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How the sound of your name shapes
the way people think about you
August 19, 2019

Reuters/Tobias Schwarz

People with abrupt-sounding names are seen as extroverted.

“What s̓ in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name
would smell as sweet.”—Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet

There has always been an interest in how the name of a thing affects our
interpretation of it. Does it matter what something or someone is called?
Imagine that you are going to meet either “Anne” or “Kate” (or “Owen” or
“Kirk”). Would you expect different kinds of people, based on their
names? Who would you expect to be kinder? Who would you expect to
be more outgoing?

Across three recent experiments conducted with our colleagues from the
University of Calgary—Joshua Bourdage and Kristen Deschamps—we

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/xge0000662


8/28/19, 9(23 PMHow your name defines how people think about you — Quartz

Page 2 of 5https://qz.com/1690394/how-your-name-defines-how-people-think-about-you/?utm_source=email&utm_medium=daily-brief

found that people with softer-sounding names like “Anne” or “Owen”
were expected to be more agreeable, emotional, and hardworking; while
people with harder-sounding names like “Kate” or “Kirk” were expected
to be more outgoing.

Why might the name of a person suggest different kinds of personality?
Over the past century or so, research on sound symbolism has
demonstrated that people will associate certain language sounds with
particular properties. For example, the two words: “maluma” and “takete”
were first used in 1929 by linguist researchers. How would you pair them
with the two shapes below?

Penny Pexman/David Sidhu

Which shape of the ones pictured here would you associate with the made-up words ‘malumaʼ
and ‘takete?ʼ

If youʼre like 90% of the people studied worldwide, you probably paired
“maluma” with the round shape, and “takete” with the jagged shape.
Something about the sounds in these words (or maybe even how they
feel as you say them) makes them seem to go along better with the round
or the jagged shape. There have also been demonstrations of certain
language sounds seeming like better fits for shapes of certain sizes,
colors, and even those traveling at certain speeds.

In our research, we asked the question: what about the sounds in a
person s̓ name? Will they also lead to certain expectations about the
person? Beyond associations with visual properties like shape or size,
could the sounds in names also be associated with different
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personalities?

People with abrupt-sounding names are seen as
extroverted

We compared names containing what are called sonorant consonants
(e.g. /m/ or /l/) to those containing “voiceless stop consonants” (e.g. /k/
or /t/). Sonorants are characterized by a more smooth and continuous
sound, while voiceless stops are more abrupt.

Compare the consonants in “Mom, Iʼm online now!” to “Pop s̓ kite! It
cracked!” These are very different kinds of sounds, and so we asked if
names containing these different sounds would be associated with
different personalities.

Some examples of names we used include: Kate, Tia, Etta for the
voiceless stop names and Anne, Noelle, Laurel for sonorant ones. For
men, voiceless stop names included Kirk, Kurt, and Tate and sonorant
ones were: Owen, Noel, and Lou.

We looked at the six personality factors from the HEXACO model of
personality: Honesty-Humility, Emotionality, eXtroversion, Agreeableness,
Conscientiousness (how hardworking and organized a person is) and
Openness (to experience). In our first two experiments, participants were
asked how much they expected people with either sonorants or voiceless
stops in their names to have these different personalities.

In general, we found that participants expected people with names like
“Anne” or “Owen” to be high in Agreeableness, Emotionality, and
Conscientiousness. Conversely, they expected people with names like
“Kate” or “Kirk” to be high in Extroversion.

72 made-up names—and how they get judged

http://hexaco.org/scaledescriptions
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In a follow up experiment, we were curious how much this had to do with
the names themselves versus the sounds that they contained. For
example, maybe participants were just thinking of Captain Kirk when they
judged that “Kirk” is highly extroverted.

So, we found uncommon or made up names that still contained sonorants
or voiceless stops, but that participants wouldnʼt associate with existing
people. Examples of sonorant names are: Ammel, Nilo, and Leonne and
examples of voiceless stop names we used were: Triss, Seka, and Treek.

We found the same effects once again. Also, if you are ever looking for an
original name for a baby, we have 72 ready to go! And we know what
kinds of personalities people will associate with them!

A few ideas: Lona was rated as being very agreeable and shy. Kipus was
rated as being very extroverted, but not so agreeable.

At this point we were curious—as you the reader probably are too—to
know if these associations are reflected in the real world. Are people with
sonorants in their names actually kinder than people with voiceless stops
in their names?

This sounds outlandish, but there is recent work showing that individuals
might change their appearance over time to look like their names. Might it
also work for their personalities?

No truth to the judgment

To find out, we tested over a thousand people, collecting information
about their personalities and their names. We found that the answer was
a resounding “no.” None of the associations that we observed in our
experiments existed in the real world. There was no evidence that
“Annes” are actually kinder than “Kates,” or that “Kurts” are more
outgoing than “Owens.”

https://i0.wp.com/metro.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/james-kirk-main.jpg?quality=90&strip=all&zoom=1&resize=644%2C482&ssl=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000076
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But our other experiments show that people might think they are (if all
they know about someone is their name).

This again suggests that the effect comes from the sounds of the names
and is not inferred from the personalities of real people. So what is it
about the sound in “Anne” that makes it seem especially kind? The
maluma/takete effect is often explained by a sort of metaphorical
extension of the qualities of the sounds or feelings of the words to the
shapes. “Maluma” feels softer than “takete” as you say it, and it also
involves less abrupt changes in sound.

This matches the smooth outline of the round shape we showed you
earlier when we asked you to choose which shape best matches which
sound. Some researchers have suggested that something similar may be
happening when sound is matched with personality. Maybe the
smoothness of sonorants metaphorically matches an agreeable
personality, while the quick changes in voiceless stops match the
energetic nature of an extroverted personality. Weʼll need more research
to know for sure.

This work helps to answer the age-old question posed by Shakespeare:
what s̓ in a name? Our results suggest that names carry information that
affects what we expect someone to be like in terms of their personality.

It seems that if “Rose” were to go by another name, she may not seem as
sweet.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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