
»The
musical 

ingredients 
of James 

Bond 
provide 
endless 

recipes and 
flavors« 

Michele Arnese is certain: 
in the age of voice 

assistants, brand sound is 
becoming a key element. In 
this interview, the founder 
of the international sound 

branding agency amp 
explains what companies 
must consider and why 
having a Sound DNA is 

crucial.

TEXT: Manuela Pauker
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Mister Arnese, in the age of digital voice assistants, 
visual communication seems to be moving further and 
further into the background. Will visuals soon become 
redundant in certain areas?

I believe it can work without visuals, it always has. 
Back in the days, when you listened to a record in your 
living room - it felt like entering another world, right? 
Our conscious processes the things we hear quicker 
than the things we see. That's just the way it works, and 
it won't change. We create our own images to match 
the things we hear. Think about the art of storytelling, 
audiobooks or the sound of your mother's voice when 
she used to call you when you were a child. 

     Have Alexa and Cortana played a role in this 
development? 
Yes, when it comes to interacting with products and 
brands, display functions are being replaced by sound 
and voice; our own voice has become the cursor. Even 
the digitalization of communication and the revival of 
podcast have contributed to this development. For three 
or four years now, we have been observing a market 
boom. Adweek describes it as the Golden Age of Audio. 
For most brands undergoing reorientation within their 
lifecycle, including audio has become a given. The trend 
toward a purely sonic brand experience becomes very 
obvious when you consider that in 2020, about 30 
percent of web browsing will be done without a display, 
and that about 1.8 billion people across the world will be 
interacting with digital voice assistants such as Alexa. 
The first brands to realize this will start expanding their 
edge in terms of brand equity and differentiation..

What's the creative process of developing a sound logo 
for a brand? 

Isolated sound logo approaches are outdated - 
although many agencies, competitors and brands still 
focus entirely on this one element. Imagine a brand 
that uses sound on TV, the radio, for its products, its 
service hotline and in physical stores without any 
strategic approach except three seconds of a sound 
logo. Problematic. Our approach is similar to a 
standard design process, no esoterism. We start off 
with a brand analysis followed by a sound workshop. 
We use the workshop results to prepare a creative 
briefing. Based on this briefing, we develop, evaluate 
and refine several creative routes for the brand's Sound 
DNA. The output of these routes is the final Sound 
DNA of the brand - a term that is legally protected by 
amp, by the way. The Sound DNA is a piece of music 
that is extremely rich of musical elements - it includes a 
lot of different melodies, riffs, chord sequences as well 
as "Dos" and "Don'ts" regarding the brand sound. All of 
these ingredients serve as the basis for the development 
of complex sound elements for all of the brand's 
touchpoints. 

What happens next??

We create a Sound DNA. A toolbox filled with lots of 
musical ingredients, which we use to create many 
different sound elements for the different touchpoints. 

How does this toolbox work exactly?
It is designed to provide a high variety of individual 
elements: long melodies, short melodies, certain 
instruments and, of course, connectors - elements that 
are included in the music already but are not strikingly 
brand-specific. Just like you the ingredients you need 
for cooking. 

Brands give us important, purely acoustic feedback - 
usually associated with a certain function - especially 
when interacting with products. The success of 
Amazon's Alexa and Apple's Siri prove that a purely 
sonic brand experience can work really well. 

And even in brand communication it seems the 
importance of sound is increasing more and more. 

In the past, the major communicator of a brand was its 
visual identity. Over time, trends - technology trends in 
particular - have contributed to the fact that brand loyalty 
is now influenced by a lot more than just visuals. Sound 
has an immense potential to connect to consumers 
through emotions - even across channels. When we 
founded amp in 2008 we spent a lot of time convincing 
our customers of this approach. We had to explain to 
them why the right sound is crucial and strategic for their 
brand communication. Today they approach us and in 
many cases they already have a pretty clear idea of what 
they want. 



These short sound convey a lot of information and 
come to live with the associations we make. 

How do you find out if a Sound DNA will resonate 
with the consumer?
Well, one thing is certain - traditional market research 
can't do the job - and by traditional I mean 
demographic. We have been working with human 
archetypes and their relationship with music and 
sound for five years now. This is a topic that is of 
growing relevance in brand design in general. There's 
not much point in asking a group of people with 
differing demographics about a certain kind of music 
without knowing anything about their personality. 
This is what makes all the difference. It would be fatal 
for a brand to develop an acoustic identity that has an 
effect on people's emotions and subconscious, but fails 
its target group. At the end of the day it's about the 
money a brand invests in their communication - it's 
about effectiveness and measurability. 

What about global brands? Hearing habits can be very 
different depending on cultural context. How do you 
tackle this challenge?

With the DNA. If considered right from the start, the 
DNA can be adapted to different cultural audiences. 
We developed a Sound DNA for the Linde Group 
across 100 countries. We knew it had to work in China 
and the Far East, for instance. So we decided to develop 
the core melody in the pentatonic scale. This way, it 
can be adapted to any cultural context. You can even 
write Chinese music with it. 

In Asia - especially Japan - sound plays an important 
role in general. Why is that?

Japan is one nation of sound branding. Their subways 
sounds like a Super Mario game. Just being in Tokyo 
feels like a truly multi-sensory brand experience. The 
city has a kind of sound identity that was born very 
early on. But it's not necessarily where sound trends 
originate, I would say they emerge from technology in 
general. Technology is changing the brand and 
customer experience entirely. For example the human 
voice: using your voice is the easiest, quickest way of 
interacting. Interacting with our surrounding is 
something that feels completely unfamiliar. We are 
entering a new dimension in which voice plays a 
crucial role. This development raises a million 
questions.

For example?
If several brands apply devices such as Alexa as software 
development kits - what will happen to the voice? Its 
sound remains the same. How can different senders be 
distinguished? How can hearing habits of different 
cultures be taken into account in the development phase, 

MICHELE ArNESE
Translating brands into sound - That's Michele Arnese's 
speciality. The Italian-born jazz lover is the founder of the 
sound branding agency amp based in Munich. He has 
developed sound identities for renowned brands such as 
Porsche, BMW, the UniCredit Group and Douglas, and 
has earned numerous awards for his work, such as the 
ADC Silber-Nagel and the Red Dot Grand Prix Award.
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    What happens when they're used up?  
The more you elaborate on the strategy of a brand, the 
longer you will be able to extract from its DNA, 
sometimes even for years. For very different purposes. 
Just think of James Bond. People have been able to 
recognize Bond movie with their eyes closed since 
1962, just by hearing the soundtrack - although there 
have been several interpretations of this acoustic brand 
by different artists over the centuries. Shirley Bassey's 
Bond song, for example, differs massively from Adele's 
in terms of melody, instruments and lyrics. When 
listening to the songs with your eyes closed, however, 
the brand is recognizable in an instant. The reason for 
this is an element of the Bond Sound DNA: a 
distinctive chord progression that is used in both 
songs. The musical ingredients of this DNA are so 
multifaceted that the number of possible recipes and 
flavors is endless. It has even become pop culture.

     Does the increasing importance of audio impact our 
hearing habits?
It does, definitely. Functional sounds, for instance: We 
spend all day reading and decoding messages: "Oh, 
a Whatsapp message!". In the past, we used to listen 
to music pieces. Hearing sounds that last only 
half a second is rather new to human ears. This has 
changed. And in this respect we have been training 
our ears for years without even noticing. 



to make the voice sound more human? Does Alexa 
speak in a different tone when interacting 
with children?

    How do you decide what the voice of a brand should 
sound like in the first place?
Once again, the answer is: DNA. The creation and 
selection of the voice is subject to the same briefing as 
all the other elements of a brand's acoustic identity. An 
extroverted brand needs a voice that has this 
characteristic. In order to find the right voice, we 
design a personality. We put together a large number 
of attributes that are reflected in the sound of a voice. 
We listen to different personalities and match them 
with the voice. Sometimes we create hybrids, for 
instance: voice number one but with the extroversion 
of voice number two. Then there's modulation, 
enunciation, and so forth. 

      Amazon's Alexa is probably one of the best 
known voices that is currently out there. Is her 
voice the one that resonates best with most consumers 
around the world?? 
It's like with any new milestone in evolution. You start 
out with what works best for most people. But it won't 
last long. There will be an improved Alexa for each 
culture, for each brand.

 How can brands benefit from sound consistency?
Consistency in brand sound means cost optimization, 
investment in brand equity and, as a result, an increase 
in market value. Brands that publish hundreds of 
videos on digital channels spend a lot of money on 
music. Without their own sound identity, paying for 
music is like paying rent. They pay money, but they're 
not building brand assets nor brand equity. 
Consistency means taking a tactical approach. Brands 
with a sound identity invest in brand equity every time 
they use it. They even save money as they already own 
the copyrights for their sound identity.

  How will this development unfold in the next couple 
of year?
There is an immense amount of research being 
conducted on the development of artificial voices. They 
are starting to sound more and more real. In the future, 
certain parameters will allow us to create even 
more uniqueness in voices, which will then be 
used to develop identities. AI will also play a 
major role in sound. We are already conducting our 
first AI-based market research on sound without "real" 
test persons.
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Will consumers get to select their favorite voice 
individually in the future?

That's a big topic right now. To what extent can I 
personalize the sound of a brand? How strongly can I, 
as a consumer, influence it? By the way, research 
has found that most consumers actually don't want to 
hear their personal musical preferences when 
visiting a brand store. They want to get inspired by the 
brand. At the end of the day, it's a balancing act. The 
key is asking the question: What does the brand 
sound like? What does it not sound like?

  What is the answer to this question?
Flexible audio assets that can be incorporated 
into different touchpoints. We are currently 
working on "humanizing" old text-based chatbots 
for one of our clients. In the future, they will talk 
to users instead of chatting with them. The questions 
here is: How should they speak? What should their 
voices sound like? And what happens if customers 
are transferred to customer support? In this case, 
they would interact with a different voice, 
which means disruption. Consistency is key here. 
Trust equals consistency plus time and brands need 
to be trust builders.

   There is one hurdle, however: When using digital 
media, a lot of people mute the sound because they're on 
the go, among people or in the office. In these situations 
visual communication still has a clear advantage, right?

I'm convinced that this will change, as well. It is one 
of incredibly many functional limitations. The iPhone 
X, for instance, comes with wireless headphones. 
This seamless experience will be increasingly 
noticeable in our day-to-day life in the future. It allows 
us to listen to audio without bothering the people 
around us - and it does not require wearing 
prostheses. This will make sound even more 
important, even while spending time in company. 
We create for ears, not for devices. 

Will every brand soon need its own sound identity?
Not in every area, but as soon as a brand communicates 
through media, sound is involved. It's not about taking 
what's there and combining it to form an identity. It is 
part of a brand's personality. Many brands don't 
realize that they are already communicating through 
sound. The only difference is that their audible 
communication is random. It is not building brand 
equity for them. They are paying rent instead of 
owning a property. Every brand with audio 
touchpoints should have a sound identity. Some 
experts predict the death of brands through audio 
assistants like Alexa. I believe the opposite will 
happen, because the Golden Age of Audio has opened 
up new ways of communicating. Brands now have 
the opportunity to use this potential to gain more 
relevance, stronger presence and increased 
differentiation. 
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