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Wake up 
to the power  
of audio branding

Brand-oriented companies across the world are just beginning to realize that 
they must use logos wherever they come into contact with their prospects 
and customers.

Obvious, you say?
Not entirely. Because while most – if not all – brand marketers are using 

visual logos, it is still the dawn of the age of the audio logo.
Though there are a few audio logos that most people can recognize, like 

those for Intel, and even fewer that they can hum, like McDonald’s, many 
companies have overlooked the fact that, as media has moved into the digital 
age, it has become audio-enabled. Gone is the sales flipchart, replaced by an 
app with a dashboard. Lost is the morning printed newspaper, replaced by a 
news site. Moved aside are paper posters, replaced by digital signage. And, 
most importantly, the fastest-growing marketing platform right now is an 
ever-present audio-enabled computer that fits in a pocket: the smartphone.

The time has come for brands to take sound seriously and to use its 
exceptional power to be recognized and understood across all the points 
that they come in contact with: their prospects, customers, employees, and 
other key constituents.

In today’s world, brands must now treat sound with the same care and 
discipline as they do their graphic standards and visual brand-building.

Because, just as graphics do, sound carries meaning. And just like prop-
erly employed visual branding programmes, the strategic use of sound can 
play a pivotal role in positively differentiating a product or service, enhanc-
ing recall, creating preference, building trust, and perhaps most importantly, 
increasing sales and marketing return on investment (ROI).

If you’re stuck in the visual-only branding world, you are competing with 
one hand tied behind your back, weakening your efforts, because, as you’ll 
see, cognitive studies show that relevant sounds and musical cues can truly 
influence people in ways marketers want.
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You have an audio identity – whether 
you’re managing it or not

Take a tour of your company in your mind. What music is playing on your 
customer service line? What music is in your training videos? Your YouTube 
videos? What ringtones do the sales reps use? Which songs were played at 
your company meeting? What music played in your advertising last year? Is 
it different this year?

Think of a typical brand. They probably used Chariots of Fire, Hunger 
Games, or Star Wars themes for their sales or annual meetings, Vivaldi’s 
Four Seasons for their on-hold music, an 80s’ or 90s’ pop song for their 
commercials, the Dragnet theme for one training video and ‘Rock Around 
the Clock’ for yet another, and perhaps a startling metallic ‘ping’ for the 
app-opening sounds.

What is that example brand saying about itself?
Is it an energetic or aspirational brand? A classical and delicate brand? 

A pop-culture brand? A technological brand? Is it reliable? In other words, 
trustworthy?

Or is it a muddled, disoriented brand?
If the auditory selections don’t relate to each other in the world of sound, 

you’re wasting branding opportunities right and left. In fact, you are like 
our example: you are creating brand chaos and confusion.

In the visual sphere, your brand becomes more and more recognizable as 
people see its familiar colours, typefaces, shapes, logos, and other imagery 
used consistently, repeatedly, and frequently every time they encounter it. 
The Graphic Style Guide lays out a system and a point-of-view. The logo 
may be expressed a bit differently on a giant billboard than on a tiny busi-
ness card but it will conform to the same standards. The logo at the end 
of a sales video will match the one in the commercials and on the website, 
and on the packaging. Colours and fonts remain the same too. Nobody 
would dare change IBM’s sturdy blue to vibrant orange so they could ‘infuse 
energy’ into a sales meeting.

Why then, do some companies still use sounds from completely differ-
ent universes for their meetings, retail environments, on-hold music, apps, 
videos, and other touchpoints? Why are they conscientious about branding 
their graphics and sloppy with branding their music? And, why do they 
think that advertising is the only medium that requires serious attention to 
the musical selection?
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It’s not hard to create a consistent but flexible audio universe that allows 
for both serious business situations and fun, high-energy occasions – as well 
as everything in between. It works like visual branding, but with some key 
differences. We’ll explore the similarities and differences in the following 
pages and lay out a manageable process for developing, launching, and 
maintaining an audio brand for your products or services.

Audio branding: it’s not just a sound –  
or a jingle – but a system

Welcome to the world of audio branding. Also referred to as sound brand-
ing, acoustic branding, and sonic branding, depending on the practitioner, 
it is the systematic creation of an entire audio language for the brand based 
on its essence, vision, values, promise, and personality – a language that gets 
expressed across every point at which your brand interacts with your key 
constituents, from the web and apps to trade shows and business meetings 
to TV to the retail environment and even the product itself.

And just as the verbal or visual brand expression is optimized at each 
point, the audio expressions are also sensitively adapted and optimized 
across the spectrum, so they’re functionally and psychologically appropri-
ate to the medium and the audience mindset.

Conversations about audio branding with marketers who are new to this 
idea, however, tend to get stuck down an advertising cul-de-sac. Often, they 
focus on jingles of yesteryear – those cute little slogans put to music that 
worked so well when commercials were 60 seconds long. And, while jingles 
technically fall within the audio-branding arena, as they do employ sound, 
people who focus on them are taking a very limited view of the discipline’s 
opportunities and benefits. The music in an old-school jingle was typically 
composed to support the words rather than to build the brand. So the music 
doesn’t create much brand equity and has limited applications beyond media 
advertising. And the lyrics are often merely a name and phone number or a 
feature of the product or service, so they too have limited ability to convey 
the brand character and extend the brand influence.

Other conversations tend to focus on the marketer’s frustration with 
the fact that their ad agencies typically wait until the last minute and then 
present them with three choices of licensable music, some of which is, inevi-
tably, too expensive. All of which is short-term, ad campaign-oriented rather 
than long-term, brand-building-focused.
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These marketers – both in the business-to-business (B2B) and business-
to-consumer (B2C) arenas – forget that customers, partners, and employees 
experience the brand at many auditory junctures.

In other words, audio branding is not just about the music in advertising 
and the sounds at the end of it. Rather, it is about thoughtful and inspired 
design, except instead of designing for sight, it requires designing for sound.

A few marketers might define audio branding as the distinctive sounds that 
are ‘owned’ by the brand that are used in mostly non-advertising situations.

Some examples.
Samsung Galaxy plays an elegant bespoke ringtone; Nokia uses a now-

familiar snippet of a classical composition, Francisco Tárrega’s Grand Valse; 
Harley roars with a branded ‘po-ta-to, po-ta-to, po-ta-to’ sound; Snapple 
opens with a gratifying pop; and the Apple operating system comes to life 
with a glowing start-up sound. These trademark sounds do exemplify the 
brands but only represent the tip of the audio-branding iceberg.

While these sounds are within the realm of audio branding and capture 
the analogy of ‘design’, the practice is actually more sophisticated than the 
use of an isolated sound for packaging, the singular reliance of a quaint 
jingle at the end of a TV or radio spot, or the choice of a simple and discrete 
audio logo such as the notes attached to the ‘Intel Inside’ button. Parallel 
to visual brand-building through visual design, the purposeful integration, 
design, and usage of all the brand’s sounds are what makes the use of audio 
branding so compelling. And like visual branding, the brand sounds and 
music should be strategically employed across the entire experience, when-
ever possible, becoming a valuable asset of it. In fact, these sounds should be 
so strong that listeners recall the brand and its emotional impressions when 
they hear them, even without visual cues or words.

A UK example in which a consistent use of tailored music played a key 
role was demonstrated by Barclaycard from 1991 to 1997 (Roberts, 2005). 

According to the Barclay archives, their then-new agency (Barclays, 2016), 

BMP DDB Needham, was responsible for spoof spy commercials played by 
Rowan Atkinson. These spots featured an overconfident and supercilious 
character that, much like James Bond, had his own music, a very recog-
nizable theme tune. Unlike Bond, this accident-prone character, ‘Richard 
Latham’, created havoc: burning rugs, breaking teapots, mistaking a senior 
MI5 official for a plumber. But his sidekick ‘Bough’, wielding a Barclaycard, 
always got him out of trouble.

The series of mini-movie-like commercials became extremely popular. 
The TV campaign was so long-running as to create a clear and recognizable 
earprint.
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‘During the 90s, people would hear the music and they’d run to the televi-
sion,’ said Angela Johnson, then business director overseeing the Barclaycard 
business at the agency. Eventually, the popular character found his way into 
the entertainment world with a film called Johnny English (Fahey, 2016).

A US brand that has gone further with their brand sound, and is often 
cited by marketers, is United Airlines. The airline has used Rhapsody in 
Blue since 1987 when they licensed George Gershwin’s famous piece for 
$300,000 per year (Shales, 1987). Not only is the composition used in 
advertising; it graces a long moving walkway to the play of multicoloured 
lights in their Chicago terminal. Of course, travellers also hear the melody 
on their airplanes, call centres, and even adapted to their pre-take-off safety 
videos. Rhapsody in Blue is linked to the brand to such an extent that the 
famous melody survived a merger with Continental Airlines, although the 
United Airlines visual logo changed completely.

There will be an interesting crossroads when the music goes in to public 
domain in the US in 2019 (AudioSparx, 2014). At that point it will become 
freely available to any brand that covets it. That situation illustrates one of 
the dangers of using licensed music rather than investing in the creation of 
one’s own core audio DNA.

As in the case of United Airlines, branded music and sounds can play 
both aesthetic and functional roles in most places where customers and 
employees meet the brand. They can make a wait feel shorter, make a corri-
dor feel less interminable, add a sense of calm to an airport or train station, 
give employees a feeling of belonging, bring excitement to an event, take 
away the foreboding feeling of an unfamiliar parking lot (and providing a 
cue for remembering where you had parked), clarify a story or idea in the 
media advertising, all while subtly transmitting the essence and values of 
the brand.

In other words, audio branding is equally important to environments as 
to communication elements.

Walk into the admissions area of a university hospital and you’ll hear 
the clatter of carts, the chatter of announcements, the buzz of phones… 
everything that says, ‘You’re in an institutional environment’. Nothing to 
say, ‘Welcome, friend’. No sounds to help convey the experience you wish 
for the patient, family, or even staff, such as confidence, caring, optimism, 
teamwork, or scientific rigour.

Enter the equally large Unibail-Rodamco shopping centre in Lyon, France, 
and you get a different experience entirely. The music has been designed to 
suggest that a magical experience is in store for you. All along the route 
there are moments of auditory surprise, humour, and humanity. Plant walls 
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carrying the sounds of birdsong and waterfalls, chairs whispering calm-
ing meditations, soothing music, or children’s stories, corridors scored at a 
relaxed walking pace – all threaded with the sound of the brand.

And at a Lancôme Beauty Institute in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, a blogger 
reports on the treatment rooms, ‘The music is original and specifically made 
for Lancôme, designed to be in harmony with the motions used in the treat-
ment.’ It’s not the same old spa music. It supports both the experience and 
the brand (Zatashah, 2010).

So you may wonder what links the hospital, the mall, and the beauty 
institute. The answer is simple: all of them have the chance to use sounds 
and music to change the way people view the setting, the brand, and their 
experience. But while the shopping mall and beauty institute are using 
auditory elements to their full potential, the hospital is missing a valuable 
opportunity to use sound to create a positive connection with any of its vari-
ous target audiences.

The take-away: if your organization is like the hospital, you are probably 
overlooking the power of audio to convey important messages and build 
relationships.

But while the practice of comprehensive audio branding is still essentially 
in its infancy – giving smart, visionary brands a unique opportunity to stand 
out – there are places on the globe that are more advanced than others in the 
use of audio branding. So if you are an international brand (or are not from 
those countries, which we’ll identify in subsequent chapters), your competi-
tors may be one step ahead of you.

To start, note that Huggies and Baby Bell deployed new global audio 
brands in 2016. L’Oréal’s brand for sensitive skincare, LaRoche-Posay, 
debuted theirs in 2015. Peugeot added a new global audio identity as part 
of its rebranding effort in 2014. AXA has used one since 2008 and Michelin 
put one in place in 2010 (see Chapter 4 for a case study on their powerful 
audio brand).

The healthcare sector is now paying attention too. Dengvaxia, the world’s 
first licensed vaccine against dengue fever, is using a distinctive audio iden-
tity to carry its message to the tropical parts of the globe where the disease 
is rampant.

A large US teaching hospital that competes for medical tourism patients 
began to subtly introduce an audio vocabulary into their new commercials 
with the vision that it would establish a base for the audio design of their 
new building that’s now under construction.

Audio branding is also showing up in the business-to-business space. 
Areva, the world’s largest provider of nuclear energy, uses an audio brand 
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and so does the city of Atlanta, which competes mightily for convention 
business with larger and like-sized cities around the United States and the 
world.

Welcome to your worldwide language

Why are international brands going to the trouble of framing their audio 
identities?

Because music is a language that people all around the world can under-
stand. It carries universal meaning, which works at a symbolic rather than 
an explicit level. No matter the culture where they grew up or the country 
they’re from, people are similar in the way they decode the intention of 
music and other sounds.

People around the world know if music feels optimistic or melancholy; 
they can tell if it’s soothing or stressful; they can feel if it’s authoritative or 
modest; they can identify if it’s fun and light-hearted or powerful and seri-
ous. That transcultural understanding is of real value to brands that operate 
in multiple countries (or even in multilingual, multicultural countries).

There are both learned and innate reasons for this.
On the cultural side, people in every corner of the globe have been exposed 

to the many movies and TV shows that share a musical vocabulary for setting 
up the tense situations, heightening joyful ones, underscoring melancholy 
scenes, and announcing triumph. The language of movie music has been well 
learned by people across the globe, regardless of geographies and cultures.

Beyond movies, Western popular music has zipped around the globe at 
increasing speed. And not just Western music originating in the West. In 
2012 ‘Gangnam Style’ became the first music video to reach one billion 
YouTube views and had topped the charts of more than 30 countries, includ-
ing Australia, Germany, Russia, Spain, and France.

Though it is becoming increasingly difficult to find cultures that haven’t 
been exposed to Western music, field studies indicate that music commu-
nicates similar meanings even among people who haven’t previously been 
exposed to it. In fact, people previously unexposed to Western music are 
able to recognize ‘happiness’, ‘fear’ and ‘sadness’ in it.

Researcher Thomas Fritz, from the Max Planck Institute for Human 
Cognitive and Brand Sciences in Germany believes this may help explain the 
universal popularity of Western music (Sprey, 2009).

Fritz and his team conducted two experiments with a group of 21 Mafa, 
remote farmers in Cameroon, Africa, who said they’d had no previous 
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 exposure to Western music. They were exposed to 42 instrumental excerpts 
of Western music with different tempos, pitch ranges, and rhythms including 
classical, jazz, rock, and pop. A group of 20 Germans was used as a control.

They were then asked whether they thought each piece of music expressed 
the emotions of ‘happiness,’ ‘sadness’ or ‘fear’ and to point to photos of faces 
showing the relevant expressions. The Mafa’s ability to correctly identify the 
Western music’s expression of the emotions was far greater than chance, 
picking the ‘happy’ music, on average, 60 per cent of the time. Meanwhile, 
the German control group, in contrast, scored 100 per cent with ‘happy’ 
music. As such, pieces with higher tempos were more likely to be classified 
as ‘happy’ and songs with lower tempos as ‘fearful’ or ‘scary’.

‘Most likely the Mafa were picking up on the same “tone of voice” 
cues used in human speech,’ said study team member Stefan Koelsch, 
also from the Max Planck Institute. ‘Western music mimics the emotional 
features of human speech, using the same melodic and rhythmic struc-
tures’ (Sprey, 2009).

The music that Peugeot adopted in 2014 has shown that meaning 
delivered by an audio-brand identity has border-crossing abilities, too. A 
quantitative test in five countries – France, Spain, UK, Russia and Brazil – 
has shown that people hear the same connotations in the music. The sum 
of the parts added up to a more modern, stylish, and emotional image for 
the brand in all the countries, though the effect was stronger in countries in 
which the brand was a more recent arrival than in countries where it had a 
long-established image.

On the horizon: the sound of the lifestyle 
gains on the sound of the product

As did Peugeot, which sought to bring more emotion and style into its brand 
image, more and more brands are beginning to re-think their approach 
to audio and, recently, there has been an evolution from sounds based in 
function or product attributes, to sounds based in emotion and lifestyle. 
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the automotive sector.

The sector once expressed itself only in metallic and engine-like sounds. 
The old BMW audio logo was a double-note that sounded like a hammer 
hitting metal. It reflected the power, security, and boldness of the brand. 
It was very recognizable and on-brand. But by 2014 the brand’s posi-
tion changed, and the metallic sound no longer reflected its new stance. 
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BMW moved to a more emotional audio universe that carries the idea of 
power and conquest (BMW, 2013).

In the same category, a very different brand, Renault, was going through 
a very similar evolution. The audio logo that accompanied its previous 
tagline, ‘Drive the Change’, was punctuated by a metallic sound (Posada, 
2012). But the new audio logo features a haunting tune and is carried by a 
woman’s airy voice, which seems to contain a sigh, to convey the essence of 
its new tagline, ‘Passion for Life’ (Sixième Son, 2015a).

As illustrated by the automotive category above, when it comes to audio, 
sectors tend to get stuck in their traditional approaches and will default to 
specific sound styles. These can be thought of as category codes.

One category may use big orchestral musical arrangements while another 
category might use chimes. We’ve discovered that it’s often the category 
leaders who break the mould and lead the way to new, more expansive 
audio territories.

For a specific example, the transportation sector often employed bells, 
chimes, or beeps that originated in the historical ringing to signal a train 
approaching or leaving a station. Now rail lines, subways, and airlines 
are using music that suggests the anticipation of the journey, the feeling 
of fluid movement, or the magic of the city. For instance, in Spain, France, 
Austria, Switzerland and Japan, you can find public transportation authori-
ties adding evocative sounds and music rather than beeps and bells. France’s 
national railway, SNCF, implemented their recognizable audio identity in 
2004, a case study that we’ll explore at the end of this chapter (Sixième 
Son, 2015b); Spain’s RENFE launched their audio brand in 2006 (Audio 
Branding Academy, 2012a); and the public transportation in Vienna intro-
duced theirs in 2012 (Audio Branding Academy, 2012b).

The same trend can be seen in the financial sector. To show stability and 
deep resources, the financial sector tended toward classical music with large 
orchestras. Then came the market slump in 2008 and 2009 and they had to 
be less bombastic, a bit more humble. In banking, there has been a move-
ment toward lighter orchestral sounds and catchy pop tunes in an attempt 
to convey less distance from their audience. An exception, however, is ING 
Direct, France, which through a spacious composition containing few notes 
and played on a glockenspiel expresses a friendly, uncomplicated brand that 
promises ease-of-use.

And in the telecoms world, the audio identities tended to have been 
connected to sounds of landline telephones. But with the advent of smart-
phones, led by Apple’s focus on lifestyle, the sounds have become more 
human, featuring more glittering, luxurious sounds.
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The easiest big thing a company  
can do for a brand

An audio identity can lend a coherent voice across touchpoints, geographies, 
and product lifecycle. It captures the mind when the audience isn’t directly 
paying attention. It allows a brand to stand out and be distinctive. It creates 
brand value that grows over the years.

On the operational side, it can simplify the job of global and local market-
ing departments both in decision-making and in reduction of the complexity. 
When the engineering department wants to know what sound to add to a 
device, they have a framework; when the social media group needs to score 
a video, they have a library to turn to; when a local agency needs to run 
a promotional ad, they don’t have to negotiate a separate licence for the 
music.

Given today’s omnichannel, audio-enabled, interconnected marketing 
environment, as a brand leader you must ask yourself, ‘Can my customers 
identify my brand with their eyes closed?’

If the answer is no, then you need this book. Just as the earliest visual 
logos and branding programmes are iconic today, a wide variety of audio 
brands will become truly iconic tomorrow. So, if you do not have an audio 
brand, the time to get started is now. After all, done right, your efforts can 
provide rewards for years to come.

In the following pages, we’re going to describe the process for creating 
a powerful audio brand. We’ll start with a brief overview of where it fits in 
the branding universe and go through maintaining and updating your audio 
brand. It needn’t be scary. After all, there is much overlap with processes 
and theories of traditional visual branding (but with a few key differences).

You should find Audio Branding: Using sound to build your brand to 
be a practical guide for developing your audio brand, making it perfect 
for chief marketing officers (CMOs) and their brand marketing teams in 
both B2C and B2B environments as well as agencies specializing in brand-
ing, digital, social media, advertising, mobile, event marketing, and more. 
Plus, with our focus on the practical over the theoretical, marketing, adver-
tising, branding, and, yes, music composition students should find Audio 
Branding: Using sound to build your brand an approachable entry into this 
emerging discipline – a discipline filled with a quickly growing range of 
career opportunities.

So sit back and please enjoy whilst we immerse you in the power of audio 
branding and the process of creating one.
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Guest perspective  Michaël Boumendil

Music to your brand: the story of the first official audio-branding firm 
and the birth of audio branding

Michaël Boumendil founded Sixième Son, the first sound design firm solely 
dedicated to audio branding, in 1995.

Before Sixième Son, there were jingle houses that created songs for 
the end of television and radio spots; there were companies that distrib-
uted canned, easy, non-objectionable music into elevators, retail outlets, 
shopping centres, and more (the most historically famous company being 
Muzak); and there were sound designers for movies, plays, and television 
shows (as well as some events). And, yes, some brand-associated sound-
scapes, such as the NBC chimes here in the United States, became audio 
icons.

But Boumendil and his team were the first to treat sound design as an 
intentional branding mechanism, ‘creating unique and coherent musical 
universes’, the same way graphic and experiential designers create visual 
branding.

Join us as we explore how Boumendil got the idea for Sixième Son 
and the founding of his agency, told in his own words. Please note that his 
comments were edited for clarity.

It’s been 20 plus years since I created Sixième Son. Did I have a precise 
idea in mind at that time? Both yes and no. I had the idea for Sixième Son 
(as a loose concept), at the end of high school.

At the time, I was experiencing what might be called a fairly tough 
separation. I’d been creating and performing a lot of music in those days 
and a record company had offered me a contract. Though it was tempting, 
I said no, because I did not want to become an artist with a big ego and 
all the other encumbrances of that profession. And since I primarily find 
inspiration in collaborating with others, a career as a performing artist 
didn’t feel natural to me.

The idea of Sixième Son was actually imposed upon me. To be concrete, 
I had a dream in which I saw myself selling brand identity. Instead of 
coming up with a logo, I arrived at the client with something else: the sound.

Beyond that, when I watched commercials, the way brands used 
music made no sense to me. The use of music was tactical, ad hoc. It was 
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chosen to accompany or illustrate a message, but it was not created to 
be the message. This seemed to be a waste because musical memory is 
extremely strong. And for this reason, the musical memory that we provide 
people with must be rewarding. In short, I liked the idea of exploring a new 
approach to the use of music for brands.

At the time, I set this idea aside, but it continued to ripen in a corner of 
my mind.

In those days, brands’ musical messages were not sufficiently distinc-
tive or differentiating. I came to realize that the challenge of a musical 
message is not merely to create impact. It is essential that the music also 
contain meaning. The challenge for a brand is not only to get noticed but to 
get noticed for the right reasons. So I quickly discerned this distinction in 
my mind.

I often draw a parallel with the way we dress. A strong sense of 
personal identity goes into the clothing choices that we make.

When we get dressed in the morning, we encounter a double chal-
lenge. First, we want to be comfortable with how we see ourselves in the 
mirror, but we also want to know that the impression made on others, and 
conversely reflected back to us through their eyes, will be positive and 
rewarding.

We also seek the quirk or ‘trademark’ if you will. I think of it this way: If 
we were all uniform, no one would stand out. But these personal touches 
help us differentiate ourselves. So it is for branding, too.

Every aspect of a brand contains both functional and emotional dimen-
sions. The basic idea of design is to ally the useful with the beautiful. The 
challenge in brand design is to find a way to respond to the functional 
aspects but not to let them dominate the thinking that leads to the brand’s 
creative expression. That’s because, if we create a response to the func-
tion without taking the emotional dimension into account, it often crashes. 
Realizing the importance of that duality was a key to my approach when I 
created Sixième Son.

After some years, I had reached the stage where I was convinced that 
the idea of audio identities for brands had merit. But what I didn’t know 
was how to bring it to life.

I quickly realized it was all well and good to have an idea, but that would 
not suffice. I decided to spend about three or four months getting in touch 
with people from whom I could get feedback and recommendations.
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All these interviews helped me to mature. I began to understand several 
things.

First, I put my finger on what was to become our key ‘deliverable’ – a 
change in people’s perceptions of the brand. I also realized that the value 
of our work would not be music itself. The value of our work is in enriching 
the link between the brand and its audience through the sound identity we 
would create. The challenge would be to make beneficial and meaningful 
music, so that it represents the brand values.

There was also the fundamental question of how work would be 
created and delivered. Pretty soon, I realized I had to bring everything 
in-house. That would be essential to the development of a sustainable 
and comprehensive expertise. It sounds ambitious, but the surest way to 
produce extraordinary results is to assemble a team of in-house creatives 
paired with brand strategy consultants.

In those days in France, you were required to have 50,000 francs before 
you could start a company. I didn’t have anywhere near that amount, so I 
lived a double life. I carried out business meetings by day and, by night, I 
played music in bars and at house parties to earn the money I needed to 
open the company.

I gradually managed to raise the money for the creation of Sixième Son. 
And in parallel, through my many meetings, I met two people who were to 
become important to the launch of the agency. The first one was a crea-
tive person who had a musical expertise that was complementary to my 
own. The second person was very enthusiastic about the concept of audio 
branding and made it plain that he really wanted to help bring it to market. 
This was also the basis for the organization as I had imagined it: a creative 
part, together with a consultancy.

In fact, as our way of working evolved, we realized it would be impos-
sible to dissociate these two portions of the task. My role as a creator is to 
say, ‘This is what I hear in my mind, these are my convictions.’ That’s how 
it works with everyone in the creative team. From there, we dialogue, we 
exchange, and we experiment.

At the end of the day, we at Sixième Son work like a laboratory in the 
sense that no one works alone. It is extremely important to keep this bond 
among the participants in the process. The intelligence of the solutions 
comes from making sure there are no breaks in the cables uniting the 
strategic and creative teams.
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Being extremely short of money, we started the business in a shared 
office space in a distant and decidedly not chic area south-east of 
Paris, Saint-Maur-des-Fosses. We were offered three months’ free rent. 
It was so far from the centre that we could only book one meeting in the 
entire day.

Despite all our client acquisition strategies, our first client resulted from 
a night in a bar in which far too much alcohol had been consumed. My 
colleague met a marketing person from MATIF, a futures exchange, who 
was equally tipsy and, together, they decided his business needed audio 
branding. The next day, we showed up at his offices sober to explain our 
approach to music and sound design for brands.

We told him that, if the company didn’t feel happy with the work, they 
wouldn’t have to pay a penny. Luckily, they did pay their bill in the end. 
And, with that, we were on our way. And our first major client was Alstom, 
which had been born from the merger of two previous companies and was 
planning to launch its new brand name.

The idea of a different approach to music was brought to them by 
their branding agency, CBA, who recommended us. The client had her 
suspicions, but said that we would be granted one meeting. If they weren’t 
persuaded then and there, we’d never be back.

We managed to convince her that our approach to music would embody 
the philosophy, values, and personality of her brand. This, in turn, would 
speed awareness, acceptance and understanding of the company itself. 
With that formative project, we encountered obstacles that pushed us 
to grow and become more professional. It was extremely hard and very 
rewarding at the same time. It left a special imprint on our memories 
because the project had all the traits of a difficult challenge: a very big 
company, short deadlines, and a tough customer, because she, herself, 
was under pressure, and, consequently, that engagement became the 
crucible in which we clarified and refined our business approach.

At the end of the project, the client had begun to see us as a strategic 
resource and as a sounding board for her ideas; she doubled our budget 
and, more importantly, became our biggest advocate.

In the early days of Sixième Son, we primarily sought to nurture refer-
rals rather than to focus on making money. But when we began to work 
with such a world-class enterprise as Alstom, inventors of the high-speed 
train and the largest energy provider in France, we realized we would have 
the opportunity to become who we imagined we would be.
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But we would have to operationalize our vision, and fast.
To achieve our goal, we would have to invest in people, infrastructure, 

technology, and knowledge. And we would have to put in place an organi-
zation dedicated to continuous improvement and constant learning both 
musically and strategically.

We soon realized that our charging practices must also support our 
aspirations, because we couldn’t sustain a vision of this size on piecework 
projects. This led us to define our pricing strategy, which is a combination 
of short- and long-term charges in the form of project and licensing fees. 
This has allowed us to keep a team intact and, together as an organization, 
add layers of knowledge and ever-growing perspective on business and 
branding. This knowledge only builds as we work with more sectors, more 
countries, more points of brand contact, and more technologies.

Finally, if I often repeat my conviction that what nourishes expertise 
is the constant urge to learn, it is because the Sixième Son story proves 
this to be true. There’s so much to learn from contact with others. Their 
thoughts and reactions can us help work our way through to new methods 
and solutions. At Sixième Son, the more we advance, the more we are able 
to live up to the ideals we talk about. Conversely, the more experience we 
gather, the better we learn how to talk about what we do.

Guest biography

Michaël Boumendil is Founder, President and Chief Creative Officer 
of Sixieme Son. A musician, composer, producer and branding expert, 
Michaël founded Sixième Son in 1995 and, with it, invented the concept of 
branded audio identities and musical design for companies. At the age of 
23, he foresaw a new horizon in the application of music to serve brand 
communications. Today, Sixieme Son has become the leader in audio 
branding with clients spanning the globe.  The agency’s unique expertise 
is widely recognized in the world of branding and communication. And 
Michaël, who speaks French, English, Spanish, and Italian, spends a lot of 
his time on airplanes nurturing his ever-growing company.
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cAse   SNCF

Sound study: a case study of a ‘moving’ audio brand

Now that we have met the founder of modern audio branding, let’s look at one 
of their well-known audio-branding projects – the French national railway, SNCF.

In conjunction with Sixième Son, SNCF launched an audio-branding initiative 
in 2005 for two key reasons. First, already in competition with airlines, they were 
also beginning to compete with German and Italian railroads. Second, consum-
ers, when asked, associated SNCF with ‘strikes and delays’.

They started their initiative by conducting a study of all the audio in their 
competitive set, revealing a lack of distinctiveness. They then created an audio 
DNA with the goal of communicating their leadership along with the comfort and 
caring that distinguished the brand.

It was introduced with a film that drew the connection between the compa-
ny’s heritage and its new position.

To bring the audio DNA to life, the music was interpreted in various ways. The 
station messages, for example, took into account travellers’ anxiety. For those, 
the music was calm and reassuring.

Though the TV end frame uses the same tune, it has a more authoritative 
sound with more emphasis on rhythm.

The customer service line draws from the same audio DNA, but provides 
surprises and variety to make the wait feel shorter. And the now-familiar music 
was also adapted to the needs of meetings, corporate messages, brand advertis-
ing, and communications needs all throughout the company.

While the audio DNA has remained intact, the expression has evolved since 
its launch, in keeping with the developing brand. The first appearance in 2005, 
for instance, had to capture the idea of leadership, which led to a dynamic and 
authoritative musical universe, employing a rhythmic approach and a distinctive 
sound. Then in 2008, to emphasize the brand’s eco-mobility, the instrumentation 
became more natural and acoustic.

And finally, in 2012, the brand needed to impart its new vision of simple, 
direct, and easy mobility, so sounds were simplified and a whoosh of speed 
was introduced. SNCF made a bold decision to give up the usual codes of the 
category and create something to which no link to the past existed, but that 
underscored its then current leadership and brand values. As a result, the audio 
brand has turned into a significant asset for SNCF. For instance, they found that 
they are correctly identified in testing by 92 per cent of the listeners – and that 
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88 per cent of these listeners correctly identified the brand upon hearing just 
two notes. Perhaps more significantly, 71 per cent of them now see the brand as 
being ‘attractive’ or ‘very attractive’, and SNCF has experienced an 18 per cent 
increase in the perception of leadership.

The SNCF audio logo then caught the attention of the legendary David Gilmour 
of Pink Floyd and became the inspiration for the title track of his first album 
in a decade, Rattle that Lock. ‘I recorded it on my smartphone at the TGV Aix 
station… Every time I travel in France by train, which happens quite often on 
holiday or with my profession, when I hear that little music “papalala” in the 
Gare du Nord or Gare de Lyon, it makes me want to sing and dance,’ he recalled 
(Samuel, 2015).

After Gilmour heard the four-note SNCF tune over a public-address system, 
he called Sixième Son and asked to talk with Michaël Boumendil, who was so 
convinced it was his friends playing a prank on him that he didn’t return the call. 
After getting a second message, Boumendil did call the number and was so star-
tled to hear his rock hero’s voice on the other end of the line that he immediately 
hung up.

Gilmour was calling to obtain permission to integrate the tune of the station 
signal into his song and to offer Boumendil the opportunity to co-author the 
piece. Together with SNCF, they reached an agreement and within a couple 
of years, the song ‘Rattle that Lock’ broke at number one in France and the 
UK and as of 2016 the music video has received well over four million views 
(Gilmour, 2015).

In an interview by Jack Marshall in the Wall Street Journal, Christophe 
Fanichet, Head of Communications and Information for SNCF said, ‘David Gilmour 
is a bit of a living legend. Like everywhere, there are a lot of David Gilmour and 
Pink Floyd fans within SNCF. The song is a kind of tribute to our jingle and we are 
touched that it has inspired such a musician’ (Marshall, 2015).
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