which means tasty and happy in the 
four Chinese characters.’

According to Norbert Schwarz, professor of psychology at 
the University of Michigan, high fluency appears to go with 
perceptions of low innovation which equals high familiarity. 
And now there is a new, counter-intuitive, twist on the interest 
in cognitive fluency. Having established what cognitive fluency 
is, some academics are now researching the use to brands of its 
opposite: cognitive disfluency. 

Research in the US examined how low fluency can enhance 
the evaluation of ‘special occasion goods’ where ‘an inference that 
the product is unusual, unique, out of the ordinary, exceptional, 
distinctive, or uncommon is associated with positive value.’ 
Undergraduates participated in studies which looked at their 
responses to gourmet cheeses, going to an upscale restaurant 
for a special occasion, and adverts for chocolate truffles. They 
were more likely to opt for special occasion goods when the 
adverts were in hard-to-read fonts. However, if the difficulty of 
reading the font was first pointed out to the test subjects there 
was no differentiation in evaluation. The results were published 
in a paper: When Products Feel Special: Low Fluency Leads to 
Enhanced Desirability.
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‘It confirmed our intuition that making an ad or a description 
difficult to read makes the product appear more unique and makes 
people looking for those special occasion goods more likely to buy 
it and pay more,’ says Anastasiya Pocheptsova, assistant professor 
in marketing at the University of Maryland who led the research. 
‘In another study we found that making the font more blurry or 
italicised, or blurring the pictures of products by pixellating them, 
could be seen as a sign of variety. It’s still easy to understand what 
the product is but it takes a bit of effort to process the picture.’ 

Other instances where disfluency is recommendable are 
when people want to signal their identity through difference. 
The iPhone may be attractive and symbolic in its own right but, 
Pocheptsova explains, ‘You still may want to put a case on your 
iPhone to say “I’m strong and special”.’

These new findings on disfluency are attracting more attention 
than those on fluency. ‘Disfluency cues tend to communicate “wait 
a second, this is important”,’ notes Baruchin. ‘Total fluency risks 
invisibility because if you are too familiar and too simple you 
will just disappear in a global market with a lot of competitors 
that are very similar. So you always need to sprinkle things with 
disfluency. But it’s not category-specific. You can’t say that luxury 
brands need to be more disfluent or that consumer brands need to 
be more fluent.’ 

Baruchin cites how Landor rebranded FederalExpress into 
FedEx, which has a simple logo and an ‘almost disfluent twist of 
the arrow’. ‘It’s about balance. Branding is more multi-faceted than 
those scientific tests and the art is to know when to use fluency and 
when to use disfluency,’ he notes.

Kumar compares ideas of cognitive disfluency with the need 
to turn a magazine side-on in order to look at an ad (or, in more 
typographically adventurous magazines, the copy) ‘because 
that takes you out of your normal comfort zone, you react to it 
subliminally. That’s a point of difference.’ 

According to Mihailovich, referring to cognitive fluency and 
disfluency is comparable to ‘points of parity’ and ‘points of difference’ 
used in marketing. ‘If I were to launch an energy drink now I would 
be foolish not to have a slim can as a point of parity for consumers to 
know in an instant that it is an energy drink. But to make my point of 
difference noticed, I may launch in a transparent can.’

Hyunjin Song at Yale University and Norbert Schwarz at the 
University of Michigan found that people decide to defer choice 
simply because smaller, harder-to-read fonts make information 
difficult to process. However, harder-to-read fonts can also 
stimulate more concentration. Song and Schwarz carried out  
a study called If It’s Easy to Read, It’s Easy To Do, Pretty, Good,  
and True. They gave participants the following written question: 
how many animals of each kind did Moses take on the Ark? Only 
7% of readers noticed the error (Moses rather than Noah) when 
the question was presented in an easy-to-read font, whereas 40% 
did so when it was presented in a difficult-to-read font. 

‘This phenomenon has potentially important practical 
implications,’ say Song and Schwarz. ‘For example, product 
manufacturers often hide deceptive information in the fine print  
to make it less noticeable. If consumers ever read the fine print, 

however, the disfluency associated with processing it may make it 
more likely that they notice the deception.’

Harder-to-read fonts can lead people to process information 
more deeply, more abstractly, more carefully and yield better 
comprehension. ‘A burst of disfluency might lead to people 
registering information better and can function as an alarm, 
telling them that whatever is coming next requires more mental 
attention, which is beneficial if the message is tricky,’ says Alter. 

This finding has been supported by Daniel Oppenheimer, 
a psychologist at Princeton University and author of Fortune 
Favours the Bold (and the Italicised): Effects of Disfluency on 
Educational Outcomes. He reports that disfluency can also help 
the retention of information and improve memory performance, 
although he advises educators to adopt the findings with caution, 
since the process is not yet fully understood.

Howard Belk is chief creative officer at the international 
branding firm Siegel + Gale, whose clients include companies 
from the financial services, healthcare and digital media sectors 
as well as government agencies. ‘The idea of cognitive disfluency 
is fascinating because what we’ve always tried to do is simplify, 
simplify, simplify. That goes back to the mid-1970s when Alan 
Siegel rewrote a mortgage agreement for City Bank and took 200 
pages of gobbledegook and reduced it to five or six pages of simple, 
understandable language.’

Looking forward, Belk could imagine applying cognitive 
disfluency in transaction documents. ‘In a credit card agreement 
or a home mortgage, the part that says “here are the consequences 
if you don’t pay on time and here’s the scenario where we could 
repossess your house” is where we might want to apply cognitive 
disfluency. So it could be a consumer protection device on some 
level. That’s not disingenuous. It’s a thoughtful way to apply this 
knowledge not to exploit people but to help them in the way 
brands often do not consider.’ 

The trick, of course, will be to find a balance between the two 
cognitions, fluency and disfluency. ‘As brand communicators and 
designers, we can’t be careless about applying disfluency otherwise 
we’re going to confuse people. You need to apply a lot of judgement,’ 
Belk warns. Stanley Moss, founder of Diganzi brand consultancy, 
stresses there is a risk that organisations which are driven by the 
bottom line will fail to treat consumers as intelligent advocates.  
In the current economic climate, this would be dumb. 

Using the principles of cognitive disfluency widely,  
however, could be beneficial at a time when there is growing 
consumer scepticism towards brand promises and a lay 
understanding of marketing trickery. ‘A marketing strategy which 
demands some thought rather than blind acceptance on the part  
of the consumer may put more power in the consumers’ hands 
to make a better-informed decision and be less susceptible to 
manipulation,’ Moss says. 

So where is the cognitive fluency versus disfluency debate 
heading? The title of Oppenheimer and Alter’s ongoing study,  
The Disfluency Sleeper Effect: When Disfluency Today Promotes 
Fluency Tomorrow, implies that a disfluent name can eventually 
become fluent. It follows on from previous studies about how  
the employment of disfluent names relates to the consumer’s level  
of confidence. As confidence in pronouncing a name grows, the 
more likely they are to buy or invest in that brand; it takes time,  
but putting a consumer through a learning process appears to  
build loyalty.

Gad, who created Nokia’s Connecting People slogan, cites 
Hyundai, Samsung and Häagen-Dazs as established brand  
names that people initially struggled to pronounce but that 
became memorable in the long term. ‘Complexity is a spice and 
branding is very much about differentiation and standing out,’ 
Gad notes. Mihailovich echoes this: ‘New fashion brands such 
as Proenza Schouler are having to brace themselves for a very 

long wait for the world to pronounce, spell and even remember 
that name. But once the name has sunk in, it will be remembered 
forever whilst some really easy ones may not.’

Take, as a further example, the wine market in China.  
‘Western companies normally have to change their brand names  
for the Chinese market. But the most important wine châteaux can’t 
create a Chinese name because one of the things people  
are paying for is the exclusivity of the French brand,’ Gad explains. 
‘The wines from the French châteaux with unpronounceable 
names are not popular with the Chinese. They buy the ones that 
they can pronounce and this directly affects the price.’ But Gad 
predicts that this is a short-term problem and that these wines will 
become popular. They may even overtake current top sellers once 
the Chinese have mastered the names. ‘Generally, the difficulty of 
learning how to pronounce and read something is a stopper. But later 
on, it could be the opposite,’ he says. ‘Brands are social indicators 
and learning some really difficult-to-pronounce names could be 
about showing off one’s status and education, and this could be 
immediately attractive.’

The upshot of cognitive fluency and disfluency is that  
nobody is absolutely sure just yet. There are many influential 
factors that blur any conclusion. ‘A lot of psychology comes  
from an American perspective about the individual, but in the  
East it’s a lot about networks and relationships. There are 
tremendous differences about how people perceive and 
experience their world,’ explains Tony Quinlan, founder of 
Narrate Consulting in the UK.

And, as academic research is typically founded on the 
shoulders of prior studies, it is probable that the axis of cognitive 
fluency/disfluency has further to shift. ‘The next big thing is rarely 
easy to identify in science,’ Oppenheimer observes. ‘In all 
likelihood somebody will publish a finding in the next year or so 
that will cause us to re-evaluate how we think about fluency’  

Harder-to-read fonts can 
lead consumers to process 
information more deeply, 
more abstractly, more 
carefully and yield better 
comprehension. Disfluency 
can also help the retention 
of information and improve 
memory – though it should 
be used with caution 


