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Abstract

This research investigates nickname branding, a novel phenomenon whereby firms incorporate the “street” names consumers
give brands into their own marketing (e.g., Bloomingdale’s opening a “Bloomie’s” store). While practitioners anticipate positive
results from deploying this tactic, the current research serves as the first empirical investigation of its likely effectiveness. Drawing
on speech act theory, the authors theorize that using a nickname in place of a formal name serves as an act of power redistri-
bution, effectively signaling submission to consumers, thereby reducing the perception of a brand’s power and weakening its per-
formance. Through a multimethod approach that incorporates secondary data analyses, field studies, and preregistered
experiments, the results support this view across a range of performance metrics. In addition, the authors show that this effect
is contingent on two factors, such that nickname branding (1) harms performance more for competent brands than warm brands
and (2) is less pronounced when nicknames are used in messages that are communal-oriented (vs. transactional-oriented). This
research introduces a new theoretical perspective centering on the illocutionary meanings embedded in the process of naming
brands and highlights actionable insights on how marketers should approach or avoid consumer-based slang in their marketing.
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“Bloomie’s” is no longer just a consumer nickname for
Bloomingdale’s. Rather, company management decided to offi-
cially adopt this popular street name for its new store opened in
Fairfax, Virginia in 2021 (Thomas 2021). In fact, Bloomingdale’s
is one of many brands that incorporates consumer-created nick-
names in their marketing: When Nordstrom revamped its loyalty
program in 2018, the company announced that a key change was
to rename it “The Nordy Club” in honor of the brand’s long-
standing nickname (Howland 2018). In their social media activities,
many brands make use of their nicknames such as BMW (e.g.,
“You can call us Bimmer, we’re friends at this point”; BMW
USA 2020) and Cumberland Farms (e.g., “Coffee comes and
goes, but Cumby’s is forever”’; Cumberland Farms 2023).
Companies attend to what consumers say about their brands,
and consumers enjoy coining and using nicknames for their
favored brands (Zhang and Patrick 2018, 2021). In response
to this consumer enthusiasm, companies are starting to regularly
incorporate brand nicknames into their marketing. Managers
expect that doing so will capitalize on the consumer affection

reflected by nickname use and improve brand performance.
For example, Jeff Gennette, CEO of Macy’s (the parent
company of Bloomingdale’s), suggested that Bloomie’s
would help retain a share in the luxury market (Thomas 2020)
while Scott Meden, CMO of Nordstrom, declared that
“Nordy” provided “customers more reasons to engage with
us” (Howland 2018).

But will firms benefit from deploying their nicknames? To
our knowledge, there is no academic research on the topic.
Though brand nicknames have attracted some scholarly atten-
tion in recent years, research is limited to understanding the phe-
nomenon from a consumer perspective, focusing on their use of
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brand nicknames. In general, research shows that when used by
consumers, brand nicknames lead to favorable consequences
like greater brand attachment (Zhang and Patrick 2018) and per-
ceived information authenticity (Zhang and Patrick 2021). No
research has investigated the phenomenon of companies’ incor-
porating brand nicknames into their marketing, and it is unclear
whether the tactic will improve brand performance.

To answer these questions, we examine the concept of “nick-
name branding” to describe situations where a company
employs its brand nickname in its marketing and offer the first sys-
tematic academic exploration of its consequences. Counter to the
likely expectations of Nordstrom and Bloomingdale’s manage-
ment, we find that nickname branding is detrimental to brand per-
formance, lowering consumer engagement, reducing brands’
ability to charge a price premium and causing other harms.
Drawing on speech act theory (Bach and Harnish 1979), we
explain these effects by demonstrating that brand nicknames are
associated with consumer perceptions of reduced brand power
(see Figure 1). We also show that this tactic hurts performance
more for competent brands (vs. warm brands) and that the effect
is weaker when nicknames are used in messages that are
communal-oriented (vs. transactional-oriented).

We make several theoretical contributions. First, unlike pre-
vious research’s focus on the consumer perspective, this article
is the first to explore the use of nicknames by marketers. As
well, we employ the novel theoretical lens of a speech act per-
spective that contemplates the illocutionary meaning behind
the act of a company deploying consumer language about its
brand (i.e., a nickname). Importantly, while researchers have
advanced understanding of the effects of linguistic features
(e.g., phonetic characteristics) associated with successful
brand names (Pogacar et al. 2021), we are the first to show
that who gives versus who uses a brand nickname also
matters. We demonstrate that a firm’s adoption of a nickname
can be detrimental to a brand’s performance by reducing its per-
ceived power. Lastly, we highlight two managerially relevant
moderators by showing that the same linguistic cue (i.e.,
brand nickname) can lead to disparate results depending on
the brand stereotype (i.e., competent vs. warm) and the
message type (i.e., transactional vs. communal).

Next, we describe nickname branding and draw on speech
act theory to explain how companies deploying brand nick-
names hurt their power and performance. We present the
results of analyses tied to secondary data, field studies, and
experiments, and conclude with a discussion of contributions,
offer managerial insights, and outline future research ideas.

Theoretical Development
The Rise of Nickname Branding

Many brands have nicknames, which in a marketing context are
defined as ““a descriptive name given by consumers or the public
to serve as a substitution for a brand’s or product’s (trade-
marked) formal name” (Zhang and Patrick 2018, p. 148). This
definition highlights the idea that nicknames are informal
labels that reflect consumer language and that consumers can
readily distinguish them from formal brand names. The idea
that nicknames are initiated by consumers, not companies, is
central to our subsequent theorizing. Indeed, in our inquiries
into the histories of various brand nicknames, we have yet to
secure an example of one that originated with a company and
was successful.! Marketers appreciate their provenance as
well: when explaining the choice to use the Bloomie’s nick-
name, the CEO explained that “Bloomie’s has always been a
term of affection from our loyal customers” (Vembar 2021).
Similarly, Nordstrom admitted in a press release that “the
name, The Nordy Club, is directly inspired by how our most
loyal customers and even some employees refer to being a
‘Nordy’” (Hall 2018).

Research suggests that there are three types of brand nicknames
(Zhang and Patrick 2018; see Table 1). The first is based on a pho-
netic similarity with the formal brand name, a category that can be

! We conducted a pretest to assess consumer views on whether brand nicknames
are generally appreciated as originating with consumers (Pretest 1, Web
Appendix 2a). The results provide strong evidence (F(1, 58)=149.79, p <
001, n?=.72) that formal names are thought to come from companies
(Mforma1 = 1.74), whereas nicknames are thought to come from consumers
(Mnickname = 603)
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Table 1. Examples of Brand Nicknames.

Nomenclature

Negative

Neutral/Positive

Phonetic similarity Diminutive

Altered form

Brand characteristic

Bennie (Benzedrine)
Yammy (Yamaha)

Crackberry (Blackberry)

Crappy Tire (Canadian Tire)
Taco Hell (Taco Bell)

Jesus Chicken (Chick-Fil-A)
Whole Paycheck (Whole Foods)
Squeezy-Jet (Easy]et)

Bloomie’s (Bloomingdales)®
Caddy (Cadillac)>®

Chevy (Chevrolet)™®

Cumby’s (Cumberland Farms)?
Loubi/Loubie (Christian Louboutin)™°
Nordies/Nordy (Nordstrom)?
Rollie (Rolex)®

Starbies (Starbucks)®
Beamer/Beemer (BMW)®

Hojo (Howard Johnson)®
Tarzhay/Tarjay (Target)™®

Big Blue (IBM)®

Brown/Big Brown (UPS)*®
Two-Buck Chuck (Charles Shaw)?

Aesthetic attribute —

Wally World (Walmart)®

VW Bug/Love Bug (VW Beetle)
Batman (Rolex GMT Master )
Ashtray (Seiko 7C46-6009)

?Formerly or currently used by brands in their marketing.

PExamined in our empirical package. We do not examine negative nicknames because they are created by consumers with clear derogatory intent, and it is unlikely

that companies would deploy them.

further divided into those that connote less or small by employing
“y” or “-ie” diminutives (e.g., “Starbies” for Starbucks) and those
that otherwise alter (e.g., “Tarzhay” for Target) the formal name
while retaining some similarity to the original. Second, many nick-
names are associated with brand characteristics (e.g., “Big Blue” for
IBM). Third, particularly true with watch and automobile model
brands, nicknames also reflect aesthetic qualities (e.g., “Batman”
for Rolex watches; “Bug” for Volkswagen Beetle). While most
brand nicknames are positive or neutral (Zhang and Patrick
2018), there are examples that have clear derogatory intent (e.g.,
“Taco Hell” for Taco Bell). Some brand nicknames span categories:
“Needless Markup”” (Neiman Marcus) and “Fourbucks” (Starbucks)
are phonetically similar to their formal names while depicting an
alleged characteristic of the brand (overpriced).

Though brand nicknames are consumer derivations, firms
have started to embrace them for marketing purposes. We
refer to this phenomenon as nickname branding, a term describ-
ing situations where companies employ their own brand nick-
names in their marketing. Cadillac was one of the first to
incorporate its nickname (“the Caddy that zigs”) (Nelson
2019). Other examples include Target’s 2018 launch of a
style campaign with the tagline “Fall for Tarzhay All Over
Again,” McDonald’s using “Mickey D’s” in advertising at the
2023 World Cup, and the current Howard Johnson hotel
chain slogan (“Go Happy. Go HoJo”). Nickname branding is
also popular in China, where nicknames are commonly used
to advertise premium cosmetics (Jean 2020). The increasing
number of marketers embracing nickname branding suggests
that the tactic is intended to have a positive impact. This per-
spective is corroborated by strategy consulting firms: in a
recent report, McKinsey recommended that brands should use
brand nicknames to improve promotional effectiveness and to

create more social buzz (McKinsey & Company 2019). But
are there overlooked drawbacks associated with nickname
branding?

Next, we draw on speech act theory to explain how a firm’s
adopting a nickname may impair brand performance. We base
our explanation on the idea of illocutionary meaning, which
in the context of nicknames revolves around changes in
implied power between the brand and consumers. That is,
regardless of the specific qualities of the nickname itself
(literal meaning, phonetic features, connotations, etc.), it is the
social act embedded in the illocutionary meaning that matters
to consumers and explains their negative reaction to nickname
branding, an explanation we develop next.

Nicknaming, Power Distribution, and Speech Act Theory

Names are important social labels and a part of one’s identity
(Finch 2008), and the act of naming a person is a privilege
(Alford 1988). Through the naming process, the namer not only
confers an identity on a target but also signals a degree of hierar-
chy, control, or ownership (Butler 2010). Naming thus usually
involves indications of the power dynamic between the namer
and the named. For example, with parents and their newborns,
“the right to name a child is an important and significant preroga-
tive” (Alford 1988, p. 36), and in both Egyptian mythology and the
Bible’s Old Testament, deities would refuse to be named for fear
that doing so would allow others to steal their power (Kaplan
and Bernays 1997). These examples suggest that the act of
naming a target entails political and social nuance that goes
beyond the literal meaning of the name itself (Alford 1988).
Consistent with this perspective, the speech act theory posits
that utterances are actions that convey a speaker’s intentions and
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motivations (Bach and Harnish 1979; Searle 1975). According to
the theory, a speech act may be less focused on the truth value
(e.g., the semantic meaning of the utterance) and more on the illo-
cutionary meaning, which is “the effect that a speaker wishes to
have on his or her environment” (Katz 2015, p. 45). For
example, when someone at the dinner table asks “Is there any
salt?,” the semantic meaning might be to question the presence
of salt, but the illocutionary meaning could be an intention to crit-
icize (“the food is not salty enough”) or could represent a request
(“please pass the salt”). In short, a speech act reflects the speaker’s
motivations beyond the utterance of any particular word or phrase.

Mlocutionary meaning is critical for interpreting nickname
usage (Adams 2009). Indeed, nicknames ‘“are labels for
people, places, etc., and often seem to have little other
meaning” (Saeed 2003, p. 27), and understanding the impact
of the act of nicknaming must account for the “revelation of sit-
uational and contextual exigencies” (Leslie and Skipper 1990,
p. 274). Prior research has identified that an important illocu-
tionary meaning associated with nicknaming someone is the
speaker’s attempt to exert power (Adams 2009; Butler 2010).
Since naming is a prerogative, the speaker wants to assert the
right to nickname the target. By so doing, the speaker tries to
create a new identity for the target and to set their own rules
for relationship functioning.

However, the speaker’s attempt will not always succeed:
how the named responds to the namer also reflects illocutionary
meanings. Unlike formal names, what is unique about nick-
names is that the target (the named) has the option to accept
or reject a nickname given by the speaker (the namer).
Nicknames emerge from extensive social interactions and to
some extent, nicknaming is a political battle between the
namer and the named and thus “are the result of complex
social negotiations” (Leslie and Skipper 1990, p. 273). By
observing the outcome of these social negotiations (i.e.,
whether the named accepts or rejects a nickname), one may
implicitly track the power of the named: if the named accepts
the nickname, it is a form of deference that legitimizes the
namer by affirming their right to do so, potentially reflecting
or even affirming a relatively inferior position compared with
a formal name. Or, the named may disagree with the namer
by not responding to or rejecting the nickname, which helps
the named to maintain power (Adams 2009).

In parallel to the human domain, we expect that a brand
embracing a nickname is conceptually an act of deference to
the namer (i.e., the consumer) that is likely to cause a loss of
power in their eyes. In marketing, power is generally defined
as the perceived “asymmetric control over valued resources in
social relations” (Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012,
p- 353). In the context of the current study, this control over
valued resources is reflected in the privileged act of naming,
which is asymmetric. That is, not every party in a social relation
has this naming privilege; only a powerful party has “the capac-
ity to influence the behavior of others, while resisting the influ-
ence of others over oneself” (Brick et al. 2018, p. 994).

In the context of brand names, these ideas are relevant.
Traditionally, a brand name is generated internally as marketers

create and announce the name of their brand, which reinforces
that the naming privilege is owned and controlled by the
company. Further, companies have the capacity to influence the
behavior of consumers (of what to call the brand) through consis-
tently and over a prolonged period deploying that brand name in
their marketing. These two aspects—the control of the naming
privilege and the asymmetric capacity to influence name use—
jointly confer power to the formal brand name. That is, a
company naming its brand is a speech act with a core illocutionary
meaning of legitimating the company’s control of the brand. The
corollary is that consumers are influenced by companies in
knowing and using the formal brand names, thereby acquiescing
to the brand’s power as an independent actor.

When a brand adopts a nickname, which is devised and con-
ferred by consumers, it signifies to consumers a social and political
act implying a relatively inferior position compared with persisting
with a formal name. A key reason for this argument is that brand
nicknames are consumer-generated so a brand’s use of or refusal
to use the nickname is a social negotiation which may lead to alter-
ing the power dynamic (Leslie and Skipper 1990). That is, market-
ers do not control consumer use of a brand nickname, but refusing
to deploy a nickname is itself an act that anchors a brand’s power.
In cases where marketers use the nickname, the brand (the named)
is implicitly submitting or deferring to the consumer (the namer).
The nickname branding process thus alters both core components
of the brand’s power: (1) it admits that the naming privilege is
not the exclusive domain of the brand, and (2) it shows that the
brand’s behavior (e.g., name choice) is influenced by consumers.
As such, from the consumer’s viewpoint, nickname branding
creates the illocutionary meaning of submission and obedience to
consumers, giving away the brand’s power to determine its identity.
In effect, marketers misunderstand the illocutionary meaning asso-
ciated with this tactic: While the intended illocutionary meaning
marketers likely aim to convey is stronger relationships with con-
sumers (Howland 2018), the actual illocutionary meaning per-
ceived by consumers is a weakened brand.

It is also important to note that nickname branding focuses on
the “act of adoption,” which is different from the process of
“renaming.” It is common for brands to change their names. For
example, BackRub changed to Google and Cadabra changed to
Amazon (Josephs 2021). These name changes are initiated inter-
nally (the brands come up with and adopt the new names) and
are thus unlikely to impair brand power because they are still
viewed as independent actors. Conversely, nickname branding is
initiated externally (consumers come up with the nickname and
brands adopt them), which signals that a brand has been influenced
by consumers and is less powerful. Thus, nickname branding and
brand renaming are distinctive processes with different implied
levels of independence and power.

Nickname Branding Impairs Brand Performance

We argue that the loss in power, as viewed by consumers, may
have detrimental effects on brand performance. Defined gener-
ally as a “brand’s success in the marketplace” (O’Cass and Ngo
2007, p. 871), brand performance can be reflected by various
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indicators such as market share (Keller and Lehmann 2003) and
price premium (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001). Marketing
research suggests that power is a foundation of successful
brands and is critical to brand performance (e.g., Crosno,
Freling, and Skinner 2009). For example, a major motivation for
companies’ developing flagship stores is to project power
(Moore, Doherty, and Doyle 2010), which helps influence a
brand’s command over a product category and provide a privileged
position with respect to being top of mind and given consideration
by consumers (Sundar and Noseworthy 2014). Similarly, much
research has documented that being powerless is an aversive
state, suggesting that low-power brands will be chosen less,
while the converse is true as consumers may seek powerful
brands to help them obtain and restore power (Rucker and
Galinsky 2008). Consumers also view more powerful brands as
of greater quality and are willing to pay a premium for them
(Aaker 1991; Machiels and Orth 2017). In general, powerful
brands are more successful because they are more differentiated,
are evaluated better, and have greater equity in the mind of the con-
sumer (Crosno, Freling, and Skinner 2009; Keller 2001). Thus, we
expect that the loss in power, via nickname branding, will impair
brand performance.

H;: Nickname branding harms brand performance.
H,: The relationship stated in H; is mediated by consumer
perceptions of reduced brand power.

The Moderating Roles of Brand Stereotype and Message
Type

Next, we explore two moderators. First, brand stereotypes refer
to consumer beliefs about brands as intentional agents and
reflect two dimensions: competence and warmth (Kervyn,
Fiske, and Malone 2022). Warmth captures whether a brand
has positive intentions toward the consumer and is measured
by such ideas as sincerity and tolerance, while competence cap-
tures whether a brand is able to fulfill those intentions, captured
by such ideas as confidence, intelligence, and competitiveness
(Kervyn, Fiske, and Malone 2012). These brand stereotypes
enable us to explore an important issue. Previously, we
argued that the illocutionary meaning signaled by a brand
using its own nickname is deference, causing the brand to be
seen as less powerful and strong, which in turn harms perfor-
mance in the market. However, is this explanation best suited
to brands whose positioning is mainly aligned with competence?
That is, though a competent brand may be subject to negative
effects from nickname branding, is this less true of a warm
brand? Consumers may expect competent brands to show
strength and resist the influence of others, but this may not be
the case with warm brands (Aaker, Vohs, and Mogilner 2010).
It is even possible to make a case that warm brands, generally
construed by consumers as friendly, sincere, and approachable,
might be well suited for the application of brand nicknames
given that consumers themselves are often motivated to generate
nicknames out of affection for that brand (Zhang and Patrick

2018, 2021). Using a nickname, in other words, may be wel-
comed by consumers in reference to a warm brand for whom
being approachable (not powerful) may be ideal.

Hj;: The negative indirect effect of nickname branding on
brand performance through brand power is weaker when
nickname branding is used by warm (vs. competent) brands.

A major assumption about firms and their leaders is that they
are self-interested actors mainly concerned with benefiting
themselves (e.g., Bosse, Phillips, and Harrison 2009). In the
parlance of brands, this tendency represents an exchange or
transactional orientation whereby economic motives prevail
(e.g., Aggarwal 2004). The exchange orientation thus highlights
“what the other party can offer"—the importance of “control over
valued resources” (Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012, p. 353)—
which is manifested as power. Firms that appear to be transactional
or motivated primarily by exchange may thus reinforce consum-
ers’ “record-keeping” mindset (Clark, Mills, and Powell 1986,
p- 333) by continually tracking the benefits obtained with each
brand interaction, thereby maintaining the salience of brand power.

However, it is also true that brands can demonstrate a concem for
others and transcend their self-interest by centering their activities on
more social and other-focused initiatives. That is, while firms’ cus-
tomary mode of operation is to focus on improving their competitive
position, on occasion their efforts reflect more of a communal orien-
tation, acting in a way that consumers view as promoting social ben-
efits and societal well-being (Song, Tao, and Wen 2021). When a
brand behaves communally, “record keeping is unnecessary”
(Clark, Mills, and Powell 1986, p. 333), suggesting that the lack
of focus on advancing self-interest may help reduce the brand
power penalty assessed by consumers for brands that deploy nick-
names. Because the use of a nickname appears to be in pursuit of
benefiting others, consumers may be less critical of the brand’s activ-
ities, suggesting that impairments to perceptions of brand power
may be reduced. This idea is consistent with prior work showing
that firms associated with enhancing societal well-being are
favored and forgiven more by consumers as well as perceived to
be relatively stronger than brands that are more self-focused (e.g.,
Kim and Kinoshita 2023; Klein and Dawar 2004).

H,: The negative indirect effect of nickname branding on
brand performance through brand power is weaker when
nickname branding is used in communal-oriented (vs.
transactional-oriented) messages.

Empirical Investigation®

We use secondary data, field studies, and preregistered experi-
ments to test our hypotheses (Table 2). Using over a dozen

2 Given length considerations, we report some details in the Web Appendix.
This includes (1) attention checks (Web Appendix E; all are supportive across
studies) and (2) pretests of stimuli. We ran three pretests (Web Appendix 2a—
¢) that covered the brands used in the empirical work. Importantly, Pretest 2
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Table 2. Overview of Studies.

Brand Brand Performance
Study (Nickname) Indicators Main Findings
la Chevrolet (Chevy) X likes and shares H,: nickname branding reduces likes (p =.007) and shares (p =.002).
Ib Target (Tarzhay) CTR on Facebook ads H,: CTR is lower for ads using a nickname (p <.01).
Ic UPS (Big Brown) CTR on TikTok ads H,: CTR is marginally lower for ads using a nickname (p =.079).
2a* Christian Louboutin Brand choice H,: Consumers choose luxury brands described with formal names over
(Loubi) nicknames (p <.01).
2b* IBM (Big Blue) Purchase intention H,: Purchase intention is lower for nicknamed technology brands (p <.01).
plo Starbucks (Starbies, Purchase intention, WTP  H,: Nicknames perform worse (ps <.0l) for diminutive (Starbies) and
Fourbucks) nondiminutive nicknames (Fourbucks).
3a® Walmart (Wally World)  Purchase intention H, and H,: Significant mediation with brand power (p <.0l).
3b® Rolex (Rollie) Purchase intention, price  H, and H: Significant mediation with brand power (p <.01).
premium
4? BMW (Beemer) Price premium Rules out consumer—brand relationships and familiarity as mechanisms.
5° Fictitious brand Purchase intention Hj3: Nickname branding harms brand performance more for competent (vs.
warm) brands.
6 Starbucks (Starbies) Purchase intention H,: The nickname branding effect is attenuated when used in

communal-oriented (vs. transactional-oriented) messages.

*Preregistered.
Notes: All experiments recruited U.S. respondents.

brands, we position our studies in different market situations to
examine the effect of nickname branding on various metrics of
brand performance including likes and shares of brand posts,
price premium, choice, and purchase intention. We intentionally
examine different types of nicknames with varying forms and con-
notations, which helps rule out any explanation based on phonetics
and potentially idiosyncratic associations. Study 1a analyzes histor-
ical X (formerly Twitter) data associated with a real brand
(Chevrolet) and its nickname (Chevy), and Studies 1b and Ic
examine the effect of nickname branding of two mass-market
brands on social media platforms (Target/Tarzhay in Facebook
ads and UPS/Big Brown in TikTok ads, respectively), using a con-
sequential dependent variable of click-through rate (CTR). All
provide evidence that nickname branding may hurt brand perfor-
mance. Studies 2a, 2b, and 2c replicate the main effect in an exper-
imental setting with different types of brands (e.g., luxury,
technology, mass-market) and different brand performance indica-
tors to reinforce the robustness of our findings. Studies 3a and 3b
test the proposed mechanism of brand power using Walmart and
Rolex, respectively, with Study 4 addressing alternative mecha-
nisms (e.g., strength of the consumer—brand relationship). The
last two studies focus on moderators: (1) brand stereotypes and
(2) message type (transactional vs. communal). Throughout, we
also report several supplementary studies (Web Appendix F) to
boost robustness and generalizability.

results show that consumers readily distinguish between brand nicknames and
formal names (ps < .001), and Pretest 3 results show that most (i.e., M =92%,
range = 80% to 98%) respondents can correctly identify the formal brand asso-
ciated with a given brand nickname even if they are not regular users of it. This
suggests our results are unlikely to be due to a lack of familiarity with the nick-
names used as stimuli.

Study |: Consequences of Using Nicknames
in the Market

Study 1 examines the real-world impact of nicknaming brand-
ing. We marshal evidence from a variety of sources (e.g., sec-
ondary data, field studies) that jointly suggest that nickname
branding is an inferior marketing tactic when employed in the
field.

Study | a: Nickname Branding Reduces Likes and Shares
of Brand Posts

In line with previous research (Zhang and Patrick 2021), we
explore how including a brand nickname in posts on a com-
pany’s official X account influences the number of likes and
shares.® Specifically, we reviewed Chevrolet’s X account and
recorded the number of likes and shares linked to posts where
the brand used solely its formal name (n=42) or included its
nickname (n=361). The results show that posts using the
brand nickname are liked less (Mpickname=143.14, SD=
337.45 vs. Mgyma =421.79, SD=1,678.93; F(1, 401)=7.48,
p=.007, n2=.02) and shared less (Myjckname =29.05, SD=

3 Qur initial goal was to replicate the empirical approach of Zhang and Patrick
(2021, Study 1) where they examine three brands (Chevrolet vs. Chevy, Buffalo
Wild Wings vs. Bdubs, and New England Patriots vs. Pats), but little data was
available for the latter two brands (n =19 and n =42, respectively). For compre-
hensiveness, we report those results in Web Appendix A while acknowledging
the concern about small sample sizes. The Chevrolet X data was retrieved on
April 10, 2023, using a third-party freelancer. X limits access to historical
tweets. We instructed the freelancer to obtain data as far back as possible,
which in this study reflected June 7, 2019. Any tweet that contained both the
brand’s formal name and its nickname was classified as a case of nickname
branding (i.e., a brand nickname was used).
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41.54 vs. Mygmma = 117.55, SD = 524.74; F(1, 401)=9.92, p=
002, > =.02).

Study |b: Evidence from Facebook Ads

We conducted a field study using a Facebook A/B split test to
examine how nickname branding influences CTR, a commonly
used performance metric (e.g., Paharia and Swaminathan 2019;
Sevilla and Meyer 2020). We created a single-factor (formal
name vs. nickname) between-subjects test and held all other var-
iables constant such as performance goal (e.g., awareness),
budget and schedule (e.g., $50 per ad for one day), audience
(e.g., users located in the United States; age range: 18—65+
years), and placement (e.g., Facebook feeds and stories). The
two ad versions (see Web Appendix 4a) featured the same
brand logo, images, text, and landing page. The only difference
between conditions is whether the brand was referred to as
Target or Tarzhay. The dependent variable, CTR, was measured
as the percentage of ad clicks out of the total number of users
who viewed the ad at least once (e.g., reported as “reach” by
Facebook).

A total of 38,102 Facebook users were shown a version of
the ads, and the results revealed a significantly lower CTR for
ads depicting the nickname (.03%) compared with ads depicting
the formal name (.09%, y*(1)=6.69, p<.01, ¢=.01). The
CTRs reported in this experiment are in line with prior research
reporting rates from .001% to 5.01% (Orazi and Johnston 2020;
Wu et al. 2023). In addition, we report a preregistered online
study that conceptually replicates this study with purchase
intention in Web Appendix 6a.

Study Ic: Evidence from TikTok Ads

We conducted a similar experiment on TikTok ads depicting
either a formal brand name (UPS) or a nickname (Big
Brown). Both stimuli featured “The UPS Store” at the top,
which is commonly used in UPS advertising and should
reduce concerns that consumers might not know the brand iden-
tity in the nickname condition. Other variables were held cons-
tant (e.g., launch timing, campaign goal [awareness], call to
action [“shop now”], budget [$75/condition]).

The results reveal a total of 101,056 impressions, with a CTR
in the nickname condition (= .34%) that was marginally lower
than the formal name condition (= .41%; x*(1)=3.08, p =.079,
@=.01). In addition, we report a preregistered online study that
conceptually replicates this study with purchase intention and
brand choice as outcomes in Web Appendix 6b.

Discussion. Studies 1a—c examine the real-world impact of nick-
name branding. Collectively, these studies provide converging,
externally valid evidence that nickname branding is associated
with inferior brand performance, supporting H;. Consistent
with the nature of real-world data, some aspects of these
studies are difficult to optimize (e.g., unequal cell size in
Study la). In the remaining studies, we use preregistered
experiments in more controlled settings to examine brand

performance and to investigate the hypothesized mechanism
and potential moderators.

Study 2: Nickname Branding Impairs Brand
Performance

The purposes of this study are threefold. First, we aim to test the
robustness of the nickname branding effect by replicating it
across different types of brands: a luxury brand (Christian
Louboutin, Study 2a), a technology brand (IBM, Study 2b)
and a large mainstream brand (Starbucks, Study 2c). Second,
we assess brand performance with additional outcomes (e.g.,
brand choice, purchase intention, willingness to pay [WTP]).
Third, we gather evidence showing that the nickname branding
effect comes from the act of adopting a nickname (the illocu-
tionary meaning) rather than from the nickname itself. We do
this by disassociating the proposed effect from various linguistic
characteristics. For example, we replicate the effect in Study 2b
with a nondiminutive nickname—one that is not a condensed
version of the formal name (i.e., “Big Blue” for IBM)—and
with nicknames that have different phonetic features and
valence in Study 2c¢ (i.e., “Starbies” and “Fourbucks” for
Starbucks). These changes reinforce the idea that it is the illocu-
tionary meaning of the nickname and not other features that
drive our effects.

Study 2a: Nickname Branding with a Luxury Brand

This preregistered study (https://aspredicted.org/ec6q4.pdf)
examines nickname branding with a luxury brand in an
online store. We assess brand performance using participants’
choice, captured by their clicking behavior.

Method and procedure. One hundred ninety female participants
from CloudResearch completed this study (Myee =21.9 years).
We recruited female participants since they typically are the
target market for the category (high-heel shoes) we chose as
the stimulus. Participants were told that they would be browsing
the Christian Louboutin website, which offered a high-heel
rental service. We directed participants to a simulated
Christian Louboutin web page that displayed the brand’s
actual URL and logo. It presented two pairs of Christian
Louboutin shoes that were nearly identical in style and color
and that were available for rent on the same terms ($49.99 for
seven days). In the control condition, both shoe options were
referred to by the formal Christian Louboutin name, but in the
experimental condition, one option was referred to using the
brand nickname (“Loubi”).* In both conditions, the left/right
presentation of the options was randomized (see Web
Appendix 4c for stimuli). Participants were told to make a
choice of which option they would like to rent by clicking on

4 Christian Louboutin has used “Loubies” in its X posts, but “Loubi” appears on
its website. Because we are simulating the official website in this study, we
employ Loubi.
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the “ADD TO BASKET” button. Our dependent measure,
choice, is the percentage of participants choosing the nicknamed
option in each condition.

Results. A chi-square test shows that nickname branding signif-
icantly reduces the proportion of participants who chose to rent
the nicknamed option (x*(1)=27.34, p<.001, @=.38).
Specifically, when the brand nickname (i.e., Loubi) was used,
the percentage of participants selecting this option (21.5%)
was significantly lower than when the formal brand name
(i.e., Christian Louboutin) was used (58.8%).

Study 2b: Nickname Branding with a Technology Brand

Study 2b (preregistered: https:/aspredicted.org/yq68m.pdf)
examines nickname branding with a technology brand, IBM,
and compares this formal name with its nickname, Big Blue.
While the nickname in the previous study (i.e., Loubi) is a con-
densed version of the formal name, Big Blue is not, allowing us
to test the robustness of the nickname effect in a context where
potential connotations of smaller or less (i.e., diminutives) are
absent. We assess brand performance using purchase intention.

Method and procedure. This study has a single factor (nickname
vs. formal name) between-subjects design. Two hundred
Prolific participants (49.0% female, 50.0% male, 1.0% nonbi-
nary; M, =38.6 years) were randomly assigned to view an
ad from IBM. In both conditions, the ad featured the official
“IBM” logo in a corner of the ad as well as either the formal
name (IBM) or its nickname (BIG BLUE) centered on the
page above an image of tablets (see Web Appendix 4d for
stimuli details). The ads were identical in all respects except
the brand name. We assessed participants’ purchase intention
with two items: “My willingness to buy the tablet from this
brand is ...” and “The likelihood that I would choose this
brand is ...” (1 ="very low,” and 7="“very high”; r=.86),
which were averaged into a composite. At the end of the
survey, participants answered an attention check and provided
basic demographics.

Results. An ANOVA on purchase intention as a function of name
condition reveals participants are less likely to make a purchase
from the brand when its nickname is used (Mpickname=3.76,
SP=1.53; Mformar =4.32, SD=1.55; F(1, 198)=6.72, p<.01,
n-=.03).

Study 2c: Nickname Branding with a Mainstream Brand

Prior research (Zhang and Patrick 2018) shows that some brands
have multiple nicknames that are phonetically distinct and differ
in their connotations and valence. For instance, the popular
Starbucks brand has two nicknames, one a diminutive with
neutral valence (Starbies) and the other (Fourbucks) a nondi-
minutive with a negative connotation (expensive). Study 2c
(preregistered: https:/aspredicted.org/dd5gv.pdf) replicates the
nickname branding effect by comparing this brand with its

two nicknames. In so doing, we offer additional support for
the argument that it is the illocutionary meaning rather than
the specific nickname or type of nickname that drives the effect.

Method and procedure. The design replicates Study 2b. Three
hundred participants from Prolific (48.0% female, 51.0%
male, 1.0% nonbinary; M,,.=36.9 years) were randomly
assigned to one of three conditions and shown a Starbucks ad
that always featured the brand’s siren logo and either the
formal name (Starbucks) or one of two nicknames (nickname
condition #1: Starbies; nickname condition #2: Fourbucks; see
Web Appendix 4e for stimuli details). We measured brand per-
formance in two ways: (1) purchase intention (see Study 2b) and
(2) WTP, where participants indicated how much they would
pay for a cup of coffee from the brand on a slider scale
ranging from $2.50 to $5.50. Lastly, participants answered an
attention check, provided basic demographics, and answered
the question, “How often do you go to Starbucks?” (1="1
never go there,” and 7 =“I go there all the time”).

Results. A one-way ANOVA with purchase intention as the
dependent variable (F(2, 297)=12.27, p<.001, n*>=.08)
showed that participants in nickname condition 1 (Mgpies =
3.82, SD=1.96; t(297)=3.43, p<.001, d =.48) and nickname
condition 2 (Mgourbucks = 3-45, SD=1.78; t(297)=4.81, p<
.001, d=.70) are less likely to purchase than those in the
formal name condition (Mgarpucks =4.73, SD =1.87). The dif-
ference between nickname conditions was not significant
(t(297)=-1.38, p=.17, d=-.20).

A similar one-way ANOVA with WTP as the dependent var-
iable (F(2, 297)=5.90, p =.003, n* =.04) showed that partici-
pants in nickname condition 1 (Mgarpies = $3.48, SD=$.90;
t(297)=2.95, p=.003, d=.40) and nickname condition 2
(Mgourbucks = $3.47, SD=8.81; t(297)=2.99, p=.003, d=
.43) are willing to pay less for a cup of coffee from the brand
than those in the formal name condition (Mgumpucks = $3.85,
SD =3$.96). The difference between nickname conditions was
not significant (t(297)=-.04, p=.97, d=-.01).

On an exploratory basis (i.e., not a preregistered analysis),
we examined if being a regular customer of Starbucks moder-
ated either effect (PROCESS Model 1, 5,000 draws), and the
results showed neither interaction (Bp;=.02, 95% Cl=
[-.0928,.1352]; Pwrp=.01, 95% CI=[-.0448, .0688]) was
significant. In other words, these effects are unlikely to be
explained by nontargeted customers responding poorly (or pos-
itively) to the company’s use of a nickname.

Discussion. Studies 2a—c document the nickname branding
effect with different types of brands (e.g., technology, luxury,
mainstream) and show negative effects persist across different
types of nicknames (e.g., diminutive vs. nondiminutive;
neutral vs. negative connotations). In Web Appendix 6¢
(Supplemental Study 3), we report a replication of this effect
in the Chinese market with a brand’s formal name and nickname
appearing in a different language, further suggesting that
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specific nickname elements or connotations are not driving the
effect. Next, we test the proposed mechanism of brand power.

Study 3: The Mechanism of Brand Power

The main goal of Study 3 is to test the proposed mechanism of
brand power (H;). To strengthen the robustness and generaliz-
ability of the mechanism, we situate the studies in different con-
texts (Study 3a: social media post; Study 3b: advertisement) and
use contrasting brands (Study 3a: Walmart, a mass-market
brand; Study 3b: Rolex, a luxury brand).

Study 3a: Walmart

Method and procedure. This study was preregistered (https:/
aspredicted.org/m37q6.pdf) and run as a single-factor (nick-
name vs. formal name) between-subjects design and was com-
pleted by 201 participants from Prolific (58.2% female, 39.3%
male, 2% nonbinary, .5% agender; M,z =38.2 years) who
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions to see an X
post created by Walmart about a seasonal sale. In the post, the
company refers to the brand as either Walmart or Wally
World (see Web Appendix 4f for stimuli).

Brand performance was assessed with the same measure of
purchase intention as above (r=.92). We assessed brand
power with an existing scale and asked participants to evalu-
ate to what extent they agree the brand is “powerless, weak”
(1) or “powerful, strong” (7; r=.90; Sundar and Noseworthy
2014°). Participants then answered a similar attention check
as in previous studies and basic demographics. We also
asked whether the respondent was a regular Walmart
shopper by asking “How often do you shop at Walmart?”
(1="I never shop there,” and 7=“I shop there all the
time”; M =4.49, SD=1.95).

Results

Brand performance. An ANOVA on purchase intention as a
function of name condition reveals that participants are less
likely to make a purchase from the target brand when the brand
nickname is used (Mpickname =4.10, SD=1.63; Mgorma =4.85,
SD = 1.68; F(1, 199)=10.47, p=.001, n*=.05).

Brand power. We ran an ANOVA on brand power as a func-
tion of the name condition. The results show that brand power is
weakened when the company uses its nickname (Mpjickname =

3 Some scholars tend to view power as a holistic psychological experience
(Rucker et al. 2012; Schubert 2005; Sundar and Noseworthy 2014). However,
the literature suggests that power may be categorized into five types (coercive,
reward, legitimate, referent, and expert; see French and Raven 1959; Podsakoff
and Schriesheim 1985). Consistent with our preregistrations, we assessed the
mechanism both using a measure of power as a general psychological experi-
ence and with measures of power’s relevant subdimensions. We found that
none of the subdimensions is a consistent mediator of the nickname branding
effect, and only the general measure was significant for all brands and outcomes
(see Web Appendix 7a for details). In the main article, we focus on the results
and discussion of power as a holistic psychological experience.

4.75, SD = 1.55; M¢omma = 5.73, SD=1.36; F(1, 199)=22.52,
p<.001, n*=.10).

Mediation analyses. We propose that the negative effect of
nickname branding on brand performance is driven by brand
power. We performed a mediation analysis (Model 4; 5,000
draws) with name condition (0 =formal name, 1 =nickname)
as the independent variable, brand power as the mediator,
and purchase intention as the dependent variable. The result
revealed a significant indirect effect for brand power
(B=-.51, 95% CI=[-.7922, —.2637]).

Lastly, we examined if being a Walmart regular would moder-
ate this indirect effect (PROCESS Model 7, 5,000 draws). Since
the index of moderated mediation (IMM) was not significant
(B=-.04,95% CI=[-.1629, .0717]), we conclude that the poten-
tial liability of employing nicknames does not depend on whether
the respondent is a regular customer. Both more dedicated
Walmart consumers and those who rarely or never shop there
react poorly to the company using its nickname.

Study 3b: Rolex

Many luxury brands deploy nickname branding (e.g., Bloomie’s
store, Loubi shoes) and Study 3b (preregistered: https:/aspredicte-
d.org/hx4jr.pdf) aims to test the proposed mechanism of brand
power in a luxury context. We situate the study in an advertising
context and operationalize brand performance by using two mea-
sures: (1) purchase intention and (2) price premium.

Method and procedure. The design of Study 3b is similar to
Study 3a. Two hundred participants from Prolific (54.0%
female, 45.5% male, .5% trans man; M,,. =37.6 years) were
randomly assigned to view a Rolex ad that features Rolex’s
logo followed by either the brand’s formal name (Rolex) or
its nickname (Rollie), depicted alongside a pair of Rolex
watches (see Web Appendix 4g for stimuli details).

Brand performance was measured using the same purchase
intention scale as before (r =.88) as well as price premium, mea-
sured by asking respondents to estimate the price of the pair of
watches shown in the advertisement (on a scale from $0 to
$40,000; Bredan 2022). We measured brand power (r=.92)
with the same scale as Study 3a and assessed the same attention
check and demographic questions. We also assessed whether a
participant is a target consumer of Rolex with two questions: (1)
“Do you own (or have you formerly owned) one or more Rolex
watches?” (“Yes, I currently own [or have formerly owned] one
or more Rolex watches” vs. “No, I have never owned a Rolex
watch”) and (2) “Generally speaking, how many of your
friends and/or family own one or more Rolex watches?” (1=
“none,” and 7= “a lot”). These represented different operation-
alizations of the moderator.

Results

Brand performance. An ANOVA on purchase intention as a
function of name condition reveals that participants are less
likely to make a purchase from the brand when its nickname is
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used Muickname = 2-64, SD = 1.79; Mgomma = 3.47, SD =1.97; F(1,
198)=9.80, p=.002, nz =.05). In addition, an ANOVA on
price premium reveals a significant effect with participants
estimating the price for the same pair of watches to be an
average of $4,882.52 cheaper when the brand nickname is used
(Mhickname = $11,862.20, SD =$9,913.24; Mgymq =$16,744.72,
SD =$10,995.62; F(1, 198)=10.86, p=.001, n* = .05).

Brand power. We ran an ANOVA on brand power as a function
of the name condition. The results show that brand power is weak-
ened when the nickname is used (My;ckname =4.61, SD=1.92;
Miomal = 5.75, SD=1.20; F(1, 198)=25.44, p<.001, n* =.114).

Mediation analyses. We performed mediation analyses (Model
4; 5,000 draws), and the results reveal a significant indirect effect
of brand nicknaming thought brand power on both purchase inten-
tion (B=-.48, 95% CI=[-.7465, —2515]) and price premium
(B=-3,317.09, 95% Cl=[-.2913.82, —528.74]).

Lastly, we investigated moderation (PROCESS Model 7,
95% Cls, 5,000 draws) using both operationalizations, but in
all analyses for both dependent measures, no interaction was
significant (IMMs uniformly included 0). However, this result
should be interpreted with caution, given that only 3% of our
sample reported owning or previously owning a Rolex, while
the same number had family or friends with a Rolex. To
further examine whether consumers who use a brand reflect dif-
ferently on the use of nicknames compared with nonusers, we
conducted a conceptual replication using another luxury brand
(Louis Vuitton), where almost half (49%) of respondents were
actual brand users (Supplemental Study 4). Again, we found
no indication of moderation (IMM spanned 0). Taken together,
these findings suggest that for both mass-market (Walmart,
Study 3a; Starbucks, Study 2c¢) and luxury (Rolex, Study 3b;
Louis Vuitton, Supplemental Study 4) brands, the nickname
branding effect does not depend on being a member of the
brand’s target market.

Discussion. The results for a mass-market brand (Walmart) and a
luxury brand (Rolex) provide converging evidence that nickname
branding impairs perceptions of brand power, which in turn harms
brand performance. In Web Appendix 6d, we report a replication
of the mechanism in the Chinese market, where nickname brand-
ing is prevalent (Jean 2020). Results from these studies suggest that
the impaired power perception is consistent across different nick-
name types (e.g., Wally World is a nickname based on the brand
characteristic, whereas Rollie is a phonetically similar nickname)
and is less likely to depend on the brand type (mass market or
luxury) or different cultures and languages. In the study that
follows, we further strengthen our findings by ruling out compet-
ing mechanisms.

Study 4: A Test of Competing Mechanisms

Study 4 (preregistered: https:/aspredicted.org/hb388.pdf) further
explores mechanisms by comparing brand power with alternative
explanations. Research has shown that when consumers use

nicknames, it can strengthen consumer-brand relationships
(CBR; Zhang and Patrick 2018), which has been argued to
improve a range of outcomes like making consumers more
willing to pay a price premium (e.g., Thomson, Maclnnis, and
Park 2005). If a company using its brand nickname causes con-
sumers to feel more closely connected to the brand, CBR might
offer an alternative explanation for the nickname branding effect.
We address this explanation next. We also explore if reactions to
a company’s use of its nickname could be explained by familiarity.
That is, if the use of a nickname makes a brand seem less familiar
to consumers, it could produce negative feelings and prompt
weaker brand performance.

Method and Procedure

The study is similar to Study 3a: participants were randomly
assigned to see an X post by BMW in which the company intro-
duces a new car using the formal name “BMW” or using its
nickname “Beemer” (see Web Appendix 4h for details). Two
hundred ninety-eight male participants from CloudResearch
(Mg =40.3 years) completed the study. We purposely
recruited male participants due to research showing that
BMW is one of the most popular brands among male consumers
(e.g., 85% of BMW M3 owners are male; Maynard 2012) and to
mirror the exclusive use of female participants in Study 2a.

Brand performance was measured using a price premium
scale similar to Study 3b (ranging from $0 to $100,000). We
assessed brand power using the same scale from Studies 3a
and 3b. CBR was assessed using the Inclusion of Other in the
Self scale (i.e., IOS or zipper scale; see Choi and Winterich
2013). This was followed by participants indicating how famil-
iar they are with the brand (1 ="not familiar at all,” and 7=
“very familiar”). At the end of the survey, participants answered
a similar attention check as used in Study 3 and demographic
information including socioeconomic status (Griskevicius
et al. 2011; a=.90). Because socioeconomic status as a covar-
iate did not substantively change the results (see Web Appendix
7¢ for details), it was set aside.

Results

Brand performance. An ANOVA on price estimation reveals a
significant effect of name type, with participants estimating
the price for the same car to be $6,556.40 lower on average
when the brand nickname is used (Myickname =$57,941.95,
SD=8§17,667.94; Myoma = $64,454.98, SD=§16,372.50;
F(1, 296)=10.90, p=.001, n* = .04).

Brand power. We ran an ANOVA on brand power as a function
of the name condition. The results show that brand power is
weakened when the company uses its nickname (Mpickname =
5.27, SD =1.50; Mgyrma1 =5.93, SD=1.16; F(1, 296)=17.76,
p<.001, n*=.06).

Additional measures. An ANOVA with CBR as the dependent
variable reveals no significant difference between conditions
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(Mhickname =2.57, SD =1.78; Moyma=2.78, SD=1.76; F(1,
296)=1.00, p=.32, n* =.003). This suggests that when nick-
names are used by companies, the practice does not influence
consumers’ relationship with the brand. A similar ANOVA of
brand familiarity reveals no significant difference between con-
ditions (Myickname = 5-36, SD =1.37; Mgorma = 5.51, SD = 1.46;
F(1, 296) = .82, p=.37, n* =.003). Given these results, we do
not explore either variable further.

Mediation analyses. We again examined if brand power medi-
ated the effect (Model 4, 5,000 draws), and the results
reveal a significant indirect effect on price (B=-2,986.43,
95% CI=[-5,101.62, —1,259.93)).

Discussion

Study 4 provides additional support for our proposed mecha-
nism of brand power and rules out the competing mechanisms
of CBR and brand familiarity. While prior research shows that
nicknames serve as a relationship quality cue when used by
consumers (i.e., Zhang and Patrick 2021), we do not find a
similar effect when nicknames are used by companies. Thus,
we extend prior research by showing that nicknames are not
a universal relationship balm: depending on who uses them,
the same nickname may be interpreted with different illocu-
tionary meanings and lead to diverse consequences. In
Supplemental Study 5 (Web Appendix 6e), we examined
two alternative explanations tied to whether the brand is
viewed as counterfeit or lacking authenticity. Importantly,
those results show that brand power is a significant mediator
even while simultaneously including measures of these alter-
native explanations.

Study 5: The Moderating Role of Brand
Stereotype

In our prior studies, all brands assessed were well-known and
successful, which suggests the possibility that they are
largely viewed as competent brands. To verify this perspec-
tive, we conducted a consumer survey of the brands assessed
in previous studies (Pretest 5, Web Appendix 2e), and the
results show that all are viewed as considerably more compe-
tent than warm. This leads us to ask, do brands that are
stereotyped as warm also show the same pattern of effects?
We explore this issue (Hz) next. In addition, up to now we
have exclusively used real brands in our studies, but it
would be useful to document the nickname effect where
respondents have no priors. As such, we undertook Study 5
with fictitious brands.

Method and Procedure

This study was preregistered (https:/aspredicted.org/7ya7u.pdf)
and run as a 2 (name type: nickname vs. formal name) X 2
(brand type: competent stereotype vs. warm stereotype)

between-subjects design. To operationalize competence, we
described the brand as representing a law firm brand, and to
operationalize warmth, we described the brand as representing
a charity brand. Consistent with prior research (Aaker, Vohs,
and Mogilner 2010), a pretest revealed that consumers stereo-
type law firms as competent and charitable organizations as
warm (ps<.01, see Web Appendix 2f for details). With both
law firms and charities, we employed the same formal brand
name or nickname.

Three hundred twenty participants (53.4% female, 46.3%
male, .3% nonbinary; M,,.=41.4 years) from CloudResearch
were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. We used a
cover story describing Atlantic Eagle (either a law firm or
charity), which, over the years, consumers had started to refer
to by the nickname “Birdie.” In the formal name conditions, par-
ticipants were told that the brand exclusively used its formal
name in its marketing activities (e.g., advertising, social media
posts), but in the nickname conditions, they were told that the
brand had started to incorporate the brand nickname into its mar-
keting activities. We measured purchase intention (r=.92) and
brand power (r=.91) as in previous studies. Participants also
answered an attention check and concluded with basic
demographics.

Results

Brand performance. A 2 (name type: nickname vs. formal name)
X 2 (brand type: competent vs. warm) between-subjects
ANOVA on purchase intention reveals a nonsignificant main
effect of name type (F(1, 316)=1.93, p=.17, > =.01), a mar-
ginally significant main effect on brand type (F(1, 316)=3.08,
p=.08, nz =.01), and a significant interaction (F(1, 316) =8.14,
p=.005, n*=.03). For the competent brand (law firm),
nickname use significantly decreases purchase intention
(Mpickname =4.28, SD=1.64; Mgoma=4.97, SD=1.39; F(1,
316)=8.82, p=.003, n°=.03), but this effect is attenuated
for the warm brand (charity) (Mpjickname =4.46, SD=1.48;
Miorma =4.22, SD=1.28; F(1, 316)=1.09, p=.30, n*<.01;
see Figure 2, Panel A).

Brand power. An ANOVA on brand power reveals a significant
main effect of name type (F(1, 316)=16.86, p<.001, n2=.05),
a marginally significant main effect on brand type (F(1, 316)=
2.69, p=.10, *=.01), and a marginally significant interaction
(F(1, 316)=2.96, p=.09, n* =.01). Specifically, for the compe-
tent brand (law firm), nickname use significantly decreases brand
power (Mpickname =4.78, SD =1.58; Myouma =5.63, SD=1.16;
F(1, 316)=16.64, p<.001, n2 =.05), but this effect is mitigated
for the warm brand (charity) (Mpjckname =4-79, SD=1.20;
Miomal = 5.14, SD=1.19; F(1, 316)=291, p=.089, n*=.01l;
see Figure 2, Panel B).

Moderated mediation analysis. We test the full moderated-
mediation model (Model 7, 5,000 draws; independent vari-
able =name type, mediator = brand power, dependent vari-
able = purchase intention, moderator = brand type). The
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Figure 2. Brand Stereotype Moderates Purchase Intention and Brand Power (Study 5).
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results reveal a marginal index of moderated mediation (IMM
=.41, 90% CI=[.0119, .8117]). That is, nickname branding
may reduce brand power and purchase intention for the com-
petent brand (indirect effect=-.69, 90% CI=[-.9962,
—.3806]), and this effect is marginally weaker for the warm
brand (indirect effect =—.28, 90% CI=[-.5442, —.0277)).

Discussion

Study 5 examines whether the warmth and competence of a
brand impacts the nickname branding effect. We find that
while nickname branding hurts brand power and subsequently
impairs brand performance, the effect is somewhat weaker for
warm brands than competent brands, suggesting that for
brands positioned in the world as exceptionally warm, nick-
name branding might not lead to the same deleterious effects
as brands that are primarily positioned as competent.
Furthermore, because this study employs fictional brands, it
cannot be the case that a priori perceptions of the respective
brand explain the nickname branding effect. In the following
study, we examine a second moderator of the nickname brand-
ing effect and investigate whether there is a context in which a
marketer can benefit from using a nickname.

Study 6: The Role of Message Type—
Transactional Versus Communal

A basic idea running through the studies is that a brand
using its nickname may be a tactical blunder. However, H,

proposes that the liability of nickname branding may be atten-
uated when a brand behaves in a manner that is communal-
oriented (vs. transactional-oriented). We explore this idea
next.

Method and Procedure

The study (preregistered: https:/aspredicted.org/yrdqa.pdf)
was run as a 2 (name type: nickname vs. formal name) X
2 (message type: transactional vs. communal) between-
subjects design. Eight hundred two participants (49.1%
female, 49.3% male, 1.6% nonbinary; M,,.=41.3 years)
from Prolific were randomly assigned to one of four condi-
tions. In the transactional conditions, participants saw an ad
from Starbucks about its coffee using either the brand’s
formal name or its nickname (“Starbucks [Starbies] offers
the best quality coffee. Enjoy your coffee at Starbucks
[Starbies]”). In the communal conditions, participants saw
an ad from Starbucks promoting inclusivity (“Starbucks
[Starbies] supports the disability community. It is an
inclusive space at Starbucks [Starbies]”). A pretest (Web
Appendix 2g) revealed that participants believe the
message is more transactional when the brand is promoting
its coffee and more communal when the brand is promoting
inclusivity (ps<.01). See Web Appendix 4i for stimuli
details.

Purchase intention (r=.94) and brand power (r =.93) were
measured with the same scales from previous studies.
Participants concluded by answering basic demographic
questions.
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Results

Purchase intention. A 2 (name type: nickname vs. formal name) X 2
(message type: transactional vs. communal) between-subjects
ANOVA on purchase intention reveals significant main effects of
name type (F(1, 798)=26.06, p=.006, nZ:.OO9) and message
type (F(1, 798)=22.76, p<.001, n2 =.03). We also obtain a
significant interaction (F(1, 798)=4.42, p=.036, n2=.006) such
that when the message is transactional, nickname branding signifi-
cantly reduces purchase intention (Mpigname =348, SD=1.88;
Mpoma =4.12, SD=2.08; F(1, 798)=11.72, p<.001, n*=.01).
However, when the message is communal, there is no alteration
to purchase intention (Mpigmame =4.39, SD = 1.66; Mgymma =4.47,
SD=1.81; F(1, 798) =.20, p = .66, n2 <.01; Figure 3, Panel A).

Brand power. An ANOVA on brand power reveals a significant
main effect of name type (F(1, 798)=51.84, p<.001, n2 =.006)
and a significant main effect of message type (F(1, 798)=
11.70, p<.001, n*=.01). There is a significant interaction
(F(1, 798)=15.89, p<.001, n2= .02) such that when the
message is transactional, nickname branding weakens
brand power (Myjckname =4-47, SD =1.68; Msorma =5.62, SD
=1.30; F(1, 798)=62.72, p<.001, n>=.07), but the effect is
attenuated when the message is communal (Myickname =523,
SD =1.40; Mgoma =5.56, SD=1.42; F(1, 798)=5.15, p=
.02, n2 =.006; Figure 3, Panel B).

Moderated mediation analysis. We test the full moderated-
mediation model (PROCESS Model 7, 5,000 draws, indepen-
dent variable = name type, mediator = brand power, dependent

variable = purchase intention, moderator = message type). The
results reveal a significant moderation of the mediated pathway
(IMM =-.57, 95% CI=[-.8692, —.2785]). When nickname
branding is used in a transactional message, it lowers purchase
intentions via weakened brand power (indirect effect=—.81,
95% CI=[-1.0349, —.5902]) but the effect is attenuated
when nickname branding is used in a communal message (indi-
rect effect=—.23, 95% CI=[—-.4286, —.0382]).

Discussion

Study 6 points to a possible reprieve for marketers interested in
deploying their nicknames while communicating with consum-
ers. The results suggest that nickname branding is less detrimen-
tal in the context in which communal motives are highlighted.

General Discussion

Brand nicknames are an organic way for consumers to show
endearment toward a beloved brand (Zhang and Patrick 2018,
2021). Managers expect that reflecting this affection in their
marketing will effectively engage consumers and produce desir-
able results. However, the current research is less optimistic
about nickname branding, suggesting that the practice is
associated with negative consequences that appear to have
been overlooked by marketers. We present 11 studies that incor-
porate both real-world data and experiments to support our the-
orizing. We find converging evidence that nickname branding
may reduce brand performance, operationalized as consumer
engagement (Studies la, 1b, and Ic), price premium (Studies
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2c, 3b, and 4), choice (Study 2a), and purchase intentions
(Studies 2b, 2c, 3a, 3b, 5, and 6). We show that these negative
effects of nickname branding are driven by consumer percep-
tions of weakened brand power (Studies 3—6) and moderated
by brand stereotypes (Study 5) and message type (Study 6).
We also rule out several alternative explanations based on con-
sumer brand relationship strength and familiarity (Studies 4).
Additionally, we report several supplemental studies in the
Web Appendix that provide further support for our theorizing.

Theoretical Contributions

We make several theoretical contributions. First, the current
research examines the “nickname branding” phenomenon and
offers the first systematic academic exploration of its likely
effectiveness. While prior research on brand nicknames has
focused on how consumers use brand nicknames, we break
new ground by exploring the consequences associated with
companies’ adoption of nicknames in their own marketing.

Second, by extending the idea of illocutionary meaning in
the marketing literature, we reveal that important political and
social implications are embedded in the brand naming
process. We show that a brand nickname is more than just a lin-
guistic symbol and that it is also a product of social negotiations
that can signify the power dynamic in a relationship. Because
brand nicknames are generated by consumers, companies may
signal weakness when adopting them and inadvertently cause
detrimental consequences.

Third, we reveal two contingencies associated with nick-
name branding. We show that deploying a nickname is
worse for a competent brand than for a warm brand, likely
because the illocutionary meaning embedded in nickname
branding is less aligned with the stereotype of competence.
We also demonstrate the role of message type underlying
brand nickname use. In particular, the negative effect of nick-
name branding becomes weaker when used in messages that
are communal-oriented. The current research therefore high-
lights the importance of going beyond the literal meaning of
marketing communications and understanding the associated
illocutionary meanings.

Managerial Implications

While nickname branding seems to be gaining popularity, mar-
keters do not seem attuned to its possible detrimental influences
despite fairly prominent examples of failure. For example,
RadioShack’s adoption of a nickname (e.g., tagline: “Our
friends call us the Shack”) was a high-profile example of explic-
itly submitting to consumer influence and credited with hasten-
ing the company’s trajectory toward bankruptcy (e.g., Raphael
2009). Indeed, such failures can likely be traced in part to a lack
of research, meaning that, until now, there has been no empiri-
cally based advice on nickname branding.

The current research thus offers well-timed insights into how
marketers should approach nicknames in their branding. While
nicknames may seem like a promising way to “please”

consumers, they come with costs. First, when a marketer pays
attention to what consumers say about their brand, it does not
imply that imitating consumers is a good idea. Many brands
closely follow consumers’ language use, especially on social
media where monitoring has become much easier. However,
the purpose of these activities is to generate insights, not to
mechanically repeat what consumers say. It is true that brand
nicknames are terms of endearment, but only when they are
used by the right person (i.e., consumers). When used by mar-
keters, nicknames do not bring consumers closer to the brand
(Study 4), and copying what might be construed as the consum-
ers’ “intellectual property” seems to make the brand appear
weak, which is particularly worrisome for brands that are sup-
posed to be competent (Study 5). Thus, marketers need to be
careful about speaking the consumer’s language.

Meanwhile, marketers should recognize that consumer
nickname use versus nickname branding are different
because the illocutionary meanings associated with these two
actions are distinct. Results from our Supplemental Study 6
suggest that because consumer nickname use does not signal
that a brand submits to consumer influence, it is less likely
to weaken perceptions of brand power. In fact, prior research
has shown that brand nicknames may lead to desirable conse-
quences when they are used by consumers (Zhang and Patrick
2018, 2021). Marketers, therefore, should recognize the differ-
ences in nickname use by consumers versus marketers and
adapt to each. For example, when General Motors banned
the use of the “Chevy” nickname within the organization in
2010, the company received enormous criticism for not
being consumer-oriented (Chang 2010). However, critics
overlooked the fact that the policy was meant to reduce the
internal use of the nickname (e.g., when a salesperson talks
to consumers) and not to stop consumers from using it exter-
nally. While one may want to avoid adopting a nickname for
marketing, nickname use within the consumer community
should not be discouraged.

In addition, brands must carefully evaluate their brand ste-
reotype (i.e., competent vs. warm) and message type (transac-
tional vs. communal) before adopting a nickname. This is
because power signifies one’s control over resources, which
may not align well with brands that are perceived as approach-
able and when the message is communal-oriented. Indeed, our
results show that nickname branding is less problematic for
warm brands (Study 5) and when used in communal messages
(Study 6). Therefore, it seems plausible that some brands may
benefit from using their nicknames under certain conditions.
For example, when a small-town, family-owned restaurant
adopts a popular nickname given by the locals for fundraising
for the community library, people may not necessarily feel
that doing so is inappropriate, because the business was not
meant to be powerful and its motive is to benefit the community.
Instead, the nickname may become an emotional tie that acti-
vates consumers’ community identity and attract more dona-
tions to the local community.

Furthermore, it is important for marketers to evaluate the
meaningfulness of their brand name change. Renaming a
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brand is critical and necessary as a brand grows. For example,
Apple Computer became Apple, IHOP (temporarily) became
IHOD, and Dunkin’ Donuts became Dunkin’ (Whitten 2018).
These are meaningful name changes, part of the brands’ reposi-
tioning strategies. The new names clearly tell consumers what
the brand wants to be: Apple offers more than personal comput-
ers, Dunkin’ offers more than just donuts, and IHOP wanted its
burgers to be taken seriously (Hoffman 2018). They are infer-
nally initiated alterations that signal the brand’s new identity
and market position, unlike nickname branding activities that
are initiated externally (brands being influenced by consumers).
If nickname branding is not accompanied by substantial
changes to the brand’s core identity, it may appear to be a rela-
tively superficial effort to pander to consumers.

Limitations and Future Research

Our research has limitations which may be opportunities for
future scholarship. In our studies, the same general design is
used whereby a brand directly deploys its own nickname but
the marketing landscape contains additional vehicles through
which brands speak and act. Does changing the vehicle alter
the results? In particular, we wondered if brands might
benefit from using their nicknames through vehicles that are
somewhat removed from the brand, such as a company
employee or a paid influencer. Would consumers evaluate the
use of nicknames more favorably when nicknames are
deployed by these nonbrand entities? Similarly, are there
other situations in which brands can benefit from using their
nicknames? For instance, in the context of a brand failure
(e.g., customer complaint, product defect), does it make
sense for a firm to use a nickname in an apology to consumers
because a brand may not need to display power under these cir-
cumstances? Perhaps a brand nickname might signal regard for
the consumer and would help alleviate tension and to mollify
consumers? We call for future research to investigate these
issues systematically.

Second, we focus on brand nicknames that are generated by
everyday consumers. In the marketplace, there are rare instances
where a nickname originates with a third party, such as the case
of the French champagne Bollinger, whose nickname “Bolly”
was ascribed by the Prince of Wales and future King Edward
VII in 1885. Would submitting to a nickname conveyed by a
royal still hurt a brand performance? In other words, if a
person with superlative social status employs a brand nickname,
should the firm embrace it or not? Relatedly, at times highly
influential culture influencers use brand nicknames (e.g.,
“Bally” [Balenciaga] is referred to in the hip hop song “La Di
Da Di”; Gallagher 2019). In such instances, what should be
the firm’s reaction? We call for inquiries into these and
related areas.

Another interesting avenue for future research is to explore
how marketers can strategically handle different types of nick-
names under various marketing situations. In particular,
though brand nicknames are largely positive or neutral (Zhang
and Patrick 2018; see Table 1) there are examples like “Taco

Hell” (Taco Bell), “Whole Paycheck” (Whole Foods), and
“Stalkbook” (Facebook) that are obviously negative. We have
argued that firms would not consider using these nicknames
in their marketing (and certainly we are not aware of any exam-
ples of such), but it is not clear what is the best way to approach
them. For example, if a consumer leaves a comment using
“Taco Hell” on the brand’s social media, what should Taco
Bell do? Is it possible that a brand with a very particular posi-
tioning (e.g., humorous, fierce, irreverent) can profit from
using one of these negative nicknames? Indeed, these are ques-
tions not addressed by academic research, providing other
promising avenues of inquiry.

We also hope for research investigating new forms of brand
nickname use. So far, research has examined brand nickname
use by consumers (Zhang and Patrick 2018; 2021) and by
brands (the current research), but little is known about when
brand nicknames are used by other parties, such as a competitor.
For example, in 2019 in the United Kingdom, Burger King
attacked McDonald’s using the latter’s local nickname with
the ad tagline, “Thank you Maccy D’s for having our back in
2019” (Winchester 2019). How would nickname use between
rival brands alter the power dynamic in that dyad and influence
brand performance for both parties? Do consumers see Burger
King as more powerful and McDonald’s being weaker when
“Maccy D’s” instead of “McDonald’s” is used? A better under-
standing of the effects of brand nickname use by different
parties offers novel possibilities for companies. Relatedly, it is
common in contemporary political marketing for candidates
to refer to each other using nicknames. It can be understood
that these activities represent the repositioning of human
brands, meaning that it may be worthwhile to investigate the
utility of such a tactic. Other nontraditional brands such as
tourism destinations (“The Big Apple”) and celebrities
(Beyonce is “Queen Bee” and Lewis Hamilton is “Hawkeye”)
also bear exploration to understand whether nickname use
would harm their branding efforts.

Lastly, future research should investigate long-term effects by
assessing whether the negative effect of nickname branding
might fade over time. Name changes are often highly unpopular
in the short term, but objections may decrease as a result of a
firm’s persistent, long-term marketing efforts. For example,
despite early negative reactions to Facebook’s switch to “Meta,”
there is now greater acceptance of the name change (Steinmetz
2023). We wonder if a similar pattern might be apparent in the
context of nickname branding. Brand building is in large part pre-
mised on consistency, and it remains an open question whether a
brand committing to the long-term use of its nickname might even-
tually lead to consumer acceptance. Perhaps the commitment
attended by such prolonged nickname use may itself signal some-
thing akin to brand power and over time not be interpreted by con-
sumers as weakness. This remains a worthwhile topic for future
longitudinal research.

Rick Riordan (2005, p. 67) once wrote, “Names are powerful
things. You don’t just go around using them for no reason.” We
show that this is also true of brands: When it comes to brand
nicknames, firms should approach them with caution.
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