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PART I

HISTORY AND SCOPE






1 History of qualitative research methods in
marketing
Sidney J. Levy

This chapter traces the history of qualitative research methods in marketing. These
methods include a variety of techniques such as personal interviewing (sometimes desig-
nated as ‘open-ended’, ‘non-directive’, ‘depth’, ‘casual’ etc.); group or focus group inter-
viewing, projective techniques, participant observation, ethnography, case studies,
photography and story telling. Also the analysis of data, however gathered and even if
they include measurement, may be characterized as a method that is ‘interpretive’, ‘sub-
jective’, ‘hermeneutic’, ‘introspective’ or ‘post-modern’, indicating that it is a qualitative
version, as is exemplified by the variety of topics in this Handbook. In this history I have
emphasized the early days of qualitative research lest they be lost to the memories of
modern students who tend to focus attention on the recent decade of their field.

Historic roots of qualitative inquiry

The field of marketing became an academic discipline early in the twentieth century, but
its practice and the gathering of intelligence about the market extend far back in time.
There have always been explorers, scouts, runners, agents, representatives, salesmen, spies,
tax gatherers, census takers, other government functionaries and so on, to provide word
of the market. Even Joseph’s interpretation of the Pharaoh’s dream in the Hebrew Bible
led to a form of marketing planning for the storage and distribution of grain. Aristotle,
Plato, Cicero and other ancients criticized merchants; and throughout history there have
been ambivalent attitudes toward the consumption of goods and services. Qualitative
analysis of consumption takes various forms because it interests scholars in different dis-
ciplines. Historians, economists, anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists and marcol-
ogists (scholars who study marketing [Levy, 1976]) have all paid attention to consumption
as an outgrowth of concern with human life.

A History of Private Life: Passions of the Renaissance, conceived by Phillipe Ari¢s and
edited by Roger Chartier (1989), chronicles changes in consumption in France coming out
of the Middle Ages. ‘People learned to read, discovered the seductions of the self, and
retreated into domestic intimacy’ (p. 610). Wealth made possible the creation of houses
with separate rooms and attention to furnishings and décor; issues of comfort and aes-
thetics spread from elites to the general public. The elites resisted with sumptuary laws
forbidding common folk to emulate them, and they regarded the spread of printed mater-
ials as a profanation of knowledge. It is ironic that the growing wealth and freedom of the
Enlightenment produced the child-centered family that the wealth and freedom of
modern times are often accused of destroying.

The necessity and pleasures of food and eating, their variety and complexity, make
them intrinsically appealing. In 1825, Jean Brillat-Savarin (a lawyer and politician) pub-
lished The Physiology of Taste. He is noted for having said, “Tell me what you eat and [
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will tell you what you are!” Peter Farb and George Armelagos later wrote a volume,
Consuming Passions: The Anthropology of Eating (1980), an overview aimed at ‘under-
standing society and culture through eating’. The great anthropologist, Bronislaw
Malinowski (1939) addressed the biological and psychological foundations of need satis-
faction. Given his analysis of the Trobriand Island exchange system called the Kula
(1961), Malinowski may be regarded as one of the founders of the behavioral science
approach to marketing. The classic study by his student, Audrey Richards, Hunger and
Work in a Savage Tribe (1948), illustrates his functional method, as applied to nutrition
among the Bantu of Africa.

To accomplish such a comprehensive undertaking in modern societies is hard to con-
ceive, but partial attempts are made. ‘Hunger and work in a civilized tribe’ (Levy, 1978) is
regularly addressed by the major food companies. Researchers examine attitudes toward
food, the preoccupation with weight control, the relation of diet to health and the use of
food to communicate complexities of social status and interaction. For example, Better
Homes and Gardens has sponsored research on changes in these outlooks; such investiga-
tions have been carried out by General Foods, Kraft and so on, usually privately
published.

The historian Daniel Horowitz (1985) provides a detailed examination of consumer
society in America from 1875 to 1940. He notes the changes in budgets among different
social groups, and tells how family behavior was judged by social critics, social workers,
home economists and other social scientists. In these materials there is a tension
between traditional values of hard work, thrift, the self-controlled family focused on
production, and the emerging family with discretionary income seeking new levels of
consumption. Many writers disparaged consumers’ responses to more money, appli-
ances, indoor plumbing and advertising as profligate and dissolute, and they exhorted
the public ‘to heed the call of prudence and refinement’ (Horowitz 1985, p. 82). The
critics hoped that the rigors of World War II might restore traditional morality and sen-
sible frugality.

The post-war period instead brought the Consumer Revolution. Accumulation of
capital and personal prosperity joined with pent-up demand for consumer goods and
desires for liberated forms of self-expression. The impact of increasing education, con-
traception, sexual freedom, feminism and the assertion of civil rights became more pro-
nounced. In long qualitative essays, critics offered negative depictions of contemporary
life. David Reisman regretted the rise of other-directedness in The Lonely Crowd (1950),
preferring conformity to inner-directedness and tradition. John Galbraith, in The Affluent
Society (1958), lamented the squirrel-cage character of consumers motivated by adver-
tising rather than by the public good. And Vance Packard (profitably) exposed and viewed
with alarm The Hidden Persuaders (1957) who were allegedly corrupting consumers with
their insidious analyses and advertising subtleties.

Some social science scholars studied consumers in less visibly moralistic fashion. In
1954 and 1955, New York University Press published two volumes titled Consumer
Behavior, edited by Lincoln H. Clark. Volume I had the subtitle “The Dynamics of
Consumer Reaction’ and Volume II, ‘“The Life Cycle and Consumer Behavior’. These
volumes were sponsored by the Committee for Research on Consumer Attitudes and
Behavior, and contain thoughtful articles by economists, sociologists and psychologists.
Only the editor, Clark, was a professor of marketing. Nelson N. Foote (1954) wrote on
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‘The Autonomy of the Consumer’, pointing to economic changes in America: growth of
middle-income families, a substantial rise in real income every year, and mounting dis-
cretionary income (ibid., p.15). He interprets growing opportunities for consumers to
make choices and show self-determination. At the same time, William H. Whyte (1954)
writes on “The Consumer in the New Suburbia’, but emphasizes the conformity he sees
among the residents of a development in Park Forest, Illinois.

Scholars in the Clark volumes mainly study choice and decision making. Introducing
the discipline of psychological economics, George Katona says that ‘actors on the eco-
nomic scene have significant latitude or discretion in their behavior . . . (or) ... there
would be hardly any need to introduce psychological variables as explanatory principles
of economic behavior’ (1954, p.30). Similarly, James Tobin, a professor of economics,
says, ‘Perhaps an even more fundamental and difficult research program would center on
the values, aspirations, and goals of families . . . and their effects on consumption behav-
ior’ (1954, p. 108.) Thus, to the agendas of home economists, social workers, Bureau of
Labor statisticians and moralists are added the research slates of sociologists, psycholo-
gists and the emerging marcologists.

Robert Hess and Gerald Handel (1959) studied family life in a volume titled Family
Worlds: A Psychosocial Approach to Family Life. Their case studies were derived from
intensive interviews with family members, held individually and together, written essays,
and projective methods such as Incomplete Sentences and the Thematic Apperception
Technique. These qualitative methods illuminated especially the fine dynamic detail and
complexity of individual patterns and variations among the families.

The role of marketing research

Following the first US Census in 1790, and spurred by the English work of Charles Booth
in 1886, many large-scale projects were carried out (Young, 1939; Parten, 1950). Similarly,
psychological testing grew, stimulated by the use of IQ measurement in World War I,
adding to the desire to gather data about the public. Awareness of public opinion grew
with the writing of Walter Lippmann in the 1920s, with studies of newspapers and their
readers. In the 1930s, psychologists (notably Gordon W. Allport and Hadley Cantril)
examined the role and impact of radio. The 1940s and 1950s were a golden age of com-
munications study as psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, historians and jour-
nalists (led especially by Samuel A. Stouffer, Robert K. Merton and Bernard Berelson)
delved into the various media (Klapper, 1960).

The history of qualitative research methods occurs within two main contexts. First,
qualitative methods are applied to the marketplace as marketing research. Second, acad-
emic personnel are drawn to develop theories about the nature of marketing with research
into marketing. Donald M. Hobart tells how modern marketing research began.

There was a time when marketing research did not exist. About the year 1910 an idea was
born . . . The father of this idea was Mr. Stanley Latshaw, at that time the advertising represen-
tative in Boston for The Curtis Publishing Company . . . He was not satisfied with the way in
which he and his salesmen sold advertising space. Neither they nor their customers knew much
about markets and the wants and habits of consumers and dealers . . . The plan was to hire a
competent man, turn him loose with a roving commission, and then see what happened. The
man whom Mr. Latshaw hired for this untried work was the late Charles Coolidge Parlin, a
schoolmaster from a small city in Wisconsin. (Hobart, 1950, pp. 3-4)
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We can see here numerous issues arising: the dissatisfaction of a manager with a market-
ing problem, the nature of salesmanship, the business-to-business relationship, the role of
the media and communications, the desire to understand the end users’ motives and
actions, involvement of an academic intelligence and the early, open-minded, exploratory
attitude.

In 1926, General Foods established a panel of homemakers for testing new products;
in 1932, the Psychological Corporation set up a continuous poll of buying behavior. This
survey work was aimed at measuring audience characteristics, with emphasis on learning
what people did, and on statistical differences among them in terms of age, sex, educa-
tion, income, occupation and marital status. The goal of understanding behavior was
central, of course, but finding out what the actions were, per se, was an important first
step. By comparing the characteristics of groups that did different things, insight was
gained, and findings could be speculated about and taken to affirm or question previously
held hypotheses.

The rise of qualitative research

Despite the centuries of marketing activity, the Journal of Marketing was first published
only in 1922; and, despite all the work after World War II on consumers and communi-
cation, the Journal of Marketing Research arrived only in 1964, and the Journal of
Consumer Research ten years later. In the 1930s, dissatisfaction with polling and survey-
ing appeared in the marketing literature. The information gained seemed descriptive,
mechanical and not explanatory enough. Psychology was moving from a measurement
phase to a clinical phase, with personality analyses and projective techniques adding an
interpretive dimension to the traditional laboratory focus. Instead of 1Q measurement,
qualitative personality assessment was emphasized by the Office of Strategic Services
(OSS), precursor to the CIA.

The European migration

Harold H. Kassarjian (1994) describes the move to the US in the 1930s of influential
researchers such as George Katona, Hans Zeisel and Herta Herzog. Alfred Politz became
a successful commercial surveyor who believed that valid marketing research required
national probability samples of at least 1200 people; and he opposed qualitative methods.
Kassarjian names Paul F. Lazarsfeld for bringing ‘the techniques of introspection as well
as introducing qualitative research and small samples to marketing and advertising
research’ (p. 269). Kassarjian’s own work as a researcher, teacher, reviewer and editor
made major contributions in reports on projective techniques, personality theory and
numerous other topics, as is visible in his vita (2005).

Consumer goods companies pioneered, often using research consultants, including
academicians who applied behavioral science ideas to business problems. In 1939, Ernest
Dichter, Lazarsfeld’s student, carried out qualitative analyses of Ivory Soap and
Plymouth cars. He was a leader in qualitative work that came to be called ‘motivation
research’ (Dichter, 1947). He was notorious for his free-wheeling approach and psycho-
analytic ideas, as well as his popularity among executives; and Lazarsfeld joined in the
criticism of Dichter, despite the merits and practical value of Dichter’s ideas.

Having a traditional receptivity to psychology (Scott, 1917), advertising agencies were
aware of new work in the communications field (Strong, 1913; Poffenberger, 1925). They
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played a major role in the competition among brands and were sensitive to market seg-
mentation. Demographic data were not always sufficient or satisfying. Sometimes there
were no significant differences between two user groups in their age, sex and income dis-
tributions, so those characteristics did not appear to account for their different marketing
behaviors. Often, too, user groups gave the same reasons for different brand preferences,
showing that there are discrepancies between what people say they do or think or like and
what they actually do, think or like. The reasons people give may not be all the reason,
and they may not be able to explain their own behavior. Because the usual structured ques-
tionnaire was often found to be insufficiently informative, research workers found it useful
to develop more conversational interviews. Sometimes these interviews were carried
out by psychiatric or psychological personnel and were compared to the free association
sessions connected with psychoanalytic therapy. Because of this, such interviews were
called ‘depth interviews’. Also the work of Carl R. Rogers (1956) gained fame for the
‘non-directive interview’. Despite theoretical differences between Freud and Rogers, both
relied on the subject freely introspecting and talking so that thoughts and feelings are
explored and brought forth fully.

The post-World War II surge

Social science technology grew fast after World War I1. Social Research, Inc. (SRI) was
established in 1946 to apply the interests of faculty members of the Committee on Human
Development at the University of Chicago: W. Lloyd Warner (social stratification and
symbol systems, 1949), Burleigh B. Gardner (human organization, 1945) and William E.
Henry (analysis of fantasy, 1956). News of company-sponsored research appeared in
trade publications such as Advertising Age, Sponsor, Printers’ Ink and Advertising &
Selling. A magazine of advertising, marketing and public relations, Tide (1947), reported
SRI’s work that used projective methods and ethnographies adapted from social anthro-
pology and psychology to analyze symbolic meanings of greeting cards and of soap
operas.

Qualitative research methods were not readily accepted in academic marketing depart-
ments, despite their common use in history, anthropology, sociology and literary criti-
cism. The receptivity by business offended people who look down on business and its
minions. Morris Holbrook (1995) said that such consultants were obsequious dogs
(p. 303). In The Theory of the Leisure Class, that pioneering study of consumption,
Thorstein Veblen (1899) commented that ‘knowledge of latter-day men and things is . . .
“lower”, “base”, “ignoble” — one even hears the epithet “sub-human”, applied to this
matter-of-fact knowledge of mankind and of everyday life’ (p. 391). Some contemporary
sociologists have an awakened interest in studying consumers, but they commonly ignore
work in the marketing literature, at times as a result busying themselves re-inventing the
wheel. A professor of finance recently raved in my presence that he hated the behavioral
people he asserted were ruining his field.

In ‘Alternative Approaches in the Study of Complex Situations’, Robert Weiss (1966)
calmly and objectively contrasts research methods. But contention and lack of scientific
objectivity about methods persist. Dominant paradigm people often resist, show hostil-
ity and, at many schools, refuse to hire or promote faculty who are qualitatively oriented.
They are defensive, unrealistically acting as though their livelihoods are jeopardized by
the projective techniques and ethnographies that they imagine will replace their surveys,
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regressions and multivariate methods. At the 1998 conference of the Association for
Consumer Research, such persons complained that qualitative researchers were taking
over the conference.

Nevertheless, results of the early work on social-psychological aspects of consumer
behavior worked their way into the academic literature. Warner and Henry (1948) pub-
lished ‘The Radio Day Time Serial: A Symbolic Analysis’, in Genetic Psychology
Monographs. The Harvard Business Review published Dichter’s ‘Psychology in Marketing
Research’ (1947), illustrating the distinction between ‘rationalized’ explanations for
actions and customers’ deeper, unconscious reasons. Such thinking attempted to get past
the ‘lists of motives’ that used to make up much of the psychological approach to explain-
ing customer behavior (Kornhauser, 1923; Copeland, 1924; Duncan, 1940).

The kind of indirectly derived insight that a projective method might yield was
famously dramatized for the marketing profession by a single simple experiment reported
by Mason Haire in 1950. He showed samples of women a brief shopping list and asked
for a description of the woman who had prepared the list. The list was varied by includ-
ing or omitting a brand of instant coffee. Subjects who saw instant coffee on the list pro-
jected their ideas about instant coffee by describing the buyer as less oriented to home and
family, compared to the descriptions given by those who saw the list without instant coffee
(Haire, 1950).

Motivation research

S.I. Hayakawa’s Language in Action (1941) introduced me to General Semantics,
announcing that words and things were different. Hayakawa led me to a weighty and eso-
teric tome, Science and Sanity, by Count Alfred Korzybski (1933), and his model of the
Structural Differential. This interest foreshadowed the attention to semiotics that flared
up years later (Umiker-Sebiok, 1987). With this background, I was drawn into interdis-
ciplinary study with the Committee on Human Development at Chicago, and in 1948 at
SRI began my career of investigating the significance to people of companies, products,
brands, media, advertisements, persons and life styles. I was increasingly struck by the
way motivation interacts with perception: that is, how people’s motives lead them to per-
ceive meaning in the objects they encounter and how the meanings of those objects affect
their motives. I studied the Thematic Apperception Technique with William Henry
(1956), learning to interpret people’s story telling. I saw how they symbolize their lives in
the products and brands they consume, and how they tell each other stories in pursuit of
their aims.

The excitement about behavioral science methods and theories spread in the mid-1950s,
linking marketplace behavior with personality traits, exploring consumer motivations and
analyzing perceptions of products and brands. The Chicago Tribune’s Pierre D. Martineau
commissioned from SRI basic studies of beer, cigarettes, soaps and detergents, and auto-
mobiles, which he publicized via numerous industry presentations, where they were
usually the first of their kind. We called these studies ‘motivation research’.

Cigarettes: Their Role and Function analyzed the physical, psychological, sociological, and cul-
tural significance of cigarettes and smoking. Motivations Relating to Soaps and Chemical
Detergents analyzed how these products helped housewives cope with and control negative
aspects of their social role. Automobiles: What They Mean to Americans explored the rami-
fied significance of the automobile in people’s lives as an extension of the self, in terms of its
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practical use, economic value, social status symbolism, psychological motives, and perceptions
of the cars’ images. (Newman, 1957)

In the 1960s and 1970s, the excitement moderated. Attention shifted to the systematic
measurement that was aided by the rise of the computer. New promise came from the
experiments of cognitive psychology, not from depth psychologies. Motivation research
(like Freudianism and God) was said to have died. Still, motivation research never died.
It settled down to be carried out by Dichter and other workers, including my associates
at Social Research, Inc. and myself, under the heading of motivational studies, qualita-
tive analyses, sociopsychological studies and the like.

The 1970s saw the rise of the focus group. This method had a history in the study of
group dynamics (Lewin, 1947), small groups (Bales, 1950) and convenient survey methods
(Parten, 1950). It showed up in marketing literature with a piece by Alfred Goldman
(1962) on the group depth interview in the Journal of Marketing and in reports in the
Marketing News and other trade press. The business community loved the focus group. In
many organizations it was (and is) considered synonymous with qualitative research and
was the only method used to get qualitative information. Marketing managers need infor-
mation to nourish their decisions, and focus groups are the fast food of marketing
research.

At times, hostility to the new methods and practitioners was intense. Motivation
researchers were accused of offering false panaceas or, conversely, dangerously effective
insights. The vice of subjectivity, with its supposed lack of validity and reliability, was
especially emphasized. The conflict can be seen in titles of news articles of the period:
‘Politz Tags Motivation Research “Fake”, “Hah!” Hahs Dichter Group’, Advertising Age
(1955b); ‘Battle of Embittered Ph.D.s’, Advertising Age (1955a); ‘Research Rivals Trade
Blows’, Business Week (1955); ‘Is motivation research really an instrument of the Devil?’
(William D. Wells, 1956).

By 1958, the pros and cons had been pretty thoroughly reviewed. A compendium of
these views was compiled by Robert Ferber and Hugh G. Wales (1958) in Motivation and
Market Behavior. Joseph Newman (1957) also provided a comprehensive view. Using a
case approach, he shows the breadth of understanding that was sought in qualitative
studies. The results of personality studies were critically reviewed (Kassarjian and Sheffet,
1975). Books by Martineau (1957), George Horsley Smith (1954), Harry Henry (1958)
and Vance Packard (1957) presented concepts, methods, applications, criticism and
defense.

Pioneers in qualitative research

Two sets of pioneers were especially important in fostering the initial wave of motivation/
qualitative work. Such figures as Ernest Dichter; my colleagues Burleigh B. Gardner,
Steuart Henderson Britt and Harriett Bruce Moore; Dietrich Leonhard, Hal Kassarjian,
Louis Cheskin, Herta Herzog, Virginia Miles, William D. Wells and several others, were
knowledgeable and spread the word. The second group who played a special role were the
daring business people who had the curiosity and imagination to support innovative
research projects, who were willing to learn about unconventional methods. These
included George Reeves and Sandy Gunn of J. Walter Thompson, Henry O. Whiteside of
Gardner Advertising and later J. Walter Thompson, Hugh McMillan and Jack Bowen of
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Campbell-Ewald, Leo Burnett of Leo Burnett Advertising, Pierre D. Martineau of The
Chicago Tribune, Gerhardt Kleining of Reemstma in Germany, Dudley Ruch of
Pillsbury, John Catlin of Kimberly-Clark, Robert Gwynn and Dan Bash of Sunbeam
Corporation, George Stewart of Swift and Company, Beland Honderich of the Toronto
Star, Margaret Rogers at N.W. Ayers, and many more.

The influence of Social Research, Inc.

The work at Social Research, Inc., where I became a principal, spread qualitative research
methods in both practical and theoretical directions. We embedded projective devices
(Levy, 1985) within the more or less nondirective approach of the so-called ‘depth inter-
view’. These were variants on the clinical techniques of the time, such as the TAT, the
Rorschach, Sentence Completion, Word Association, Draw-A-Person and the curious
Szondi test (Rainwater, 1956). We created devices such as matching people, animals, cars,
pictorial symbols and soliciting dreams. We took pictures of houses and living rooms, we
sent interviewers to spend days observing and making detailed notes on what respondents
did and said. Essentially, we engaged in accumulating case studies, personal histories and
ethnographies; and we conducted group interviews before they came to be called ‘focus
groups’. A later variation on these methods is reported in ‘Autodriving: A Photoelicitation
Technique’ (Heisley and Levy, 1991). Gerald Zaltman (2003) has recently combined pic-
tures in collages, metaphors and story telling in his Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation
Technique.

Using Warner’s Index of Status Characteristics (Warner et al., 1949), we classified our
respondents to examine the effects of social class on consumer behavior. Workingman's
Wife, by Lee Rainwater, Richard P. Coleman and Gerald Handel (1959), was based on
studies of readers of romance publications for Macfadden-Bartell Corporation. We
taught clients about social stratification in American society. Along the way, to apply my
multidisciplinary training, I wrote one article to show the use of sociological concepts
(‘Social Class and Consumer Behavior’, Levy, 1966), another arguing for the psycholog-
ical perspective (‘Mammon and Psyche’, Levy, 1968) and another to show the relevance
of anthropology (‘Hunger and Work in a Civilized Tribe’, Levy, 1978). Assisting in the
spread of ideas from SRI, Lee Rainwater (1974) became a professor of anthropology and
sociology at Harvard; Gerald Handel taught sociology at CCNY; and Richard Coleman
and I taught in marketing departments, he at Kansas State and I at Northwestern and
now the University of Arizona.

The brand image

One concept that emerged from our work was that of the brand image. I remembered
William James (1892) writing that ‘a man has as many social selves as there are individ-
uals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their mind . . . But as the individ-
uals who carry the images fall differently into classes we may practically say that there are
as many different social selves as there are distinct groups of persons about whose opinion
he cares (p. 180)’. At SRI we saw that this idea was true for organizations, their products
and their brands, and the notion of imagery as a marketing apperception was used to
interpret them. Consequently (with Burleigh B. Gardner), I wrote ‘“The Product and
the Brand’, for the Harvard Business Review (1955), explaining that each product or
brand exists in people’s minds as a symbolic entity, an integrated resultant of all their
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experiences with it in the marketplace. The notion was seized upon by the advertising
community and, if I may immodestly (or guiltily) say so, the brand image idea subse-
quently swept the world, becoming part of the lingua franca of modern times.

Symbolic analysis

The brand image was also a vehicle for spreading the notion of symbolic analysis.
Reinforced by Warner’s work on symbol systems (1959), the symbolic interactionists at the
University of Chicago, and experience with projective methods, our consumer studies were
exercises in the interpretation of symbols and symbolic behavior. Ira O. Glick and I wrote
Living with Television (1962, re-issued in 2005), based on studies of television shows’ audi-
ences conducted for Chevrolet and Campbell-Ewald, its advertising agency. Warner
described it as a ‘contribution to our body of knowledge about the meanings and function
of the symbol systems commonly shared by most Americans’ (p. 6). We did the first qual-
itative study for the Coca-Cola Company on why people drink soft drinks, the first study
for AT&T on the meaning of the telephone. For the Wrigley Company we studied what
baseball meant to Cubs fans. A study for FTD, the flower delivery system, analyzed the
poignancy of flowers in representing the life cycle, symbolizing its beauty, its fragility and
the inevitability of death. With this work in mind, I wrote the article ‘Symbols for Sale’
(1959) and other related reports: ‘Symbolism and Life Style’ (1963) and ‘Interpreting
Consumer Mythology: A Structural Approach to Consumer Behavior’ (1981).

Broadening the concept of marketing

From the variety of SRI’s innovative qualitative research for corporations, hospitals,
schools, banks, associations, politicians and government agencies, it became evident to me
that marketing was a function of all individuals and organizations. Philip Kotler and I
wrote ‘Broadening the Concept of Marketing’, that appeared in the Journal of Marketing
(1969). The broadening idea created a stir. Our article led to the ‘broadening’ title being
given to the 1970 American Marketing Association Summer Educators’ Conference, and
diffused the marketing concept into the management of education, health, government
and the arts. It was criticized by some people as obvious, wrongheaded and evil. One piece
(Laczniak and Michie, 1979) accused us of creating social disorder by distorting the def-
inition of marketing. In reply (Levy and Kotler, 1979), we defended the ‘uses of disorder’
(Sennett, 1970).

Recent history

Historically, marketing departments had one major qualitative method. Emulating
Harvard by using case studies was accepted as a respectable tradition. However, in the late
1950s and 1960s, scientific research hit marketing departments, affecting the personnel
and the nature of their work. Northwestern University hired a stream of social scientists
with qualitative interests, such as Steuart Henderson Britt, then me, Philip Kotler, Gerald
Zaltman, Bobby Calder and John Sherry. Doctoral program graduates who did qualita-
tive work include John Myers (1968), Thomas Robertson (1967), Richard Bagozzi (1974),
Fuat Firat (1978), Dennis Rook (1985, 1987), Aaron Ahuvia (1998), Giiliz Ger (1992),
Douglas Holt (1995) and Deborah Heisley (1990). Marketing scholars at other schools
similarly recognized the contribution of the behavioral sciences, and some among them
turned to qualitative work.
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From the establishment of the Association for Consumer Research in 1970 and the
Journal of Consumer Research in 1974, there has been a steady flow of reports from the
qualitative workers of the last 35 years. Major integrations were provided by Engel, Kollat
and Blackwell in 1968, with Consumer Behavior, by Howard and Sheth in 1969, with The
Theory of Buyer Behavior, Joel B. Cohen’s editing of Behavioral Science Foundations of
Consumer Behavior (1972) and lately by Shay Sayre (2001). Michael Solomon (2005), in
his textbook, gives an overview of the progress that has been made in studying consump-
tion, including the work of qualitative researchers. In the critical vein, consumers are still
blamed for their supposedly unhappy materialism, but postmodernists tend to find
greater villainy in corporate power and policies, and the negative hegemonies of the age
(Firat and Dholakia, 1998; Askegaard and Firat, 1997).

Feeding these currents was a second major wave of European influence. The French
stand out for the contributions of Roland Barthes (1957), Michel Foucault (1969), Jean
Baudrillard (1981) and Pierre Bourdieu (1987); and the whole semiotic movement, for
which see David Mick (1986) and Hanne Larsen et al. (1991). Dominique Bouchet (2005)
has fostered the qualitative approach at the University of Southern Denmark, along with
his students and colleagues Per Ostergaard (1991) and Seren Askegaard (1991). From
Ireland came the provocative voices of Stephen Brown and Darach Turley (1977).

Not all contributors to qualitative research can be listed, regrettably, but some are
notable for promoting the modern entrenchment of qualitative endeavors. To describe the
remarkable productivity of Russell E. Belk could fill a chapter, as Belk is an industry in
himself. Readers are referred to his vita (2005) to see his publications, both in text and in
film. His leadership led to Highways and Buyways: Naturalistic Research from the
Consumer Behavior Odyssey (1991) a milestone in qualitative research history. Morris B.
Holbrook (1981, 1995) stands out for his prolific contributions as he veered between sys-
tematic technical work and his qualitative interest in symbolic materials, expressed espe-
cially in his love of animal metaphors. Individually and jointly, he and Elizabeth C.
Hirschman (1992) illuminated a great variety of topics. Barbara Stern (1988), Edward
McQuarrie (1991), John Schouten (1991) brought their special literary sensibilities to bear
on marketing communications.

Along the qualitative trail are the distinctive contributions of anthropologists: John
Sherry (1995, 1998), Eric Arnould, Linda L. Price and Cele Otnes (1999), Eric Arnould
(2001), Grant McCracken (1988) and Annamma Joy (1982), with creative and provoca-
tive work. Robert V. Kozinets (2002) brings his acuity to cultural phenomena such as Star
Trek and Burning Man. Emphasizing postmodern thinking and its application are Fuat
Firat and Alladi Venkatesh, editors of the journal Consumption, Markets and Culture. A
prominent figure in the qualitative field is Melanie Wallendorf, with an important stream
of work, individually (1980) and jointly with Arnould (1991), Belk (1987), Sherry (Belk,
Wallendorf and Sherry 1989), Zaltman (1983), and others. Among contemporary col-
leagues are Craig Thompson (Thompson, Loccander and Pollio, 1989) and Douglas Holt
(Holt and Thompson, 2002) whose work together and individually illuminates diverse cul-
tural issues such as baseball, Starbucks and masculinity. Cele Otnes and Richard F.
Beltramini (1996) and Mary Ann McGrath (1989) have highlighted gifting; and Jeffrey
Durgee makes lively and thoughtful connections between qualitative theory and applica-
tion (2005). These scholars and several others speak further for themselves in the subse-
quent chapters of this Handbook.
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2 Breaking new ground: developing grounded
theories in marketing and consumer behavior
Eileen Fischer and Cele C. Otnes

Across the social science disciplines, there is probably no book more widely cited by those
who analyze qualitative data than Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) The Discovery of Grounded
Theory. Within the fields of marketing and consumer behavior, it is featured frequently in
the reference sections of articles published in the top journals. However, references to
grounded theory in marketing studies often seem casual and rarely explicated. There is
limited appreciation of what the actual traditions of grounded theory development are,
as they compare and contrast with other traditions of qualitative research.

It is the purpose of this chapter to focus on grounded theory development as a distinct-
ive research tradition and to draw attention to important aspects of the origins and evolu-
tion of the approach. Grounded theory development can be distinguished from most other
approaches to qualitative data analysis in that the constructs and frameworks developed
using grounded theory resemble those deployed by scholars who use quantitative data and
work within neopositivist traditions. In this chapter, we will briefly highlight the origins of
the grounded theory approach. Next, we will consider the kinds of research questions that
it can address, and the types of theory it lends itself to developing. We then highlight three
key techniques central to this approach that can assist students of marketing and consumer
behavior in developing contributions using a grounded theory approach.

Origins and assumptions of the grounded theory tradition
As Denzin and Lincoln note (2000, p. 14), grounded theory emerged in a modernist epoch
and was a major feature of the ‘golden age of rigorous qualitative analysis’. Barney Glaser
and Anselm Strauss, the original proponents of the approach, situated grounded theory
within the ‘received view of scientific theory . . . [which conceives theory as] a linguistic
mechanism or language term composed by researchers that organizes and describes an
empirical world’ (Bacharach, 1989; cited in Locke, 2001, pp. 35-6). Their approach was
rooted within the traditions of American pragmatism, insisting that the outcomes of
research should be useful to their audiences. The following were fundamental tenets of
the original grounded theory approach. First, the topics and concepts appropriate for the
researcher to explore should be relevant to the context under study. Second, researchers
should maintain an attitude of healthy skepticism toward prior work in an area, and enter
the context relatively free of a priori assumptions. Third, outcomes of the researcher’s
data collection and analysis — that is, the conceptual categories and linkages developed to
explain the processes and relationships connecting concepts — should result from the
researcher’s immersion in the field, and reflect the dynamics of the context under study
(Locke, 2001).

A primary goal for Glaser and Strauss was to challenge the superior status then invari-
ably accorded quantitative research and the assumption that qualitative research could

19



20 Handbook of qualitative research methods in marketing

produce only description and not theory. However, Glaser and Strauss did not seek to
challenge the basic ontological or epistemological assumptions that were shared by many
self-professed social scientists of the time. While the authors were sensitized to the social
constructionist view of reality (Locke, 2001), their approach treated social construction,
in pragmatic fashion, as a provisional reality about which positive types of theories could
be developed. Thus something of a realist ontology and a positivist epistemology under-
gird the original articulation of grounded theory methods (Charmaz, 2000).

Although its original proponents parted company and advanced differing views on how
to develop grounded theory (see, for example, Glaser, 1978, 1992; Strauss and Corbin,
1990, 1998), they remained largely faithful to their original philosophical assumptions
and goals. Glaser and Strauss intended grounded theory to act as a ‘polemic against
hypothetico-deductive, speculative theory building’ (Locke, 2001, p. 34), but they did not
seek to undermine the scientific enterprise of theory building and refining. Both propo-
nents were largely unmoved by the philosophical challenges to positivism or the post-
modern critiques of social research that gained ascendancy soon after their original book
was published (Charmaz, 2000). As a result, a neopositivist ethos pervades much of the
contemporary work that draws explicitly on the grounded theory approach (along with the
closely allied tradition of case-based qualitative research; see Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2002).

Responses to the positivist heritage of grounded theory

One response to the fact that the grounded theory approach was conceived in modernism,
and remains considerably rooted in its objectivist origins, is to treat grounded theory as
though it were historically interesting but of limited contemporary relevance. Given that
it is rooted in the second moment of the development of qualitative research (Denzin and
Lincoln, 1994), it is often regarded as a research artifact associated with qualitative
researchers who shared ‘with quantitative investigators a concern for the nature of the
relationship between their discovered facts and the observable world that they purport to
explain’ (Locke, 2001, p. 8).

A second response to the association of grounded theory with modernism, advocated
in particular by Charmaz (e.g. 2000, 2002), has been a constructivist approach to
grounded theory development — that is, one that seeks solely to understand how subjects
in a study socially construct their own realities. Charmaz argues that the techniques of
coding and categorizing that are central to grounded theory methodology can be adapted
so as to produce theory sensitive to the fact that researchers are part of, rather than sep-
arate from, what is researched. She believes grounded theorizing can result in an inter-
pretive type of theory in which informants’ ‘meanings and actions take priority over
researchers’ analytic interests and methodological technology’ (2000, p. 524).

Our response differs from both of these summarized above in that it recognizes that the
grounded theory approach, as it has evolved, provides contemporary qualitative
researchers with a pragmatic means of building theories that import constructs and logics
from existing work developed in quantitative traditions, and that are readily exportable
for use by those who wish to build quantitatively on qualitative insights. Indeed, market-
ing and consumer behavior have many such scholars whose works are sometimes sub-
sumed within the constructivist, critical or postmodernist traditions, but who in fact seek
to develop constructs and hypotheses that are more closely linked to work in quantitative
traditions.
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We believe that qualitative researchers (neophyte and experienced) face no greater chal-
lenge than that of developing theory (ask anyone who has ever submitted qualitative work
to a major journal, and received the nearly universal request to make the work more the-
oretical). We believe that scholars who want to develop work that builds upon that of their
quantitative peers need guidance that acknowledges the possibility of pragmatic theory
building based on qualitative data. Thus our response to the heritage of grounded theory
is to highlight the benefits of this approach as it has evolved in contemporary usage. We
enact this perspective by first distinguishing the kinds of questions suited to a grounded
theory approach.

The questions grounded theory answers

In their original articulation of the grounded theory approach, Glaser and Strauss (1967)
imply that researchers will find, not only their answers, but also their questions, in the
research contexts they choose to investigate. They recommend that researchers immerse
themselves in the setting of interest to them, essentially ignoring prior research that might
impede the development of an understanding of that particular setting. This is intended
to ensure that an appropriately grounded theory of the setting might arise, or that, at a
minimum, healthy skepticism is maintained toward pre-existing theories that on their face
might seem salient to a particular research context.

For those who seek to publish research today, adhering strictly to this approach is
simply impracticable: prior research cannot be ignored. It must shape research questions,
though its influence on the research questions asked is likely to unfold over the course of
an investigation. At whatever point in the process of an inquiry the research question(s)
of interest become distilled, they are invariably situated within the prior literature, and
refined through the researcher’s experience in the context under study. The contemporary
practice of posing research questions that link to a wider literature is consistent with more
recent articulations of grounded theory methodology (e.g. Strauss and Corbin, 1998) and
of the closely related case study methodology (e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989).

In what sense, then, are the questions addressed by those who used this approach
grounded? We believe contemporary marketing and consumer behavior research offers
four distinct answers to this query. First, a study may be grounded in that its investigation
of a specific context gives rise to questions about the nature of a new construct. Consider
the question posed in a recent paper by Flint, Woodruff and Gardial (2002). They state,
‘Our guiding research question was, “What does desired value change mean to cus-
tomers?”’ The question they pose and the construct they identify and explore in response
(i.e., customer-desired value change) emerge in part from their reading of the literature,
and in part from the context of their investigation. They studied customers at different
levels in US automobile manufacturing supply chains, which they characterize as being
typical of mature, manufacturing-oriented industries in that country.

This context thus grounds the study in a meaningful way because customer-desired
value change may not have garnered attention in early studies, in part because this
construct is not salient to all customers in all industries. Instead, it may be a context-
embedded construct (c.f., Teagarden and von Glinow, 1995) that is relevant specifically to
the industry, the national setting and the time period, or to an even more delimited
context. Thus the question asked and answered in their study enables the authors to make
contributions at the level of substantive theory, which explicates relationships between
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constructs within a particular context where such constructs and relationships are
particularly salient (Strauss and Corbin, 1994).

A second way prior marketing studies ground the questions they ask and the answers
they provide is by raising queries about the adequacy of prior conceptualizations of a rela-
tively well established construct. In the process of exploring a context that differs mean-
ingfully from those previously employed, questions about the nature of well-recognized
constructs often arise. An example can be found in Coupland’s (2005) work: she asks,
‘What are “invisible brands”?’ (p. 107). She notes that the construct of invisible brands
arose (i.e. emerged in an unanticipated manner) from her multi-month investigation into
the pantries and kitchens of her informants. Prior studies of brands often investigate how
brands are consumed in more public contexts. Yet Coupland’s revelation that sometimes
consumers disassociate products from their brand identifiers in the more private spaces in
informants’ homes led her to supplement conceptualizations of brands that stress how
these phenomena are implicated in identity construction. Thus, in asking and answering
questions about the nature of invisible brands, Coupland essentially adds a previously
undisclosed dimension (i.e. degree of visibility) to our understanding of one of the most
well established constructs in our field: the brand.

A third way qualitative studies of this kind can ground the questions and answers is by
asking about previously unrecognized facilitators or implications of a construct. Often,
when a construct has been discussed infrequently in the earlier literature, a study
grounded in a particular context will offer a preliminary set of insights on some of the
major factors that give rise to or follow from that construct. Drumwright (1994) studied
socially responsible buying using a grounded theory approach. She did not seek to iden-
tify the nature of the construct called ‘socially responsible buying’. Rather she focused on
the questions pertaining to the way socially responsible buying comes about in an organ-
ization. The context she chose for investigation was firms recognized by external agencies
as having engaged in buying practices that were socially responsible with regard to the
environment.

Grounding her study in data from the buying center members of ten such firms,
Drumwright generated a range of ideas about the individual and organizational factors
likely to lead organizations to be more (versus less) socially responsible in their purchas-
ing behaviors. She argued there was a void in prior research with respect to the reasons
non-economic criteria might influence organizational purchasing behavior. As a result,
she implemented a research design that essentially started from scratch in order to theo-
rize causes of the focal phenomenon. Arguably, had she studied firms that varied in their
degree or type of frequency of socially responsible purchasing behavior, different factors
might have surfaced. Similarly, were the study undertaken now (ten years and many
debates later), additional factors might be noted, and some of the original ones may have
diminished in importance.

The final way qualitative researchers in marketing can ground questions and answers is
by addressing questions about the adequacy of prior conceptualizations of facilitators or
implications of a construct. Often, when a construct has been discussed frequently in the
earlier literature, certain factors that influence or are influenced by that construct have
been thinly or inconsistently conceptualized. In such cases, a grounded-theory perspec-
tive may challenge what has been taken for granted about processes or relationships
involving that construct. Thus, and in line with Glaser and Strauss’s original motivation
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for creating the grounded theory approach, questions may confront and challenge a priori
theorizing with theory that emerges from data.

A case in point is Workman, Homburg and Gruner’s (1998) study. In this research, the
central question pertains to illuminating the set of environmental factors that influence
how a marketing function will be organized, and what role this set of factors will have in
shaping performance. In justifying their inquiry, the authors acknowledge that consider-
able prior work had addressed one factor or another in isolation. However, they observe,
there has been an inadequate appreciation of the range of environmental factors that
might influence both the makeup of the marketing function and the location of market-
ing activities within a firm. By purposefully grounding their data collection in manufac-
turing firms that varied in terms of size categories, technology intensity, consumer versus
business focus and national location (Germany versus the US), the authors hoped to
address limitations of prior work that had lacked such contextual elements and that had
thus been unable adequately to capture, conceptualize and emphasize their potential the-
oretical significance. Moreover, because they conducted their study across a wide variety
of contexts, they were more aptly suited to contribute on the level of general theory — or
that which is salient to more than one context.

Figure 2.1 summarizes the distinctions drawn between the types of questions asked in
grounded theory inquiries, identifying two dimensions that help delineate the four types
of questions discussed above. One dimension is the purpose of the research, which may
be either to identify new constructs or relationships, or to refine understandings of already
acknowledged constructs or relationships. The other dimension is the focus of the ques-
tion being asked. That is, questions may pertain either to the nature of a focal construct
or to the nature of the relationships between constructs or processes. The intersections of
these two dimensions produce the four types of research questions discussed above. Of
course, any given study may seek to answer more than a single research question. For
example, studies that identify a new construct will also explore the facilitators and impli-
cations of that construct (e.g. Flint, Woodruff and Gardial, 2002). Likewise, studies that
question the adequacy of conceptualizations of an existing construct may also attempt to
amplify previously underdeveloped understandings of particular factors that influence or
are influenced by the newly refined construct. The kinds of theory that any given exem-
plar of research in this tradition produces will be linked inextricably to the particular
nature of the research question raised. We now turn to a discussion of the nature of the
theoretical contributions produced by research that adopts a grounded theory approach
to analysis.

Prototypical grounded theory contributions

The specific contributions made by any given paper will be largely unique, yet, across the
various papers that go beyond mere mention of the words ‘grounded theory’, and that
actually make use of some of the techniques outlined in recent discussions of the
approach, some prototypical theoretical contributions can be identified. Specifically these
papers offer four distinct ‘theoretical products’ (Locke, 2001, p. 39): (a) they identify prop-
erties and/or dimensions of constructs; (b) they formulate and articulate typologies; (c)
they present conceptual frameworks and/or models; and (d) they generate propositional
statements. The first two are typical of the theorizing developed when the scope of the
grounded theory investigation includes focusing on a construct. The last two are common
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Focus of Inquiry

Focus on construct

Focus on
facilitators and/or
implications

Purpose of the Research

Develop new constructs
or relationships

Refine constructs
or relationships

What is the nature of this
newly emergent construct?
Example: Coupland (2005)
identified and analyzed the
new construct ‘invisible

brands’

How adequate are prior
conceptualizations of an
established construct?
Example: Fournier (1998)
reconceptualized the construct

of ‘brand relationships’

What previously
unacknowledged factors
influence and are influenced
by a construct of interest?
Example: Flint, Woodruff
and Gardial (2002) identified
factors influencing and
influenced by a new construct,
customers’ desired value

change

How adequate are prior
conceptualizations of
facilitators or implications of
a construct?

Example: Workman,
Homburg and Gruner (1998)
reconceptualized factors
influencing and influenced by
marketing function

organization

Figure 2.1 A typology of the questions asked in grounded theory studies
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when the scope of the investigation focuses on relationships linking a construct with facili-
tators and implications. We discuss each below, providing illustrations drawn from exem-
plars of grounded theory research in marketing.

Construct dimensions and properties

When grounded theorists are concerned with questions about the nature of a construct
(whether that construct is new to the field or previously identified), one theoretical con-
tribution they may make is to identify the properties or dimensions of this construct. This
practice is directly traceable to the analytic strategies laid out by proponents of grounded
theorizing. For example, Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest that an important step in ana-
lyzing data is to identify two characteristics of constructs: (a) properties, which they
describe as ‘general or specific characteristics or attributes’ of a category, and (b) dimen-
sions, which they define as ‘the location of a property along a continuum or range’
(p. 116). The goal is to develop concepts that have analytic generalizability; that is, that
‘can plausibly account for a large number and range of empirical observations’ (Locke,
2001, p. 39).

The value and relevance of identifying dimensions of a construct depend, of course,
on the existing understanding of the construct in question. When a construct is newly
coined, such mapping is helpful in fully articulating its definition. Even when a construct
is seemingly well developed, however, the value of an insightful assessment of proper-
ties and dimensions can be considerable. For example, in Fournier’s (1998) study of con-
sumer—brand relationships, she deepened current understanding of the construct of
‘relationships’ by her careful analysis of relationship properties and dimensions.
Moving beyond the simple dichotomization of relationships as strong or weak, or close
or distant (as was common in other in marketing studies based in business-to-business
contexts), Fournier furnished the discipline with the seven other dimensions of rela-
tionships emergent in the context of consumers and their brands (for instance, volun-
tary versus imposed; positive versus negative; intense versus superficial). As scholarship
that sought to better understand the integral characteristics of the basic construct of
relationships, these additional dimensions are insightful in their own right. Yet Fournier
further enhanced their value by drawing upon these seven dimensions to create a dis-
tinct but related prototypical grounded theory contribution: a typology, which we
discuss below.

Typologies

Typologies tend to share the goal of illuminating the distinctions between varying elem-
ents in a set that together comprise a construct. Usually, elements of the set are
differentiated by the constellation of properties or dimensions they may possess. So, for
example, Fournier (1998) identifies 15 distinct relationship forms that she observed in her
data, and that each exhibited a unique constellation of some or all of the dimensions of
relationships she discerned. For example, ‘casual buddies’ is a relationship form that
entails a friendship between the consumer and the brand that is characterized by low
intimacy and affect, infrequent engagements and few expectations of reciprocity or
reward. In contrast, ‘committed partnership’ is a relationship form characterized by a
long-term bond, is voluntary, and is a socially supported union high in love, intimacy,
trust and a commitment to stay together (Fournier, 1998).
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While typologies are regarded by some as merely descriptive, they have been vigorously
defended by Miller (1996). He argues that well-conceived and articulated typologies cluster
together commonly co-occurring constellations of dimensions and/or properties and
can accomplish many analytical tasks, including (a) drawing distinctions and identifying
relationships; (b) invoking contrasts that facilitate empirical progress; and (c¢) succinctly cap-
turing important conceptual implications (Miller, 1996, p. 507). Fournier (1998) demon-
strates just such potential in her typology of relationships. She points out that distinguishing
different relationship forms helps to identify the particular benefits, maintenance require-
ments and developmental trajectories that may be uniquely associated with each.

Conceptual frameworks

Conceptual frameworks are one form of theory often developed when research questions
focus on the facilitators or implications of some construct of interest. Such frameworks
can take the form of verbal statements about nomethetic networks (i.e. sets of constructs
that influence/are influenced by one another). Frequently, however, they take the form of
(in)famous boxes-and-arrows diagrams. It is in offering up such diagrams that grounded
theorists most noticeably part company with their qualitative colleagues who adhere to
other traditions and who (sometimes rightly) consider such frameworks reductionist.
Grounded theorists accept and actively pursue the reduction of categories into a finite set
of constructs and the clear expression of links between constructs, not because they view
the world as simple, but because they see the value of simplification in order to bring
neglected phenomena or linkages into view.

Furthermore, even if such boxes and arrows invoke adverse reactions among other
qualitative scholars, they are often a communication device that speaks directly to those
who rely mainly upon quantitative methods, and who are accustomed to, and expect,
these types of visual representations. In depicting explicitly the ways constructs are linked,
and in indicating the expected nature of such linkages, boxes-and-arrows diagrams suc-
cinctly convey the main thrust of a theoretical argument, even if that argument is expli-
citly conditional and limited in its claims of generalizability.

A fine example of a conceptual framework derived from a grounded theory approach
can be found in Mick and Fournier (1998, p. 27). This framework, though it includes the
dreaded (by some) boxes and arrows, is grand in sweep. Produced through a cyclical
process of reading the literature and collecting and interpreting data, it incorporates com-
ponents that range from Western world history and the industrial and modern periods
through key paradoxes of technology. The frame links these paradoxes to a ‘conflict/
ambivalence’ construct, which in turn produces ‘anxiety/stress’ and elicits the range of
‘coping strategies’ that contemporary individuals employ. Far from simplifying technol-
ogy consumption to a narrow stimulus-response paradigm as might be feared by those
who disavow boxes and arrows, this framework integrates the concepts of paradox,
emotion and coping strategies within the domain of contemporary technology con-
sumption, creating a provocative whole that challenges and complements prior notions of
technology adoption, ownership and use.

Propositional statements
The other, closely related, type of theoretical contribution frequently offered by those who
attempt to answer questions about the facilitators and/or implications of constructs is the
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propositional statement. Propositional statements go one step beyond conceptual models
that portray very general links between constructs (e.g. arrows that are unidirectional or
bidirectional). Propositional statements speculate about direct, mediated or moderated
relationships among constructs of interest that are likely to exist in certain contexts, and
specify the nature (e.g. positive or negative) of the relationships under specific conditions.

Propositional statements can link constructs that are established or that emerge in the
course of an investigation. They can specify previously unrecognized relationships, or
modify existing assumptions about relationships. For example, Kirmani and Campbell
(2004) elaborate on the construct of ‘consumer reactions to persuasion knowledge’. They
challenge previous conceptualizations of consumers as largely passive recipients or
resisters of persuasion, and develop a rich typology of reactions, entailing a variety of
both ‘seeker’ and ‘sentry’ strategies. They then highlight propositions that link the type of
relationship between a persuasion agent and a consumer (thus connecting their work
to earlier research that identifies the relationship construct as salient to persuasion
attempts). They also introduce consumers’ experience with persuasion (a construct not
investigated previously in relationship to persuasion knowledge) as one that will mode-
rate the extent to which the consumers’ strategies help them achieve their goals in a per-
suasion encounter. Thus, while they clearly integrate previous understandings of
outcomes of persuasion knowledge, both the direct and moderator relationships they
identify arise from their analysis of their data.

Furthermore, Kirmani and Campbell’s paper illustrates how grounded theory can link
to research in other traditions — in this case, experimentation. After developing proposi-
tions, Kirmani and Campbell experimentally test whether (1) cooperative (competitive)
relationships increase the use of seeker (sentry) strategies and (2), within competitive rela-
tionships, whether more experienced consumers use more effective strategies (i.e., strate-
gies that help goal attainment) than less experienced consumers. This example nicely
illustrates both how grounded theory work can be motivated by research that has been
undertaken from within a tradition reliant primarily on quantitative data (i.e. the prior
research on persuasion knowledge) and how the results of a grounded theory investiga-
tion can be conducive to further quantitative work.

We highlight this aspect of Kirmani and Campbell’s study, not to suggest that theory
testing represents the eventual goal of all grounded theorizing, nor to imply that all
grounded theory is preliminary to quantitative investigation. In truth, not all grounded
theory contributions are intended to be testable. Rather the contribution of grounded the-
ories in whatever form they take is first and foremost to sensitize readers to the nature of
constructs and links that may exist between them in certain contexts. Yin (1994) suggests
that grounded theories should satisfy the criterion of being analytically generalizable: that
is, they should stake their claims in the plausibility of their findings within the context
at hand, and not in whether they are quantitatively verifiable and applicable to a larger
population.

Key analytic strategies for developing grounded theory

Numerous works (e.g. Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Charmaz,
2002) have been written on the topic of how to analyze data so as to produce grounded
theories. Our goal in this section is not to revisit all of these, but rather to highlight for
students of marketing and consumer behavior three tactics for analyzing data. If the goal
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of the researcher is to develop grounded theory in our field, the importance of develop-
ing proficiency in employing these tactics cannot be overstated.

Consulting the literature(s)
One now infamous aspect of the original advice given regarding the development of
grounded theory was that researchers should put aside prior literature and start afresh in
investigating contexts of interest. This practice (if ever prevalent) is no longer recom-
mended. However, the point at which literature should be consulted in the research
process remains open for debate. And the ideal that constructs and relationships should
emerge from data persists in virtually all current guides to grounded theory development.
However, it appears that every contemporary example of a paper published using a
grounded theory approach consulted the literature well before data analysis was complete.
In some instances, the question of what literature should be consulted is an interesting
and creative one. For example, in her study of invisible brands, Coupland (2005) found
important insights not only from the prior literature on brands, but also from that on evo-
lutionary biology. More common is immersion in the literature directly related to the focal
constructs and relationships of interest. In their grounded inquiry that theorized new
product development as knowledge management, for instance, Madhavan and Grover
(1998) use the literature on organizational knowledge and distributed cognition as a start-
ing point. Concepts in these literatures together with data from managers motivate their
propositions.

Constant comparison

Comparing and categorizing are features of virtually every approach to qualitative data
analysis. The practice of constant comparison refers in particular to a theoretical com-
parison of incidents, objects or actions, and is so integral to the grounded theory
approach that grounded theory is sometimes called the ‘constant comparative method’
(Strauss and Corbin, 1994, p. 273). It involves the researcher’s attempt to identify the
dimensions or properties that lead him or her to classify entities as being alike or different,
and eventually entails an effort to discern why particular instances are/are not alike.
Constant comparison occurs in four distinct stages: comparing incidents in the context to
the categories that emerge, synthesizing and integrating the categories, delimiting or
bounding aspects of the emergent theory, and writing the theory (see Locke, 2001, for a
succinct but thorough discussion of these stages).

The dimensions and properties that eventually are identified as distinguishing between
elements in a set may emerge both from the literature and from close attention to the data
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 80). Whatever the sources, these newly emergent properties
and dimensions facilitate construct clarification and typology formation. For example,
constant comparison enabled Schau and Gilly (2003) to identify both distinct types of
motives that consumers have for creating personal websites and distinct self-presentation
strategies deployed in personal web-spaces.

Negative case analysis

This practice consists of searching for instances where an incident, object or action that
appears to share properties with other cases in the same category does not fit with others
of its types in terms of the precursor, coexisting or antecedent constructs with which it
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coincides. Negative case analysis enables researchers to identify new properties of a con-
struct, or to specify hitherto unrecognized relationships.

Negative case analysis has been particularly useful for grounded theorists who attempt
to challenge dominant understandings of a given phenomenon. For example, in con-
fronting the dominant understanding of consumer satisfaction, Mick and Fournier
(1998) state that ‘Negative cases — those that did not clearly fit a priori satisfaction frame-
works — played a critical role in the analysis, serving as springboards for the modification
of existing, or instantiation of new, satisfaction paradigms, models, and modes’ (ibid.,
p- 7). As one example, they identified instances when people had expectations of products
that were negatively valenced (e.g. they thought the product would cause problems) that
were underachieved (i.e. not experienced in use) and that resulted in satisfaction. Such
cases did not fit the traditional model which posited that neutral or positively valenced
expectations needed to be met in order for satisfaction to occur. Identification and analy-
sis of such cases enables modification of existing theory. Indeed, researchers who work
within the grounded theory tradition recognize that such cases may have the most poten-
tial to push theorizing into new directions.

Conclusion

Locke (2001) argues that the grounded theory approach is ideally suited for furthering
knowledge in the field of management because it can (a) capture the complexity of ‘the
context in which the action unfolds’ (p. 95), (b) link theory to occurrences in practition-
ers’ everyday lives, because of its requirement of pragmatic usefulness, (c) support the
building of theory in new substantive areas, especially in fast-paced contexts where
change is a constant, and (d) ‘enliven mature theorizing’, (p. 97), or renovate and re-
energize existing theoretical frameworks. As our concise review of studies in our own field
has shown, Locke’s statements hold true for grounded theory research in marketing as
well. In short, the grounded-theory approach, when conceptualized and executed with
care, holds great promise for challenging what we think we know about marketing, and
helping to create new understandings of marketing and consumer behavior.
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3 The semiotic paradigm on meaning
in the marketplace
David Glen Mick and Laura R. Oswald'

The importance of understanding the nature and role of meaning in marketplace activ-
ities such as product design, branding, advertising and retailing is indisputable among
marketing strategists and researchers today. Consumer culture is, in a sense, the product
of the consumer’s relationship to messages of all kinds, from advertising and the organ-
ization of retail space to the cultural cues internalized through group participation and
ethnic identification.

One of the richest and oldest paradigms for understanding meaning is semiotics. The
term itself originates from ancient Greece in relation to the study of signs, which were
regarded in medical treatises as vital to the diagnoses of diseases. More generally, signs
are regarded as anything that can stand for or communicate about something else (Eco,
1976, p. 7). As such, they permeate much of life in various ways: language, behavior,
dwellings, clothing, artifacts, and so forth. During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance,
scholars such as Saint Augustine and John Locke elaborated on the character and func-
tions of signs, but it was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that semiotics
was developed in detail by two intellectuals who were working independently on different
sides of the Atlantic Ocean. They were the Swiss linguist F. de Saussure and American
philosopher C.S. Peirce. Saussure (1913/1971/1983, pp. 100-101) envisioned a general
science of signs modeled after linguistic science, which he named /a sémiologie. Peirce
(1955, p. 98) used the term ‘semiotics’ to describe the relation between signs and thought
or logic. Today the paradigm as a whole is mostly widely called semiotics, reflecting a shift
away from linguistics as a dominating frame of reference for understanding signs and sign
processes.

Roland Barthes introduced semiotics to the marketing discipline almost 50 years ago
(Barthes [1964] 1967). Semiotics and marketing spread throughout Europe in the 1970s
and by the 1980s and 1990s had spread worldwide (Mick, 1986, 1997; Mick, Burroughs,
Hetzel and Brannen, 2004; Oswald, 1996, 1999; Richins, 1994; Sherry and Camargo,
1987). Semiotics is now thriving internationally as an assortment of perspectives, con-
cepts and tools for fostering new insights on communication and meaning in marketing
and consumer behavior.

In this chapter we review advances in semiotic research within the traditions of Saussure
and Peirce, and provide a range of illustrations to demonstrate how researchers have
applied semiotics to a variety of strategic issues in marketing management. We conclude
with a comparison of these two approaches and mention further resources for scholars
looking to know more about semiotics and how to apply it in the service of marketing
research.
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The Saussurian tradition in marketing research

The Saussurian or European tradition in semiotics is grounded in the theory of structural
linguistics developed by Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure (1913/1971/1983) based the
semiotic paradigm on the dialectical relationship between a phonetic signifier, such as the
sound /tree/, and a mental image that the signifier represents (Figure 3.1). The linguistic
sign, for Saussure, is arbitrary, inasmuch as the decision to associate certain sounds with
certain concepts is based entirely on convention.

Though Saussure and his followers in the realm of linguistics focused on the relation-
ship of sounds to meanings in linguistic signs, the two-dimensional Saussurian sign has
become a model for analyzing the structure of meaning in a number of media, including
poetic imagery (Jakobson, 1956/1990), myth (Levi-Strauss, 1967, 1983), cinema (Metz,
1974/1990; Oswald, 1986, 1994) and consumer behavior (Floch, 1990/2001). Such
extrapolations are grounded in an understanding of non-linguistic signs, such as symbol-
ism, rhetorical figures and rituals, as ‘motivated’ rather than arbitrary. In other words, the
relationship between the signifier and signified for non-linguistic signs is driven by some-
thing intrinsic to the signified, rather than arbitrary or conventional, as in the relation
between ‘garden’ and ‘face’ in the Shakespearean metaphor, “There is a garden in her face.’

Theoretical developments in the twentieth century moved Saussurian or structural semi-
otics beyond the analysis of form to the implication of the speaking and spectating ‘subject’
in the construction of meaning (Benveniste, 1966/1971; Jakobson, 1956/1990; Lacan, 1971;
Metz, 1981). For conciseness and the purposes of the present discussion, we will focus on
the contributions of Roman Jakobson, who linked semiotic operations to innate cognitive
processes that enable subjects to interpret and organize their reality and communicate with
others. In a study of aphasics, he determined that humans divide along the lines of a
propensity to favor associations by similarity, including paradigms and metaphor, or a
propensity to favor associations by contiguity, including syntagms (linear alignment) and
metonymy (such as representing the whole by a part). Thus the dramatic style of William
Shakespeare can be distinguished by a metaphorical language that opens onto broad par-
adigmatic associations between multiple levels of human behavior and its meanings, such
as good/evil, strong/weak, beautiful/plain and life/death, while the dramatic style of
Samuel Beckett builds upon metonymical operations referencing absence, lack and logical
implication between performance and off-stage reality (e.g., Waiting for Godot).

[
o

/tree/

Figure 3.1  The Saussurian sign
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Ilustrations of Saussurian semiotics in marketing research

Jakobson’s research has important implications for brand strategy research. The very
notion of brand equity — the value attached to a brand name or logo that supersedes
product attributes and differentiates brands in the competitive arena — is testimony to
the power of symbolic representation to capture the hearts and minds of consumers by
means of visual, audio and verbal communication (see Aaker, 1991; Bouchet, 1991;
Holt, 2004; Keller, 2002; Lannon, 1993; Sherry, 1998). Seen from this perspective,
a brand can be defined as a system of signs and symbols that fulfill, in the imaginary/
symbolic realm, consumer needs for intangibles such as an emotional experience, a rela-
tionship or a sense of belonging in an increasingly fragmented and confusing world
(Oswald, 1996).

By accounting for relations between the form of meaning and mental operations in the
speaker or spectator, Jakobson opened up the possibility of mapping semiotic relations
between brand attributes and the satisfaction of unmet symbolic needs of consumers. For
example, kids may buy Nike, not just shoes, and along with the acquisition of the brand
goes participation in the Nike image and the Nike philosophy, ‘Just Do It!" Brands
enhance or even define use-value in terms of image value, with properties of significance
that vary widely from status, playfulness, intelligence, masculinity and femininity, to
refinement, frugality, defiance and sexiness.

Example: BMW
The symbolic function of brands is noteworthy in the automotive category, where
drivers associate status, prestige and personality with the type of car they drive. For
example, in a consumer study of luxury automotive brands (Oswald, 1991), respond-
ents were put through a long interview involving projective tasks where they identified
symbolic associations and personifications for luxury cars, including Mercedes, Volvo,
BMW, Lexus, Audi and Cadillac. A 65-year-old male respondent reported that he
had replaced his BMW with a Lexus several years before, when back pain made the
sportier car too difficult to handle. However, when he retired from the business world,
he bought a BMW 6-Series in order to soften the transition from work to retire-
ment and the recognition of his advancing age. Table 3.1 maps the contrasts between
the BMW and the Lexus brands in terms of paradigmatic differences stemming from
the meanings and lifestyle experiences that consumers associated with the two brands
in 1991.

This example highlights both the force and the limitations of symbolic consumption.
After six months of back pain due to the sporty seats of the BMW, the man resigned
himself to the more comfortable but stodgier car, and switched back to the Lexus.

Table 3.1 Two brands, two lifestyles

BMW Lexus
Style Sports car Sedan
Age Young Oold
Personality Radical Conservative

Behavior Risk-taking Stodgy




34  Handbook of qualitative research methods in marketing

Advertising rhetoric and symbolic consumption

By articulating meaning in terms of broad rhetorical operations, Jakobson provided
means of accounting for the ability of non-linguistic discourse, such as imagery, to com-
municate without strict laws of grammar in the manner of language. Such developments
beyond linguistics enabled scholars (see, for instance, Metz, 1990/1974; Wollen, 1973) to
develop a structural model for producing and interpreting meaning in cinema. Visual
communication operates along the lines of associations by similarity and contiguity.
Associations of similarity operate on a rhetorical level in metaphorical figures, and on a
discursive level in paradigms such as those mentioned above. Associations of contiguity
operate on a rhetorical level in metonymical figures linking the part to the whole, for
example, and on a discursive level in the alignment of elements in a sequence or syntagm.

The ability to create and read associations by similarity and contiguity enables
marketers to communicate brand messages via photography. In the following advertise-
ment for Nike Shox Turbo running shoes, an elaborate network of metaphorical and
metonymical associations both creates associations of power and dexterity with the brand
and implicates the reader/consumer in those associations (See Figure 3.2). By represent-
ing the Nike running shoe as a turbine driving an engine, the ad creates a chain of para-
digmatic associations beginning with the metaphorical replacement of the turbine by the
shoe. This substitution is then implicated in a metonymy of part for the whole, inasmuch
as the turbine is a component of the engine. The turbine/shoe metaphor is implicated in
another chain of metonymies associating the shoe with the foot, leg and body of the
runner/consumer. Thus, by virtue of the metonymies linking the turbine and the shoe to
the engine and runner respectively, the metaphor shoe = turbine takes on a persuasive
force that would be absent from the metaphor standing alone, giving rise to the interpret-
ation that, when the runner wears this shoe, they acquire the power of a turbine-driven
engine. This chain of figures is condensed in the brand name for the shoe, the Nike Turbo
Shox, designed to enhance the runner’s performance.

To reinforce the associations between the turbine and the shoe, the image is inscribed
with an extended verbal metaphor in fine print: ‘“This is a super-tuned blast of go-fast
under the hood, a big breath of nitrous when you need it, with pure Nike Shox responsive
cushioning technology to harness every last bit of horsepower. So be ready when you put
your foot to the floor. The Nike Shox Turbo and other tools for better running at
NIKERUNNING.COM.’ Analysis of this semiotic system is summarized in the Table 3.2.

By linking the structure of signs to mental operations in the speaker or spectator, the
work of Jakobson and other semioticians such as Benveniste (1966/1971) and Eco (1976)
led to the intersection of semiotics, philosophy and the social sciences in the second half
of the twentieth century (Bourdieu, 1977; Lacan, 1971; Levi-Strauss, 1967; Metz, 1981;
Oswald, 1984, 1989, 1999), enabling marketing researchers to segment markets along the
lines of the values, lifestyles and cultural imperatives, to position brands in terms of the
symbolic associations they elicit in the marketplace, and to link brand meanings to adver-
tising imagery.

Socio-semiotics: mapping consumer mythology

Though semiotics can be used to diagnose problems in visual communication, it can also
be used strategically in consumer research to develop positioning, segmentation (Rose,
1995, 69-99) and advertising communication. European semioticians such as Floch
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Table 3.2  Two aspects of language

Similarity, metaphor Contiguity, metonymy
Rhetoric The Nike shoe is like a turbine The shoe linked logically and
(metaphor) spatially to the foot that would

wear it, which is linked to the
runner/consumer (metonymy)

Paradigm Syntagm
Discourse The turbine is associated with A turbine drives the engine
engine power, force and drive in A Nike shoe drives the runner

the automotive discourse

The Nike shoe is associated with
runner power, force and drive in
the brand discourse

(1990/2001) use the semiotic square developed by Greimas (1966/1983) to map the brand
world, as it is communicated in advertising, on the one hand, and as it is perceived by con-
sumers, on the other. The semiotic square extends the binary models of Saussure and his
followers, such as Claude Levi-Strauss (1983) in the realm of anthropology, by providing
means of mapping semiotic dimensions in four rather than two dimensions. Beginning
with the binary opposition of two values, such as male/female or ‘for self’/*for others’, the
researcher can explore the gray areas between these extremes by introducing an operation
of negation: ‘not male/not female’, ‘not for self” and ‘not for others’. By superimposing a
plurality of binary oppositions including gender, relationships and emotional orientation,
the semiotic square provides a more nuanced and refined grid for mapping consumer seg-
ments and brand meanings than the simple paradigmatic opposition of two dimensions.

Example: cosmetics for men

To illustrate how the semiotic square could be used to target consumer segments and pos-
ition brands, the following case study examines the way cultural codes and myths influ-
ence both perception of masculinity and the attitudes of male consumers towards the
men’s cosmetics category. The market in cosmetics for men has grown by as much as 50
per cent in some sectors (Dano, Roux and Nyeck, 2003, pp. 1-3). The authors set out to
articulate the semiotic dimensions of the men’s cosmetics category, including an under-
standing of the ways cosmetics fulfilled unmet needs and wants among men, how the
men’s market could be segmented along the lines of personality, lifestyle and product
usage, and how well brand messages met the needs of these segments. The researchers
used a two-pronged approach including analysis of consumer data on the ‘demand’ side,
and analysis of brand communication on the ‘supply’ side. By means of qualitative inter-
views with gay and straight men in France and Canada, they identified a spectrum of mas-
culine identities, from the super male to effeminate. Second, they performed a semiotic
analysis of codes communicating masculine identities in the advertising for 14 brands,
Biotherm, Body Shop, Clarins, Clinique, Décléor, Lierac, J-P Gaultier, Aramis, Lancome,
Nickel, Nivea, Tim Robinn, Vichy and Zirh. The researchers then mapped findings from
the two studies on a conceptual grid (Figure 3.3).
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The qualitative study gauged relations between respondents’ interpretations of mas-
culinity (based on stereotypes ranging from the macho male to the effeminate male) and
their perceptions and uses of cosmetics and cosmetic brands. Respondents were asked to
respond to questions ranging from the choice and purchase of personal care products, to
the importance of beauty and physical appearance in their own lives, and to express their
feelings about the word ‘cosmetics’ generated by projective tasks such as free association.

The authors found that the use and perception of cosmetics among men divides along
the lines of a central paradigmatic opposition, the masculine and feminine, each of which
can be further articulated by means of lifestyle and psychological dimensions, including
the degree to which self-care was subordinated to caring about or impressing others, men’s
emotional investment in cosmetics and their need or ability to deviate from the norm or
stand out from the crowd. These dimensions translate into specific needs and wants rela-
tive to personal care products ranging from dermatological products to skin cream to
makeup.

A multipart graphic model based on Greimas’ semiotic square was then developed from
analysis of two dominant codes that emerged from the interviews, one for gender,
expressed in the binary opposition male/female, and the other relating to product use,
expressed in the binary opposition for self/for others. Whether one used cosmetics for per-
sonal hygiene and comfort or to influence the perceptions and behavior of others was para-
digmatically related to these primary oppositions, and these included reason/emotion,
hygienic/cosmetic usage and self-care/seduction. The researchers found that the accept-
ance and use of cosmetics increase in proportion to the respondent’s identification with
more androgynous or feminine stereotypes that emphasize emotions, relationships and
beauty. Above and beyond the important function of mapping the personal and cultural
dimensions of the men’s cosmetics category, the sociosemiotic approach by Dano et al.
(2003) performs a key strategic function by tracing correlations between consumer types
and brand symbolism, demonstrating trends in the competitive set, and identifying con-
sumer segments that have not been a target at all. The semiotic square provided a virtual
roadmap of the men’s cosmetics category, enabling researchers later to map the various
brands in terms of the kinds of men they targeted.

Figure 3.3 shows that most brands are concentrated in the upper left quadrant, target-
ing an unambiguous male type with personal care products for himself. They systematic-
ally elude association with either androgynous or feminine characteristics in the other
quadrants. Alternatively, the brands that move away from the stereotypical male tend to
target homosexual men who identify with feminine stereotypes for beauty and seduction
(e.g., Gauthier, Zirh). Note that there are few or no brands in the lower left and upper
right quadrants where the positions for masculinity are ambiguous. Those two quadrants
point to an emerging male type represented in fashion magazines as the ‘metrosexual’, a
heterosexual man whose consumer behavior betrays elements of seduction, performance
for others, and personal embellishment traditionally associated with the feminine.

By introducing the element of negation to the traditional binary grid, the semiotic square
enables the researcher to represent ambiguous realms of meaning in consumer behavior,
such as the movement of male identity between the positions of masculine and feminine,
between relatedness to self and to others, between reason and passion. In other words, male
consumers of cosmetics need not be totally oriented to a masculine identity or a female iden-
tity, but may find themselves somewhere in between the two. They may be entirely focused
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neither on the role of cosmetics for personal satisfaction nor on the effects of cosmetic use
on their appearance for others, but both, depending on the occasion. By positioning brands
in the ‘white spaces’ between cultural stereotypes, marketers gain access to emerging realms
of meaning that ultimately drive brand creativity, originality and innovation.

The Peircean tradition in marketing research

Peirce’s semiotics (1931-58, 1955) is based on philosophy and the physical sciences. His
model of signification involves three parts: the representamen (the sign), the object (phys-
ical or mental, which the representamen refers to) and the interpretant (which corres-
ponds to a response, reaction or interpretation). Peirce developed an extensive taxonomy
of different aspects of his three-part model, including the identification of numerous
kinds of sign—object relations, for which many scholars use the label ‘semantics’. He also
delineated different types of interpretants, with one set of categories being the immediate,
the dynamical and the final, and another set of categories being the emotional, the ener-
getic and the logical. He also discussed different mental operations in processing signs,
focusing on what he called ‘firstness’, ‘secondness’ and ‘thirdness’, in addition to the
logical operations of induction, deduction and abduction.

Of the various sign—object or semantic relations that Peirce identified, there are three
that he considered most important and that have since been widely applied in the human-
ities and social science. The first type is icons, which are sign—object relations based on
similarity (e.g., a drawing of a well known person). Indexes are a second type that involve
sign—object relations based on a causal connection (e.g., smoke and fire). Third are
symbols, with sign—object relations based on convention or cultural rules (e.g., words and
their core concepts; certain clothing and its meanings). These fundamental distinctions
have been used across an array of marketing topics, and sometime crossed or combined
in novel ways. In the subsections that follow, we focus on research within the Peircean
paradigm that has emphasized the icon-index—symbol categories of semantic relations.

Illustrations of Peircean semiotics in marketing research

Product and logo design

Kawama (1987, 1990) has used Peirce’s three main types of sign—object relations to iden-
tify and discuss how different product designs can potentiate intended key meanings. For
example, he discusses a pure icon in the design of a camera where the camera is shaped
like Mickey Mouse’s face in order to suggest frivolity and its suitability for a particular
target market (children). In more complex examples he discusses how iconic relations are
merged with indexical relations, as when aircraft designs use adaptations of bird wings
and when computer keyboards are formed according to hand and finger shapes.

The Finnish scholar Vihma (1992, 1995) shows, further, how on Peirce’s three types of
sign—object relations can assist in conceptualizing meaning and function in product
design. Indexicality can include lights (e.g., yellow, red) and sounds (e.g., buzzes, beeps)
that suggest when certain product operations are changing or completed. Symbolism can
include logos and other graphics that differentiate one brand or model from another.
Iconicity can include color (e.g., white suggests lightweight), materials (e.g., glassy sug-
gests fragility) and shape (e.g., sleek and forward-leaning can suggest quickness). Given
the importance of iconicity and meaning in product design, Vihma (1992) has further



40 Handbook of qualitative research methods in marketing

delineated six kinds of iconicity. For example, one form of iconicity is based on tradition
(e.g., most paperclips look alike) and another form of iconicity is when products look as
though they belong together in particular settings (e.g., kitchen appliances, office furni-
ture). Together, Kawama (1987, 1990) and (Vihma, 1992, 1995) show convincingly that
most product designs, even for mundane products like chopsticks and clothes irons, are a
complex web of icons, indexes and symbols that serve to communicate a variety of mean-
ings and goal-relevant procedures.

Looking more specifically at brand logos, Heilbrunn (1997, 1998) identified three vari-
ations founded on Peirce’s sign—object relations. One is the alphanumeric type (e.g., IBM,
3M), a second is the iconic type (e.g., Shell Oil’s yellow seashell), and a third is a mixture
of the other two. Shell’s logo, he argues, is an iconic and indexical sign—object relation-
ship in regard to its corporate identity, including its genesis in maritime areas and activ-
ities, its name (with the similarity between seashells and the company’s moniker), and its
main business of mining oil that derives from fossilization. In a complementary analysis
of logos based on Peirce’s paradigm, Morgado (1993) showed how clothing trademarks
that involve animals (e.g., [zod alligator) not only have obvious iconicities to real-world
animals, but they also harbor indexical qualities (e.g., some emblems imply socioeco-
nomic status due to higher costs of the clothes) and symbolic qualities (e.g., standing for
a particular designer and other mythic associations about the specific animal).

Advertising

Peirce’s sign—object distinctions have also been useful in theorizing and researching
advertising. Zakia (1986) selected an evocative imagistic ad for Schnapple liquor that
shows an attractive woman wearing a shiny evening dress and who is delicately holding
a glass of liquor. The ad is saturated with meanings facilitated by several iconic, index-
ical and symbolic qualities. Moreover, to show that these Peircean distinctions can be
linked insightfully to consumer responses — something that no one else had done up to
that time — Zakia showed the ad to a small sample of consumers and had them supply
immediate verbal reactions that expressed the overall meaning from their personal per-
spectives. He then codified the reactions into four themes, which he labeled sensual,
sophisticated, exotic and femme fatale. Zakia next applied the notions of icon, index and
symbol to the various ad elements to suggest which signs were evoking which themes in
the minds of the respondents. His interpretive analysis suggested, for instance, that the
sensuality theme was supported by iconic relations in which the woman’s large pouting
lips served as a genital echo. The sensuality theme was also reinforced by indexical rela-
tions (e.g., one of the woman’s fingers pointed to a highlighted area of her breast) and
symbolic relations (e.g., her tight dress and its snakeskin quality implied temptation and
magnetism).

More recently, McQuarrie and Mick (1999) applied the same Peircean distinctions to
establish their interpretative analyses for a set of visually oriented ads, which then served
as the groundwork for manipulating key ad signs to examine the effects of rhetorical
figures (e.g., rhyme, metaphor) on consumer attitudes, cognitions and memory. For
instance, one of their ads was for a motion sickness remedy in which the product package
appeared as the seat buckle on a car seat (with straps coming into each end, as with a true
seat buckle). McQuarrie and Mick identified this type of rhetorical strategy as a visual
metaphor in which different planes of reality (a cardboard product box and a metal
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buckle) are cross-stitched in an artfully crafted visual display. Further, they interpreted
the ad and its meanings in terms of key (a) iconic relations (e.g., between the rectangular
package shape and rectangular shape of a typical seat belt buckle), (b) indexical relations
(e.g., between riding in a car and developing motion sickness) and (c) symbolic relations
(between seat belts and what their use communicates about the user). To create a compar-
able control version of this ad (as they did for each target ad), the authors diminished the
rhetoric and its meanings by substituting a real seat buckle for the product package, and
moved the package to a position further back on the seat. This transition effectively
deflated the metaphorical characteristics of the original ad without totally removing the
package from its context or erasing the key brand meanings apparently intended by the
advertiser. The experimental results revealed that subjects who saw the original visual
metaphor for the motion sickness remedy invoked more meanings (had more elaborative
thoughts) than those who saw the diminished rhetorical version. This same result held for
three other rhetorical ads that were similarly manipulated. In a follow-up study, subjects
who saw the original visual metaphor liked that ad more than subjects who saw the dimin-
ished version; this effect was particularly pronounced among American versus foreign
students, apparently because the Americans were more acculturated to and more savvy
about processing and appreciating such visually clever ads. In both Zakia’s (1986) and
McQuarrie and Mick’s (1999) work, Peirce’s distinctions among icons, indexes and
symbols helped to highlight the potentialized meanings in select ads, and formed the foun-
dations for understanding actual consumer responses.

Being there as a consumer

Peirce’s paradigm has also been fruitfully applied to understanding experiences at various
consumption sites. For instance, Umiker-Sebeok (1992) studied in depth 41 visitors to a
Midwest museum, using a combination of observations, interviews and a survey. Based
on Peirce, her analyses of the data suggested that the visitors first perceive the exhibits in
terms of similar things seen before (iconic relations) and this initial stage of perception
invites further involvement and interpretations. Then visitors note what is new or different
in these particular exhibits, and they go about examining pertinent indexical relations,
including how the exhibit qualities link to the world beyond the museum. In the third and
final phase, visitors translate the exhibits as symbols, that is, drawing on the habits and
proclivities of interpretation that are a function of the visitors’ sociocultural background.
Umiker-Sebeok concludes from her analysis that museum visitors are active participants
in constructing meaning for exhibits according to their own needs and conditions. By
implication, this insight likely holds for many other consumer settings as well, including
malls, retail shops and Internet sites.

Everyday products and ownership

In a study focusing on understanding the nature of product ownership, Grayson and
Shulman (2000) argued that the Saussurean paradigm is insufficient for explaining
meaning and memory related to consumer possessions. To explore this proposition, they
focused on special possessions as a case in point. The authors contend that memories are
tangibly present in the many things that instigate those recollections, and this tangibility
is clearly manifest in possessions that consumers consider irreplaceable (e.g., a wedding
band from a now-deceased spouse). The authors argue that, if possessions had only
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arbitrary symbolic meanings (which is the emphasis of the Saussurean paradigm), then
any possession lost should be able to be replaced with an identical copy, without any loss
of meaning or value. However, participants in Grayson and Shulman’s (2000) research
reported that precise substitutes for lost special possessions were not acceptable to them.
The authors interpreted this finding to mean that irreplaceable possessions are causally
linked to given people, places and activities, and thereby these possessions are more than
symbolic in meaning. They are also indexical within the Peircean paradigm, insofar as
they have a spatial-temporal quality of co-presence (meaning and memory) that cannot
be replicated.

Discussion

As a research tool, semiotics provides means of examining how meanings in the market-
place are constructed at the intersection of marketing strategy and consumer behavior. In
the narrow space of our chapter, we have sought to show how two major traditions of
semiotics (Saussurian and Peircean) have led to descriptive and explanatory insights on
marketplace meaning. Discussion of the European tradition in semiotics, beginning with
Saussure, emphasized the formal similarity between the structure of language and the
structure of non-linguistic sign systems such as consumer behavior and advertising
imagery, and the potential to move beyond the description of meanings to the theoretical
implication of the reader/spectator/consumer in the production of meaning. The
European tradition in semiotics emphasizes the interface between semiotics and the social
sciences of psychology, sociology and anthropology, enabling the researcher to draw
inferences between the form of the message — be it advertising, consumer data or package
design — and personal, cultural and social frames that shape the consumer’s interpretation
of meaning.

Our discussion of the Peircean tradition and its uses in marketing research revealed
how just a few concepts from semiotics, such as index, icon and symbol, can be applied
to an array of topics. Product designs and brand logos are replete with meanings from
those tri-type semantic relations, triggered by the signs of varied textures, images, colors,
lights, shapes, materials and so forth. Advertising can also be decomposed into indexes,
icons and symbols, and the subtle manipulation of their characteristics exposes the
rhetorical influence that these distinctions carry in the meanings set up and evoked.
Attitudes and memories from processing the ads have been shown to be similarly affected.
The concepts of index, icon and symbol also help to unpack experiences in consumption
environments as a sequence of semantic events and to elucidate the meaningful spirit of
product ownership and the valuation of special possessions. If one assumes, as Peirce did,
that the universe is profused with signs, then by logical necessity all products, possessions
and consumption are inexorably meaningful at their core. Adopting the viewpoint, con-
cepts and analytical tools of semiotics extracts this core and helps to unpeel its layers of
qualities and processes.

For purposes of marketing research, the semiotics of Saussure and Peirce offer equally
valid but distinct tools for examining the structure and interpretation of meaning in the
marketplace. However, it should be noted that these two approaches to semiotics stem
from two distinct philosophical traditions, i.e. phenomenology and pragmatism, and
imply two distinct ways of thinking about signs, meaning and reality. Peirce (e.g., 1955)
sought to understand how a rational interpretation of the world is grounded in signs. His
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emphasis in semiotics is often related to logic, hence the name of his contribution to semi-
otics. He sought to classify signs in terms of their distinct formal properties, and to
unpack the complex interrelationships among different types of sign in any instance of
communication. Peirce’s semiotics implies an interpretation of the world or ‘reality’ as a
function of perception, inasmuch as perception is shaped by semiotic relationships, espe-
cially the indexical, the iconic and the symbolic.

Saussure, on the other hand, sought to identify a universal structure common to all
kinds of signs. In line with a phenomenological interpretation of reality, the Saussurian
sign consists of a dialectical relationship between a material signifier, such as a series of
sounds, and a signified, an abstract concept in the mind of the speaker. In Saussure, signs
do not operate in isolation , but create meanings in context with other signs in a semiotic
system or discourse. It is only at the level of discourse that signs contribute to the forma-
tion of rhetorical figures or icons, indexes and symbols. Inasmuch as discourse is con-
structed by a conscious act, the Saussurian tradition is grounded in the phenomenological
assumption of the origin and condition of possibility of meaning in the conscious Self.
Thus the Saussurian tradition invited theoretical developments in European semiotics in
the twentieth century that focused on the implication of self, society and culture in sign
production or semiosis.

The goal of this chapter was to discuss the importance of meanings in marketing
research and how semiotics can be used to understand consumers, advertising, posses-
sions and brands. Furthermore, managing brand equity is tantamount to managing brand
semiotics, since the semiotic dimension of brands is instrumental in building awareness,
positive associations and long-term customer loyalty (Aaker, 1991). Semiotics provides
the researcher with analytical and theoretical tools for explaining how brands mean: from
the logo and packaging to the brand mythology generated by mass communications
(Sherry and Camargo, 1987). Furthermore, semiotics includes a strategic function inas-
much as it provides means of clarifying the competitive differences between brands, iden-
tifying unmet emotional needs of their target segments and developing advertising that
communicates the values and associations the brand represents.

Semiotics is broad in scope, variegated among its founders and subsequent contribu-
tors, and often technical in its vocabulary and applications. As a result, debates about the
nature, labels and uses of semiotics are ongoing (Mick, 1997; Oswald, 1996, 1999).
Nonetheless, many researchers continue to believe that semiotics is a discerning paradigm
for effectively addressing the complex character and function of communication and
meaning. More particularly, Mick et al.’s (2004) lengthy review demonstrates that there
has been an unmistakable escalation and maturation of semiotic-oriented research and
its value in marketing research.

The rewards of semiotic research outweigh the challenges encountered in learning and
applying semiotic methods. The authors recommend several courses of action for the
uninitiated. They include consulting distinguished compendiums (Barthes, 1964/1967;
Bouissac, 1998; Noth, 1990), attending seminars by knowledgeable scholars and practi-
tioners, becoming acquainted with, and then emulating, some of the leading examples of
semiotic marketing research, available in sources including but not limited to the follow-
ing: Floch (1990/2001), Holbrook and Hirschman (1993), Pinson (1988), Solomon (1988),
Umiker-Sebeok (1987) and a variety of other examples discussed in Hetzel and Marion
(1995a, 1995b) and Mick et al. (2004).
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Note

1. The authors’ names are listed alphabetically; each contributed equally to this chapter.
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4 Rethinking the critical imagination
Jeff B. Murray and Julie L. Ozanne

Introduction

As colleagues at Virginia Tech in the mid-1980s, we witnessed the beginning of interpre-
tive consumer research. The emergence of this research tradition was gradual and
involved heated debate. Twenty years later, interpretive research is an accepted and
dynamic force in consumer behavior and marketing (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).
Interpretive research is well represented at doctoral consortiums and national and inter-
national meetings of the Association for Consumer Research. The current web of social
and cultural support includes the annual Heretical Consumer Research gathering of
interpretive researchers, Eric Arnould’s biennial interpretive methods workshop, and now
this handbook of qualitative methods edited by Russ Belk.

The emergence of an interpretive tradition paved the way for the acceptance of critical
theory in the Journal of Consumer Research (Murray and Ozanne, 1991). Although crit-
ical theory dates back to 1930 when the philosopher Max Horkheimer became director
of the Society for Social Research in Frankfurt, Germany, for many consumer researchers
this was their first exposure to the tradition (see Kilbourne, 1989; Rogers, 1987). Indeed,
critical theory is philosophically different from interpretive research, although most con-
sumer researchers interested in this area come from the interpretive community. It is puz-
zling to note that critical theory does not enjoy the same growth and support that we find
with interpretive research. Given the hundreds of conversations with colleagues over the
last 14 years, reasons for this slow growth are not lack of interest or motivation. Instead,
confusion arises over the philosophy and method of critical theory. How exactly does one
do critical theory?

The purpose of this chapter is to demystify critical theory and provide a clear and
simple approach to the most important methodological issues. Doctoral students and
researchers who would like to pursue a critical perspective may use this approach to orient
them to critical work. This chapter is designed to get researchers excited about starting
critical projects and beginning the research process (see references for additional reading).
For experienced critical researchers, we hope to inspire critique and dialogue regarding
critical theory and methodology. Admittedly, we accept a postmodern pragmatism that
leaves many difficult philosophical issues unresolved. Our objective is to present a prac-
tical approach for doing critical research. We begin by articulating the ways in which crit-
ical theory differs from traditional social theory.

Critical versus traditional social theory

The phrase ‘critical theory’ lacks a definitive meaning. Since the early days of the
Frankfurt School in the 1920s, this term was discussed in many different contexts and used
in many different ways. Critical theorists intentionally avoided simple definitions, strug-
gling to keep their perspective open-ended and mutable. For this reason, most critical
theorists avoid definitions completely. Other theorists address this issue by positioning
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critical theory against or between other theoretical traditions. For example, Morrow and
Brown (1994) suggest that critical theory exists in the tension between neo-Marxist theory
on the political left and neo-Weberian conflict theory on the political right. More con-
temporary definitions describe critical theory as polycentric. Haraway (1997, p. 95), for
instance, suggests, ‘ “critical” means evaluative, public, multi-actor, multi-agenda, ori-
ented to equality and heterogeneous well-being’. Given this emphasis on broad ecumen-
ical diversity, we identify six reference points to characterize critical theory and
differentiate it from ‘traditional’ theory. These reference points include six concepts: nor-
mative, domination, history, reflection, dialectic and imagination.

Normative theory

Critical theory unites the empirical analysis of ‘what is’ with normative theorizing about
‘what ought to be’. Empirically, critical theory analyzes how power relations constrain the
realization of human potential (Murray and Ozanne, 1991). Human potential is under-
stood in terms of human rights and fundamental values including justice, equality and
liberty. The United Nations Charter (1945), the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948), the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms and Its Eight Protocols (1950), the African Charter on Human
and People’s Rights (1986) and the Beijing Declaration (1995) are all universal and
detailed expressions of critical theory’s foundation. This foundation cuts across cultures,
helps to define human dignity and exists beyond mere words and language in the form of
political practices and charters. Yet, justice, equality and liberty are also historical ideas
since their interpretation is both culturally embedded and continually negotiated.
Violations that contradict the cultural values in these charters and declarations open the
door for critical analysis.

As is discussed next, power relations engender forms of distorted communication that
result in self-deceptions by individuals with respect to their interests and needs (Morrow
and Brown, 1994). Critical theory assumes that awareness, debate and participatory
democracy may reduce self-deceptions or falsifying consciousness, ultimately leading to
meaningful social change. Intellectuals play an important role as ‘interpreters’ of our
complex and confusing culture. They are well positioned to raise awareness of social prob-
lems, articulate various positions and encourage public debate.

Domination

Critical theory assumes that all social relations and arrangements entail some form of
domination and the critical-emancipatory interest seeks to change these relations of
superordination and subordination. Even though social change may introduce new forms
of domination, an overall evolutionary gain with respect to liberation is possible. Future
social arrangements will be less constraining and more empowering than past social
arrangements. Thus critical theory is committed to a belief in social progress.

Critical theory explores the cultural impact of three forms of domination. The first
form of domination can emanate from above in a social hierarchy or from external
exploitation. One example is the use of information technology and surveillance to collect
information on individuals and the use of this information for social control. Another
example is the outsourcing of work to Asian factories and the extraction of workers’
surplus value as a form of external exploitation. The second form of domination occurs
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when people internalize the norms and values of their cultural context and, over time,
make them their own (Agger, 1991). For instance, when we internalize the value of indus-
triousness, socialization becomes a form of social control (i.e., we become workers
24 hours a day, seven days a week). Critical theorists seek to analyze widespread self-
deceptions because this form of internal self-disciplining allows external exploitation to
go unchecked (ibid.). The third form of domination is the emotional control that arises
from superstition, cynicism, fear or fundamentalism. Given its historical roots in the
Enlightenment, critical theorists believe that current contemporary struggles can be alle-
viated through the application of reason and they seek answers. What is reason? What are
its historical effects? What are the limits and dangers of reason? Critical theorists believe
that the Enlightenment project is not over — it is just unfinished.

History

Critical theorists study society as a historical construction. Social facts are not
inevitable constraints on human potential but are pieces of history that are malleable
(Agger, 1991; Durkheim, [1901] 1982). In other words, the society we live in is not
natural; it is historical. Domination is most effective when people lose a sense of history
and their potential to act in history. If people understand that society is a product of a
specific set of interests, then they are better able to critique these interests and act to
change society. Giddens (1982, p. 14) said it most poetically: ‘social systems are like
buildings that are at every moment constantly being reconstructed by the very bricks
that compose them’.

Theoretical perspectives may be conserving in that they reinforce the status quo and
therefore encourage the reproduction of the existing social system; or they may be critical
in that they imagine an alternative social vision and therefore encourage the transforma-
tion of the existing social system. Denzin’s (2001) seventh-moment research and Mick’s
(2006) transformational consumer research are best understood as approaches that seek
social transformation. Every perspective contributes to either the reproduction or the
transformation of society; no neutral Archimedean vantage point exists (Anderson,
1986). Critical theory’s critique of positivism is that this perspective uses an elaborate lan-
guage game designed to mask underlying interests and thereby claims to be value-free.
But, in order to study society, all research adopts some social vision and thus embraces a
substructure of assumptions, sentiments and values. The most untenable value position
of all is to believe that one’s perspective is value-free.

Reflection

If it is domination that makes the existing society appear natural and inevitable, then it is
reflection that can restore a sense of history. Reflection is an important method used to
challenge and contest domination. Critical theorists distinguish between two different
types of reflection. First, one can reflect on the meta-theoretical meanings embedded in
a theory. This type of reflection helps the researcher become aware of the underlying inter-
ests, sentiments and assumptions used in research. Critical theorists focus on relationships
and connections. Specifically, which values are assumed by the theory and are therefore
embedded in the research? What types of society do these values support or contradict?
Since values are often masked, reflection is the process of excavation. Paul Anderson
(1986) referred to this process as critical relativism:



Rethinking the critical imagination 49

A critical relativist demands to know a program’s methodological, ontological, metaphysical,
and axiological commitments before he or she is willing to grant epistemic authority to its know-
ledge products. Most importantly, critical relativists want to know a program’s realizable cogni-
tive (and social) aims before they are willing to give it serious consideration. (1986, pp. 167-8)

Anderson was trying to encourage reflection on the assumptions underlying a rigid and
doctrinaire form of positivism that was, at the time, dominating marketing and consumer
research. This type of reflection was necessary for the emergence of alternative ways of
knowing such as critical theory.

The second type of reflection involves the thoughtful consideration and awareness of
the cultural impact of social actions. For example, the relationships between individual
lifestyles and forms of social organization might be considered. Ozanne and Murray
(1995, p. 522) refer to this process as the reflectively defiant consumer:

Thus a more radical notion of the informed consumer would involve consumers forming a
different relationship to the marketplace in which they identify unquestioned assumptions, and
challenge the status of existing structures as natural. Through reflection, the consumer may
choose to defy or resist traditional notions of consumption, become more independent from
acquisition and disposition systems, or define their own needs independent from the marketplace.

Craig Thompson’s (2004) work on communities of reflexive doubt also examines con-
sumers engaged in this form of reflection.

These types of reflection do not happen automatically. The purpose of critical educa-
tion is to generate awareness and raise consciousness. Thus intellectuals are well equipped
to launch theory-driven programs that focus attention on social problems, contradictions
and injustices. This attention may lead to public debate, new ideas and potentially new
social structures that may contribute to emancipation.

Dialectic

Rejecting both determinism and voluntarism, critical theorists assume that society is con-
structed on the basis of a dialogue between individuals acting in their own best interests
and social structures that control or repress certain actions. Thus reflection is an import-
ant means of removing constraints such as self-deceptions. But democratic debate is an
important way to explore the dialectical tension between people’s ideas about society and
the social ideas that get fixed in social structures and policies. Change often begins at the
margins of society where people are most constrained. Creative ideas for change then
diffuse to opinion leaders who encourage interpretation and public debate, and then,
finally, the outcome of this debate might be a new social movement that is more strategic
in advancing social change.

A good example of the dynamic interplay among individuals and social structure is
Holt’s (2002) dialectical theory of consumer culture and branding. He describes the way
consumers continuously respond to and subvert the structural processes that attempt to
influence and diffuse meaning. While marketers are using brands to engineer and package
historical identities, consumers use them to speak back, pursuing personal sovereignty
and individual life projects.

A second example is Murray’s (2002) juxtaposition of sign experimentation and sign
domination in the context of semiotic codes useful for individual expression. Here the
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struggle to control meaning involves a tug of war between structures and individuals.
What often starts out as a personal creative expression, such as wearing vintage thrift shop
clothes, may become commercialized and uncoupled from the life world of the individ-
ual, only to enter it later as an outside force. Given the colonizing tendencies of social
systems, style becomes a dynamic project to maintain control of meanings that are
important to the individual. Within this dialectical process, social change is possible.

Imagination

Critical theory consists of both a negative and a positive moment. The negative moment
is the critique of actions that contradict fundamental values. The positive moment is the
creative imagining of possible alternatives. It is the hopeful act of imagination that com-
pletes the critical paradigm bringing the six points of reference together as part of an inter-
locking perspective: critical theory is a normative theory that prompts reflection on
domination restoring a sense of history and the dialectical imagination. The next section dis-
cusses the ways in which a critical method differs from more traditional research methods.

Critical versus traditional methods

The most important difference between critical and traditional methods is that a critical
approach seeks to make social actors aware of domination or oppressive social structures.
This awareness is used instrumentally as a necessary step towards social change. Murray
and Ozanne (1991) extend the work of Comstock (1982) to present an organized and
processual workbench method for critical theory. This approach puts the six reference
concepts of critical theory into a progressive course of action that is consistent with how
marketing and consumer researchers think about method as a step-by-step project. The
method hinges on discovering contradictions between individuals’ interpretations of
social conditions and the actual social conditions. If these contradictions result in self-
delusions or false consciousness that maintains a condition of repression, then this
becomes the grounds for criticism, awareness and, eventually, social change.

Specifically, this method consists of seven distinct steps. First, the researcher needs to
recognize a concrete practical problem. This involves developing a thoughtful and sym-
pathetic understanding of a social problem related to consumption. For example, addic-
tion, deception, pollution, globalization, obesity, overspending and product safety are all
related to cultural practices that are linked to consumption. Second, the researcher seeks
out all social groups that are, in some way, involved with this problem. For example, con-
sumers, manufacturers, regulatory groups and activists may all be entangled in complex
ways around a single social issue. Third, the researcher seeks an interpretive understand-
ing of each of these groups. Since each group is involved in the problem in a different way,
they will each have a different understanding of the causes and solutions of the problem.
In addition, some groups may not perceive that a problem exists. Here the researcher is
particularly interested in the interpretations of consumers. In the fourth step, the
researcher builds an understanding of the historical-empirical conditions that exist sep-
arately from interpretations. For example, descriptive statistics might indicate that a
product causes injury under certain circumstances, regardless of consumers’ interpreta-
tions. Fifth, the researcher identifies contradictions between what consumers think and
the actual situation. For example, consumers might believe that a product is safe or that
a restaurant sells healthy food when the actual situation indicates otherwise. In the sixth
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step, the researcher helps consumers become aware of contradictions. Essentially, this
involves becoming aware of the conditions and reproduction of oppression. This begins
the process of social change and is discussed by a number of theorists as critical pedagogy
(Freire, 1986; Kincheloe, 2004). The final step entails the development of a plan of action
that will change society. It is assumed that the contradiction cannot be resolved under the
current social arrangements. Thus social change is necessary to remove the contradiction
and emancipate those people who are repressed.

Although this method is consistent with the six points of reference discussed in the pre-
vious section, a number of problems exist in its implementation. This seven-step critical
research project is daunting and might require several difficult studies. Given the institu-
tional demands for publications that are faced by researchers, the scale of this task is
unreasonable within a single research project. In addition, it is difficult to identify every
social group that has a stake in a social problem. This method also assumes that individ-
ual members of a group will all feel the same way regarding the problem, which is rarely
the case.

Above and beyond the practical methodological issues lies a philosophical problem.
The seven-step method assumes the articulation of an objective foundation from which
interpretations are evaluated. This foundation may be difficult to defend and places crit-
ical theory directly in the path of the poststructural critique.

The poststructural critique of critical theory
In the critical method, the researcher identifies contradictions between what consumers
think and the actual situation. Although complex interactions may arise between subject
and object, the dialectical point of reference assumes that they are separate phenomena.
In other words, this step assumes that an objective empirical reality exists outside of sub-
jectivity, and that this structure has the power to dominate. Critical theory is based on this
premise. If contradictions arise between the way that consumers are interpreting their
world and the actual world, then consumers are falsely reading the world. From a Marxist
perspective, this is false consciousness. From a critical theory perspective, these are self-
deceptions. Note that the truth of things lies in the underlying structures of the world, not
in our interpretations of the world. Here, the critical theorists are drawing on the endur-
ing influences of Marx and Freud, who suggested that truths exist at the level of structure
(i.e., mode of production or unconscious drive, respectively), but are camouflaged at the
level of observable fact. This means that a critical perspective assumes ‘realism’, the view
that a real world exists ‘out there’ that can be known by the human mind. In this context,
‘mind’ is understood as a receptacle for sense-data from which it constructs a picture of
the world piece by piece. This assumes a correspondence theory of knowledge where
words and concepts genuinely refer to material objects. The purpose of critical theory is
to resolve the contradiction between subjects and objects so that people can begin to see
the world as it really is. For example, what might appear to be education might actually
be (thanks to the influence of the mode of production) socialization to accept the given
life in a consumer culture. A critical pedagogy can be designed to help people begin to
understand this contradiction.

But what if words and concepts refer only to other words in a linguistic system? In
addition, what if these relations are negative, in the sense that meaning is derived from
differences? Then meaning is derived not from a correspondence with things but from
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the context in which it is used. For example, what is the meaning of the word ‘hot’? Well,
it depends on the other words that are used in the linguistic system. If the word ‘“food’
is combined with ‘hot’ one comprehends a very different meaning than if the word
‘stove’ is combined with ‘hot’. Simply, it depends on the context. In this sense, meaning
is not slowly accumulated by interacting with the world, meaning is derived through lan-
guage. In fact, there is no actual world; there are only abstract interpretations of the
world. Here we replace ‘realism’ with ‘linguistic relativism’. From a critical perspective,
this is problematic because no objective structures exist against which to measure
our interpretations; we only have interpretations. Neither false consciousness nor self-
deceptions exist.

This presents a very difficult philosophical problem for critical theory: how can critical
theorists justify contradictions? If foundational concepts like ‘domination’, ‘equality’,
justice’ and ‘reason’ are merely words that refer to other words in a linguistic system, then
they can be appropriated and used in a variety of ways by different groups. For example,
both sides of the abortion debate root their claim in cognitive superiority based on equal-
ity and justice. Here, as with most situations, the meaning of these words depends on their
use in context. This means that these concepts cannot be used as a foundation to adjudi-
cate the debate. These problems have resulted in critical theory getting bogged down in
difficult philosophical disputes that are probably irresolvable. The problem with these
debates is that the original goal of making life better for consumers is lost. If critical
theory is to survive, it needs to embrace a postmodern pragmatism that keeps the
researcher close to the concrete problem. Emphasizing a postmodern pragmatism
involves rethinking the critical imagination.

Rethinking the critical imagination

Contemporary theorists use critical theory as a mutable set of ideas that are instrumen-
tal in constructing critiques of current social problems (e.g., see Kellner’s [2003] From 9/11
to Terror War). Thus critical theory should not be viewed as static or a finished project.
Like all social theories, it was constructed in a specific historical context to help under-
stand and explain cultural transitions and problems. The original interest of the
Frankfurt School was to comprehend the appeal and spread of Nazism and fascism
throughout Europe. Given that this problem shares some underlying characteristics with
the success of chauvinistic and authoritarian movements such as the Fundamentalist
Christian Right or White Separatists, it is still relevant today.

Essentially, critical theory springs from the assumption that we live amid a world of
suffering and much can be done to alleviate this suffering (Poster, 1989; Prasad, 2005).
Indeed, the poststructural critique comes off as elitist and Eurocentric when discussed rel-
ative to global poverty, genocide, ecological degradation and the AIDS epidemic (Prasad,
2005). At the same time, the poststructural and postmodern critiques force conventional
social theories to confront their own blindspots and consider the need for greater plural-
ity and diversity (ibid.). It is in this context that we can rethink the critical imagination,
loosening and destabilizing some of its boundaries in hopes of encouraging a more useful
and pragmatic critical theory that can remain close to concrete social problems.

In ‘Postmodern Anxiety: The Politics of Epistemology’ (1991) Steven Seidman claims
that we should abandon metanarratives but retain local stories and situated narratives
that can recount and explain events. Seidman’s ideas are representative of a more general
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move toward a situated, local microemancipation. By emphasizing local emancipation,
critical theory connects to interpretive research as theorists consider the phenomenology
of situated, local ‘free’ spaces. This emphasis enables critical theory to take into account
the fragmentation that characterizes the postmodern condition and welcome ideas
dealing with plurality, identity politics and subject positions. Thus the term ‘microeman-
cipation(s)’ reflects critical theorists’ ability to adapt to contemporary contexts and
respond to theoretical critiques. Researchers such as Best and Kellner (1997, 2001) and
Laclau and Mouffe (1985) develop a critical vocabulary around key concepts such as plu-
ralism, new social movements, identity politics, discursive formations, subject positions
and decentering. In addition, they encourage critical theorists to think of resistance in a
more decentralized, fragmented way. For example, the Internet introduces new possibili-
ties for public intellectuals to reach broader audiences, coordinate with other activists and
open up new avenues of critique. Rather than struggling to demonstrate contradictions
between interpretations and actual social conditions, a greater emphasis is on interpreta-
tions in context. This expands critical theory to a wide range of domains such as critical
hermeneutics, resistance postmodernism, cultural studies and critical ethnography
(Kincheloe and McLaren, 2000).

The differences between critical theorists and poststructuralists may be partially
bridged by realizing the wide range in scope and emphasis of change-oriented projects
(see Table 4.1). Building on the work of Alvesson and Willmott (1992), we suggest that
change-oriented projects can vary in their normative focus (i.e., identification of contra-
dictions, localized change or generalized change) and in their historical and empirical
analysis (i.e., consumer practices, power relations and interests). Both critical theorists
and poststructuralists actively seek to question authority and reveal social tensions (see
Table 4.1, col. 1). As Reynolds (1999) argues, we need to suspend our natural attitude
about our everyday reality and problematize what seems self-evident, natural and true.
For example, we might question consumer practices (i.e., means), such as the use of sweet
flavored children’s toothpaste, which is toxic when consumed in large quantities. Or we
might challenge power relations that are imbalanced, such as the authority of a physician
who is advocating the use of specific pharmaceuticals while receiving incentives from the
manufacturer. We might also question interests and their priorities, such as whose ‘inter-
ests in efficiency’ is served with the proliferation of retailing self-checkout lines that appro-
priate the labor of consumers in order to ‘save them time’.

Micro-imaginings focus on concrete practical activities that abound in our daily lives
(see Table 4.1, col. 2). The same consumer practices, power relations and interests can
both constrain and liberate. As Deetz (1992) argues, when constraints are placed on social
action, a space of creative potential also opens. Acts of control can evoke skepticism and
resistance as well as acceptance and conformity. For example, consumer practices might
include the use of ‘green’ signifiers that could evoke the acceptance of the product as an
environmentally safe product or the rejection of the product as a false choice when the
better environmental solution is to avoid consumption. Micro-imaginings do suggest
solutions to break temporarily the local constraints on human consciousness. These
breaks are like the quick moves needed in a game of dodge ball. One must be ever vigi-
lant, stepping to the left, ducking and forever moving. Space for critical reflection must
be endlessly defended. Micro-imaginings involve many local projects and may or may not
be integrated into a larger social change project. These localized social change projects
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Table 4.1 The range of critical projects

Normative Focus

Historical-empirical Reflections on
focus contradictions Micro-imaginings Macro-imaginings

Consumer practices
(means)

Power relations

Interests (ends)

involve complex tradeoffs among many stakeholders; losses and gains will occur but in
the long run social progress is anticipated.

At the same time, these local struggles exist within the larger social stage. While total-
izing theoretical frameworks are appropriately criticized for being too grand and univo-
cal, shortsightedness may arise when we limit the critical imagination to only local
projects. Dangers arise when we focus exclusively on local struggles and leave unexamined
the broader social systems within which we live, such as education, politics and laws.
Macro-imaginings are driven by utopian visions that seek to resolve social contradictions
(see Table 4.1, col. 3). These utopian visions, such as Habermas’s ideal speech situation
(see McCarthy, 1978, pp. 306-10) or feminists’ dismantling of oppressive patriarchal
structures, seek to remove constraints on human freedom by envisioning alternative social
arrangements. Advocating a single correct solution would be antithetical to the anti-
authoritarian impulses of both critical theory and poststructualism and, instead, the use
of utopian ideals seeks to open up a range of solutions.! To the extent that affected stake-
holders can engage in democratic debate over potential solutions, the constraining effects
of new social arrangements can be minimized.

Summary and conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to encourage consumer researchers to do critical theory.
The first section discussed the differences between critical theory and traditional social
theory. The second section discussed the differences between critical methods and tradi-
tional methods. The third section articulated the poststructural critique of critical theory.
Understanding this critique is important since contemporary critical theorists are all
rethinking critical theory on the basis of this critique. The last section presents some ideas
on the way critical theory is changing and adapting to contemporary contexts. The typol-
ogy discussed in this section provides an illustrative example of the way critical theorists
are responding to new social conditions as well as various criticisms. This response is
opening up the range of possibilities and therefore expanding the potential of critical
theory in consumer research.

Note

1. This framework is offered as a heuristic device to organize critical reflection on what critical research could
be. The boundaries between the cells are fuzzy. Clearly, reflection on social constraints could lead to macro
social changes and utopian values are often implicit in the identification of contradictions. We envision
that workbench critical research projects might emerge within a smaller subset of two or three cells as
opposed to the nine cell illustrations provided.
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5 Qualitative research in advertising: twenty years
in revolution
Linda M. Scott

An impressive body of qualitative research on the topic of advertising has emerged in
marketing since the paradigm shift of the 1980s. Here, perhaps more clearly than else-
where in the literature, we can see that the challenge to practice made in that decade was
not just a matter of advocating new methods, but entailed questioning the purposes and
interests that research in this field would serve.

Work on advertising was affected, as were other areas of marketing inquiry, by the
shift in epistemology that attended the interpretive turn. In all areas, the notion of con-
sumption as a meaning-based activity (as opposed to a more economistic, disembodied
model of purchasing) had implications for research axiology, as well. Of particular
import for advertising work, however, was the shift toward understanding the adver-
tisement as a text and, thus, the consumer as a reader. By embracing the textuality of
advertising experience, qualitative researchers opened the door to the indeterminacy of
reading, to the reality of advertising as a cultural practice, and ultimately to the larger
social questions that attend any purposive attempt to encourage consumption in post-
industrial society.

The result has been a corpus of work too large and varied to be covered in a single
chapter. My intention, therefore, is to discuss articles I have selected to represent the
largest areas of inquiry. In assessing the scope of the literature to be covered, I have col-
lected works published in Journal of Consumer Research, Journal of Advertising, Journal
of Marketing, Journal of Popular Culture, Journal of Advertising Research, Journal of
Consumer Culture, Culture, Markets and Consumption, and Critical Studies in Mass
Communications Research. I have also followed up references that led to a range of sources
from the Journal of Business Ethics to the British Journal of Management. 1 found that
qualitative work in advertising was well represented in these journals by the end of the
twentieth century, though there was certainly more in some than in others. I hope also to
draw attention to the way that qualitative research in this area has circled back to engage
with quantitative studies, as I believe that contribution to be important. Of particular
import, though, is that late twentieth-century advertising research has occurred amidst a
proliferation of book-length works coming from other fields — history, sociology, women’s
studies — and that many researchers in this area work in communications schools where
cultural studies and critical theory were already well-established by 1985. Consequently,
many of the influences on research in this area come from outside marketing, and these
sources are so numerous that I will only be able to document them in a glancing manner.

The areas of interest that I will examine in this chapter are the responses of readers to
advertisements, the practices of professionals in the creation of advertisements, the evo-
lution of advertising as an art form and the theory and criticism of advertising as a social
influence. These four areas encompass far and away the bulk of what has been published
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to date. I regretfully admit that this outline of topics will necessarily leave out some studies
that did not fall neatly into the categories.

Responses of readers to advertisements

The ‘textual turn’ in advertising research has been fundamentally rhetorical in orientation
even when the avowed theoretical orientation of researchers was elsewhere (e.g., post-
structuralist, semiotic or formalist). I say this because, throughout this literature, there is
a consistent emphasis on responses from and effects upon consumers, which is the feature
that distinguishes rhetoric from other literary approaches. Even the formalist investiga-
tions and social criticism I will discuss later in this chapter can be said to fall under this
rubric, as the final concern is virtually always with response or effect.

A fair number of articles appeared in the late 1980s and early 1990s that called for a
text-based approach to advertising research. McCracken (1987) argued for a model of
advertising based on culture and meaning, rather than information. Mick (1986) outlined
an approach to both consumption and advertising as an investigation of signs; Stern
(1988, 1989) called attention to the potential to analyze ads as literary texts. However,
three articles in particular, Mick and Buhl (1992), Friestad and Wright (1994) and Scott
(1994b), stand out as having spurred investigation into consumer response using qualita-
tive methods. Scott (1994b) advocated the use of reader response theory to resituate the
viewers of advertisements as thinking human beings immersed in and motivated by their
own circumstances, who were as capable of rejecting a persuasive text as they might be of
absorbing the advertiser’s intention. Friestad and Wright (1994) outlined a folk know-
ledge of persuasion in which part of the ordinary wisdom of life was focused on learning
to cope with persuasion attempts, including those of advertisers. Mick and Buhl (1992)
was an empirical study of a small sample of readers interpreting advertisements. This
study made very clear that consumers responded to ads in a very situated and skeptical
manner — and, importantly, that ads affected consumers primarily in the context of their
own life themes and projects. Usually citing Scott (1994b) and/or Friestad and Wright
(1994) as the theoretical basis and Mick and Buhl as the research model, a string of new
works made close investigations into the match between life projects or themes and the
appeals of ads (e.g., Grier and Brumbaugh, 1999; Motley, Henderson and Baker, 2003;
Parker, 1998; Stevens, Maclaren and Brown, 2003). Taken in sum, this body of research
shows quite clearly the centrality of individual life projects, rather than manufacturers’
intentions or formal tricks, in influencing the response to ads. Thus, when Douglas Holt
published How Brands Become Icons, in which he says brands become ‘cultural icons’ only
by speaking to the identity projects of large groups of consumers, his position was solidly
underpinned by this body of research into the responses of readers (Holt, 2004).

The research into reader response, however, produced more than just a basis for under-
standing how viewers evaluated ads. This approach fundamentally changed the way the
consumer was imagined: from being a passive recipient of advertiser intent (or an addled
‘miscomprehender’ of manufacturers’ messages) to being an empowered, grounded,
thoughtful human with better things to do than watch ads. From here, it is a short and
logical jump to begin looking at consumers and their uses for ads in a social context.
Ritson and Elliott (1999) accurately argued that the reader response approach as thus far
practiced had continued the old paradigm tendency to characterize consumers as solitary
creatures. So their study of British adolescents focused on the ways that consumers
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quoted, reinterpreted and reused ads as part of an ongoing local social discourse. In this
study, the appearance of ads in conversation as phatic communication, shared jokes, ways
of poking fun at teachers and friends, was a humbling reminder that humans consume to
live, not live to consume — and that ads fall into a larger, complex ‘text’ of other media
materials and actual face-to-face dialogue rather than being the isolated, privileged mis-
sives of information implied by the heretofore dominant model of research (see also
Alperstein, 1990).

Throughout the reader response material, in fact, other cultural influences intermit-
tently poke through. In spite of frequent charges that advertising has supplanted school,
church and family as the dominant influence on behavior, this literature demonstrates that
all three still have a strong influence on the particulars of the way ads are read and con-
sumption is formed (for instance, see Parker, 1998). Thus, membership in certain subcul-
tural communities, does, as initially articulated in the theoretical work (Scott, 1994b),
have an effect on the way ads are read and evaluated. Grier and Brumbaugh (1999)
showed, for instance, that the subcultural status of readers (by race and sexual preference)
formed the reading strategy and ultimately had a strong impact on response to ads.

In cultural studies and critical theory, literary approaches had already become a
primary vehicle for social analysis and criticism by the early 1980s. Thus it is not surpris-
ing that the textual turn in advertising research would be attended by a socially critical
perspective. In some ways, however, the very rethinking of the consumer into a social
setting in which persuasion attempts were resisted as often as accepted was bound to lead
to questions about the power relationship between advertisers and consumers, the nature
of control and resistance, and the relationship of research to the social structure.

One early study (Ahuvia, 1998), investigates the social uses of literary interpretation.
Ahuvia questions the assertions of an established critic, who had already interpreted an
ad for Airwalk shoes as carrying a message supporting a ‘culture of rape’ as well as racial
stereotyping. Ahuvia’s respondents shared some of the critic’s interpretation, but not all
of it. But, while Ahuvia’s results supported the general trend toward understanding ads
as polysemic texts subject to multiple interpretations by readers, the mismatch between a
naively reader-oriented approach to studying ads and a more theoretically informed crit-
ical perspective emerged here. Specifically, the concept of ‘ideology’, a primary building
block of the critical work in literary theory (see, for instance, Kavanaugh, 1995), refers to
the way a text constructs social relations (class, gender, race) in such a way that they
become ‘natural’ and therefore invisible to many, if not most, in the culture. With this per-
spective, researchers would not be surprised that readers did not articulate the same crit-
icism that an ideologically sensitized critic would. At the same time, some of the verbatims
from Ahuvia, as well as other studies, suggest the ability of respondents to see themselves
as situated in oppressive social structures and to see the function of ads to support that
configuration of relations. For instance, British women viewing spots for Red magazine
expressed discomfort over the use of striptease, even if with a surprising ‘twist’ at the end:
‘it’s just, again, there we are — taking off our clothes to sell a magazine’ (Stevens et al.,
2003, p. 39). Further, Motley et al. (2003) argue that African-American respondents often
interpreted offensive commercial racial memorabilia in a way that helped them confront,
understand and work through their historical past, while not denying its oppressive and
dehumanizing nature. The tension between seeing consumers as critical agents potentially
engaged in change and seeing them as inextricably enmeshed in the ideology of their own
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social structure emerges as an unresolved question of the past 20 years, of particular
concern in the arena of social theory and criticism discussed below.

Another factor complicating the general assessment of consumer sophistication is the
increasing salience of postmodern form and style in advertisements themselves. The self-
referential, dissembling and ironic stance of late twentieth century advertising tends to
imply a jaded, even cynical, reader, yet the multiform, intertextual style of these same ads
also implies a consumer who is increasingly imaginative, cognitively agile, full of whimsy
and laughter, and able to consider (and reject) multiple propositions through image and
music, as well as text.

Advertising as form

The early textual turn also highlighted advertising’s formal properties in a way that the
dominant paradigm did not recognize. The psycho-scientific orientation of the previous
20 years of research had tended to treat ads as assemblies of ‘stimuli’ or, at best, ‘infor-
mation’ defined in a very limited way (see Levold, 2002). The new discourse of the late
1980s and early 1990s insisted instead on viewing ads as cultural artifacts (McCracken,
1986, 1987) or even as art (Stern, 1988, 1989), as well as expanding the scope of ‘meaning’
or ‘information’ to include visual and musical forms in addition to text or numbers (Scott,
1990, 1994a).

This approach drew impetus from the ready mismatch between ads running in the 1980s
and 1990s — a genre period that has been concretely identified as a watershed in ‘post-
modern’ signification (see, for instance, Goldman, 1992) — and the mock-ups or models
that underpinned studies in the dominant stream of research. Spurred by the theoretical
works that insisted on the “fictive’ or ‘poetic’ aspects of ads in contemporary discourse,
some advertising researchers undertook to document the frequency of more sophisticated
formal features, showing that, indeed, a major shift was under way (Callcott and Lee,
1994; Leigh, 1994; Phillips and McQuarrie, 2002).

At the same time, an important effort emerged to investigate the degree to which con-
sumers understood and liked the new forms. Of particular interest is the work of Edward
McQuarrie, David Mick and Barbara Phillips, who developed a robust stream that took
the principles of rhetoric, applied them to visual messages and demonstrated, not only
the ability of consumers to ‘read’ such texts, but their propensity to prefer those that were
more figurative and thus ‘deviant’ from the kinds of predictable, straightforward messages
presumed by the scientific, ‘informational’ research model (McQuarrie and Mick, 1992,
1996, 1999; Phillips, 1997). This research suggested strongly that treating pictures as mere
‘stimuli’ was wholly inadequate. This in turn had profound implications for the way the
field should view a growing set of ads that was primarily imagistic.

Many attempted to build further on a literary/rhetorical premise by investigating other
forms, such as drama, or other features, such as characterization (Deighton, Romer and
McQueen, 1989; Hung, 2000, 2001; Frosh, 2002; Mulvey and Medina, 2003). One tactic
that did not succeed was the notion that a particular genre or formal feature would neces-
sarily always be preferred as a persuasive tool. As Deighton et al. wrote, ‘As it happens,
we can say that no one form of advertising consistently beat the other in our sample. And
we cannot say from this study if there are contingencies under which one form would
always dominate the other. In fact, given the inventiveness of advertising writers, we see
little point in looking for such contingencies’ (1989, p. 342).
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One important feature of this area of research was the employment of quantitative
methods to investigate claims made by theorists working out of humanistic traditions.
Several teams made astute use of experimental methods to investigate theories that had been
advanced directly from an arts perspective. The success of these researchers bodes well for
the continued cross-pollination of qualitative and quantitative work, though such crossover
efforts are still relatively rare. Note, too, that, while many of these studies were focused on
the viability of certain forms, such as tropes, narratives or dramas, the tests used were almost
invariably focused on the responses of readers; thus this category that I have labeled ‘an
investigation of form’is also an extension of investigating consumer response to ads.

The picture of the consumer emerging was very different from the one implicitly con-
structed by the scientific paradigm. This consumer is neither passive nor cognitively lazy,
but instead is drawn toward more challenging textual forms, is more concerned with
his/her own life experience than with learning brand attributes, can engage with the
sociopolitical implications of ads despite the blinding force of ideology, and is adept at
learning to read new meaning in unfamiliar forms. This view of the consumer is intrin-
sically more respectful than the one constructed by the field prior to the mid-1980s, but I
must emphasize that this change is not a result of method, but rather one of theory. This
radically different view of the reader/consumer has been substantially built and supported
by researchers working in the qualitative tradition but using quantitative techniques.

If the concept of the consumer that held sway in the years from 1965 to 1985 is not a
necessary outgrowth of scientific method, it must follow somehow from other influences
on the way the field imagined and built itself in its earliest years. Prior to the interpretive
turn, researchers in advertising often claimed that their purpose was to serve advertisers
by showing them which advertising ‘stimuli’ worked best to persuade. This viewpoint has
always been flawed on many levels, but we can certainly see at this point the way it ignored
both the situatedness of formal features in a text and the situatedness of readers in their
life projects and social settings. (Indeed, as Vakratsas and Ambler, 1999, exemplify, the
old model can only be maintained now by ignoring the entire body of qualitative
research.) As someone who entered the field from the advertising industry at the very
moment of the interpretive turn, I felt the then prevailing view was marred by an amaz-
ingly misinformed speculation about how advertising professionals saw their work,
imagined the consumer and understood the relationship between themselves as social
actors and the academy as an independent intellectual force. Thus I am gratified to report
that another large category of research emerging in the past 20 years has taken advertis-
ing professional practice as its object.

Studying advertising practice

The simplistic and manipulative agenda of advertising research prior to the mid-1980s
takes on a very different cast when set in the context provided by researchers studying the
production of advertising through qualitative methods in recent decades. Virtually all of
the published research characterizes advertising practice as agonistic, fragmented, uncer-
tain, fluid and stressful, suggesting further that the task of producing advertising itself is
subject to multiple strategies, homilies, agendas and interpretations (Cronin, 2004a,
2004b; Hackley, 2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Kover, 1995; Kover and Goldberg, 1995;
West, 1993). Though greater certainty of outcome would surely relieve much of the stress
(a remark that could be made about most of life), the highest values consistently reported
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for creative work include novelty, spontaneity and ‘edginess’ — especially ‘something that
has never been done before’ — criteria that undercut the dominant paradigm’s push for a
one-from-column-A, one-from-column-B formula of advertising development.

To be sure, a constant refrain is the difficulty of demonstrating the effectiveness of
advertising itself. This is not to say, as some old paradigm marketing researchers have
inferred (e.g., Vakratsas and Ambler, 1999), that advertising is known not to work. On the
contrary, the amount of time, money and effort that goes into producing ads suggests that
industry people do believe it works, generally speaking. The problem is in tracing the
effectiveness of particular ads with the specific goals and peculiar circumstances that are
inevitably part of the campaign brief. Since advertising is always deployed into a market
with an array of confounding influences and measured with, at best, flawed tools, the
feasibility of evaluating a campaign’s effectiveness in other than subjective terms is noto-
riously elusive. As a consequence, many in advertising are haunted by the fear that their
work, rather than being the all-controlling social force that academicians elsewhere in the
academy often pretend, is ultimately pointless (Schudson, 1984).

Given the real-life context of organizational struggle, complex markets, situated
readers and morphing texts, the traditional marketing researcher’s desire to codify reliable
‘stimuli’ that would consistently result in purchase seems a naive attempt to try to intro-
duce a rhetoric of certainty with which manufacturers could better control the efforts of
their agencies, rather than any sincere belief in the existence of a formula that would sell
in all times and places. Yet the circumstances of practice and the best judgments of adver-
tising professionals tend to argue for a more situated, provisional, resilient, text-based
approach — and now qualitative academic research in this area supports them. At this
point, the evidence of multiple reading strategies being employed even by the same reader
at different times and with different ads suggests that the old standard of producing a 100
per cent effective advertising toolbox through scientific method is nothing but a chimera.

Interestingly, the polarities discernible in the practice of research in marketing has a
parallel in advertising practice. Chris Hackley, who has extensively studied (2003a, 2003b,
2003c¢) the efforts of advertising account planners to understand and articulate the views
and voice of consumers, mostly through qualitative research, argues that advertising pro-
fessionals have come to view consumer behavior ‘as an imaginative activity realized
through symbolic consumption as opposed to a merely instrumental activity driven by
rational product evaluation’ and thus an ‘activity “inspired” by the beauty of persuasive
and alluring images and ideas’ (2003b, p. 2). Hackley suggests that agencies employ
neopositivistic research methods primarily as a means to provide ‘factual data’ that will
dress up their ideas enough for manufacturers to spend money on them. This is an agenda
not dissimilar from the erstwhile goals of the marketing academy (Levold, 2002).

Tales of struggle for control over the final product of an ad campaign are, in fact, famil-
iar to anyone who has worked in an agency or anyone who has read advertising histories
and biographies with any breadth. Advertising practice, whether modern or postmodern,
pre-direct mail or post-Internet, seems to be condemned to uncertainty of outcome, as a
field that engages with the eternal instability of public reading might be expected to find
itself. This aspect of the research on advertising practice enlightens and adds necessary
balance to the analysis of ads-as-texts or consumers-as-readers, as one of these authors
suggests: “Whilst practitioners certainly cannot be said to determine viewers’ reception of
their texts, completely excluding practitioners from the analysis skews understanding of



Qualitative research in advertising 65

the significance of advertising practice and its textual products’ (Cronin, 2004a,
pp. 352-3). Nevertheless, I believe the long-term contribution of such studies ultimately
lies in their ability to engage with and potentially challenge the burgeoning discourse of
social criticism and cultural theory.

Advertising as an object for theory and criticism

Qualitative literature on advertising contains a number of essays that interpret one ad or
a small group of ads in order to make larger accusations about the negative influence of
advertising on society. There is a long tradition, after the manner of Williamson (1978),
in which a handful of ads is used as the basis for exceedingly overblown social claims
without attention or recourse to subtleties of probable reader response, plausible pro-
ducer intent, possible product competition, or palliative price constraints (for instance,
Delahoyde and Despenich,1994; Goldman, Heath and Smith, 1991; Covino, 2001).

The newer, more subtle, work attempts to theorize the effects of advertising in a way
that accommodates the less-certain, destabilized vantages typical of a post-Marxist, post-
Einstein, post-cultural relativist, and (of course) postmodern sensibility. Essays published
in Consumption, Markets and Culture have been particularly sophisticated and offer a
much-needed injection of both erudition and common sense to this often inflamed dis-
course. In this regard, the extensive experience within the advertising world that some
scholars have can now provide a ballast that is lacking elsewhere, thus making it possible
both to problematize the assumptions of cultural criticism and to mount a more com-
pelling critique. For instance, Cronin, using her substantial experience with advertising
professionals, raises multiple questions about the degree to which these people produce
culture rather than ‘siphon it off’, the truth of nostalgic academic claims for a separation
of economics and culture, and so on (Cronin, 2004a). In contrast, Chris Hackley, also
working from a base of substantial experience, builds a case for the ‘panopticon’ proper-
ties of the advertising industry. The quiet understatement and frequent qualifications that
clearly come from actual experience only serve to make Hackley’s (2002) surveillance-for-
control case more convincing, more compelling and, ultimately, more chilling, than less
grounded, more flamboyant efforts at critique.

In the arena of theory, two issues seem to be emerging as potential flashpoints for
contest and growth. Even the newer articulations of critical theory have a tendency to pre-
suppose a certain kind of preindustrial past, a particular history for the emergence of con-
sumer culture. Much of the rhetoric rests on a logic in which people before operated in
such-and-such-a-way, but now they do things in a radically different thus-and-so manner.
Some of these theoretical stances can, if one pauses to catch breath and think ‘critically’
in the commonly-used sense, be challenged even from a ‘collective memories’ sense of
history. For instance, Clarke (1998) argues that before people defined themselves by their
work but now they define themselves by their consumer goods. This statement is likely to
fly brilliantly past any casual gathering of, say, regular readers of salon.com. Yet even a
high school education in history suggests the argument that previous generations have
defined themselves more by religion than either work or consumption. Further, other
research tells us (e.g. Schor, 1991) that Americans, the citizens of the world’s most
advanced consumer society, are horribly overworked and tend to define themselves too
much by occupation. So, in this case, the theorist has traded on a truism of our times, but
not necessarily a factually based historical analysis.
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Theory still tends to glamorize and sentimentalize preindustrial life, in the tradition of
Marxist criticism. Yet my own work on the history of American women, feminism and
the modern market has led me to believe, along with others who have studied feminism in
world history, that there has been much about the industrial economy that was profoundly
positive for women (Scott, 2000, 2005). Thinking a little further, it does not take much to
see that African-American history might weigh the United States’ agricultural period
rather differently than some critical theorists’ imagined past. And this is the crux of the
problem: it is an imagined past. As my colleagues and I point out in another chapter in
this volume, there has been painfully little written history on the emergence of consumer
culture in America, let alone anywhere else. So there simply is not an evidentiary base to
support these grandiose claims for the historical trajectory of the global consumer society.
In the relative absence of written histories, ideology seems to take over: the contemporary
critic’s sentimental agricultural society is uncomfortably close to the ‘agrarian myth’ once
identified by Richard Hofstadter (1955), the ideology manufactured by the disenfran-
chised agrarian gentlemen of post-Revolutionary America who saw the modern market
eroding their power base. A challenge for future research and critique, then, would be to
examine the whole question of the consumer past.

A further point of contention may emerge in the confrontation between theory and the
growing number of studies documenting real readers’ responses to ads. Contemporary
theorists, though they sometimes vociferously reject the totalizing view of culture that
once characterized social criticism, still often want to place consumers in an endless circle
from which they cannot escape being duped by the forces of marketing. In a field now
deluged with evidence of the intransigence and multiplicity of consumer viewpoints, this
stance is beginning to look a little too much like the arrogant, derogatory view the old
scientific paradigm once took of consumers.

Consequently, the ‘vernacular theory’ espoused by Thomas MacLaughlin (1998) may
offer an interesting path toward reconciling a critical perspective with respect for our cul-
tural compatriots. MacLaughlin reminds us that ‘though Marx and Engels believed that
ideas about revolutionary change had to be based on the proletarian experience of cap-
italism, they believed that those ideas were unlikely to come from the proletarians them-
selves. It was precisely the role of bourgeois intellectuals sympathetic to the proletariat
to learn from that experience and articulate it intellectually for the masses, whom they
considered too embedded in ideology to be able to understand their situation critically
without the cognitive leadership of intellectuals trained in philosophical analysis and cri-
tique’ (ibid., p. 208). This stance, which today we might be tempted to label ‘paternalis-
tic’, has not only continued to infect critique, but leads to several problems: one is that ‘it
does a better job explaining why people fail to understand their society than why they
succeed’ (ibid., p. 209) and another is that it fails to encompass the historical record in
which other oppressed groups (African-Americans and women are the examples
MacLaughlin gives) manage to mount a substantial critique out of common experience
and necessity: ‘Groups defined by demeaning and dehumanizing mainstream values
either do theory or die in spirit’ (ibid., p. 221). MacLaughlin specifically invokes reader
response theory for having overridden the Adorno/Horkheimer model of cultural control
by ‘teaching’ that reading is an active process in which the readers themselves make
meaning. Almost as if taking a page from an ad agency’s handbook, he notes, ‘It is the
work of rhetoric to construct texts that maximize control over readers’ responses, but the
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practice of rhetoric is based on the premise that there will be resistant readers, that control
will never be total’ (ibid., p. 217). He ends with a passionate recollection of his own
working-class Philadelphia experience, insisting that this experience formed the basis for
his own critical vision, and warns that ‘not all the sharp minds get to go to college, and
not all the theorists are in the academy’ (ibid., p. 229). Such a spirited defense of vernac-
ular criticism seems a fitting call for developing theory from our own group of scholars,
who have now so well recognized the resistance among advertising readers.

Another common seam between qualitative and quantitative research on advertising
presents itself, perhaps surprisingly, in the social criticism arena. Seemingly in response to
criticism first mounted in the 1960s and 1970s by civil rights groups, Second Wave femi-
nists and environmental activists, advertising researchers have often focused on trying to
document, usually through content analysis, the incidence of imagery that political critics
have found problematic: racial stereotyping, ‘sexualizing’ imagery of women, ‘green’
appeals, and so on (for instance, Bannerjee, Gulas and Iyer, 1995; Ferguson, Kreshel and
Tinkham, 1990; Kolbe and Albanese, 1996; Stephenson and Stover, 1997). Others have
tried to pick through, explain and synthesize the increasingly dense and often tangled
arguments that characterize certain corners of social debate, most notably gender (Brown,
Stevens and Maclaren, 1999; Kates and Shaw-Garlock, 1999; Schroeder and Borgerson,
1998; Stern, 1993). Over time the ability to document both the occurrence of these images
or appeals and their interrelatedness to the discourse of criticism will ultimately add the
kind of evidentiary ballast often lacking.

Conclusion

The first 20 years of advertising research using qualitative methods have upended many
traditional assumptions and purposes formerly taken for granted in the field. In this way
(and in others) this moment in scholarship has been revolutionary. It has led to a hearten-
ing proliferation of high quality research, appearing in a broad range of journals and
showing the marks of influence from a variety of other disciplines. This stream has also led
to a point where many of us may come to rethink our relationship to research and the inter-
ests we wish our work to serve, whether industry, consumers, government or some as-yet-
unimagined world order. In that sense, the force of this work may also be turning the wheel.
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6 Qualitative historical research in marketing
Terrence H. Witkowski and D.G. Brian Jones

Introduction

Historians are generally disinclined to commit themselves to descriptions of their work,
its goals and methods. A few notable exceptions among marketing historians have focused
on scientific-quantitative methods of doing historical research (e.g. Savitt, 1980; Golder,
2000). Traditional western historians argue that their task is to trace and interpret the
internal relations of human affairs (Collingwood, 1956). They describe the process as an
imaginative reconstruction of the lives of people in other times (Dray, 1974) or as ‘cre-
atively thinking one’s way a body of information’ (Bailyn, 1963, p. 98). It is a process not
easily reduced to description (Goodman and Kruger, 1988; Savitt, 2000).

This chapter describes qualitative historical research methods as applied to marketing.
It is worthwhile at the outset to note that history is a subject, not a research method and,
as just noted, not all historical research is conducted using qualitative methods. The fuzzy
boundaries between different approaches and the different methodological assumptions
of historians are perhaps captured by Abelson (1963) who described it as ‘art and science,
poetry and journalism, explanation, narration, and criticism; it is epochal and parochial,
holistic and individualistic, materialistic and spiritualistic, objective and subjective,
factual and normative, practical and theoretical’ (p. 167). In this chapter we will describe
some of those aspects of historical research in marketing.

The subject of history can be subdivided into many topics, including marketing history
which has a parallel topic usually referred to as ‘the history of marketing thought’. The
academic study of marketing emerged in the late nineteenth century as a branch of
applied economics and marketing historians have long followed the tradition of economic
historians that divides their subject matter into more or less separate treatments of prac-
tice and of ideas (Jones and Shaw, 2002). Thus, as there are histories of economics and of
economic thought, so are there histories of marketing and of marketing thought. Or, to
follow the vernacular used by marketing historians, most historical research in marketing
can be described as focusing either on marketing history or on the history of marketing
thought. While they begin with a fairly common set of subcategories such as advertising,
retailing, various other functional marketing activities, consumption behavior and so on,
marketing history focuses on the history of the activities or practices themselves, whereas
the history of marketing thought focuses on the ideas about those phenomena.

Of course, as Hollander once observed, ‘practice is not entirely thoughtless and
thought is often practice-driven’ (1989, p. xx). Nevertheless, marketing scholars have
studied history in this way since the beginning of the twentieth century. Marketing history
(practices and activities) tends to be studied from the perspective of companies, indus-
tries, or societies (as in the case of consumption history). The history of marketing
thought is approached at various levels such as ideas or concepts, theories and schools of
thought. It also includes the perspective of individual contributors (biographical), edu-
cational institutions and organizations (e.g. the American Marketing Association), and
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bodies of literature (e.g. Journal of Marketing), to name a few. These various categories
of topics within historical research in marketing are most evident in reviews of the field
such as in Jones and Monieson (1990b) or in anthologies of works in the field such as in
Hollander and Rassuli (1993). Regardless of category (marketing history or history of
marketing thought), historical research in marketing can make use of either quantitative
or qualitative research methods. Below we explain how qualitative historical research in
marketing is carried out.

Overview of qualitative historical research methods

When historians do write about method, they are most likely to discuss things like source
materials (much space is devoted herein to this important issue) or the principles which
should guide the research process, principles such as accuracy, love of order, logic,
honesty, self-awareness and imagination (Barzun and Graff, 2004, pp. 10-13) rather than
the steps one goes through. Practically speaking and put quite simply, the steps include
choosing a subject, gathering data, analyzing and interpreting the data, and writing the
results (Jones, 1998; Lomask, 1986). Barzun and Graff’s (2004) classic work on historical
method expands on that somewhat, as follows:

Select a subject.

Consult secondary sources, otherwise known as the literature review.

Note taking and rewriting is analysis of thought.

Finding the facts involves collection of source material, primary data.

Verification of the facts is an ongoing process and relies on ‘attention to detail, on

commonsense reasoning, and on a developed “feel” for chronology and human

affairs’ (Barzun and Graff, 2004, p. 69).

6. Turning facts into ideas involves the search for probabilistic truth, for the types of
causation that occur in a long chain of events or ‘variously relevant conditions’ (ibid.,
p. 148) and for a pattern which is most obviously demonstrated through periods in
the chronology of ideas.

7. Organizing and writing the story is the final step.

SAE Il B

The remainder of this chapter is loosely organized around this framework.

Selecting a topic

Because the selection of a topic is the first step in any research project, the reader might
reasonably ask why this needs to be stated or why it is particularly important in historical
research. The essence of topic selection is asking the right questions. Barzun and Graff
(2004) describe this step as the prime difficulty in any historical study because if the topic
is not carefully defined the researcher cannot know what questions to ask of the data or,
therefore, what data to collect. The definition of subject is described as ‘that group of
associated facts and ideas which, when clearly presented in a prescribed amount of space,
leave no questions unanswered within the presentation, even though many questions
could be asked outside it’ (ibid., p. 17). Closely related to the selection of a topic is the
development of what is sometimes called a working hypothesis or hypotheses. They are
working hypotheses because, as the historian develops a topic and begins to collect data,
the questions that are asked will inevitably change as data are discovered. Smith and Lux
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(1993) refer to this as ‘question framing’; the historian develops iterations of research
questions in response to answers discovered when questioning the data. The research
questions, or working hypotheses, are refined as the data are collected.

Source material

After choosing a topic, framing questions and formulating working hypotheses, the mar-
keting historian needs to gather source material. The quality of historical research
depends largely upon the data sources selected. Indeed, the serendipitous discovery of a
neglected lode of important historical evidence may sometimes be reason enough for
launching a project. This section first considers the mix of primary and secondary sources
and then describes four types of primary data, some of their strengths and weaknesses,
and how to assemble them.

Primary v. secondary sources

Primary data sources are forms of evidence usually produced during the historical period
under investigation. Oral history interviews are a special kind of primary data typically
conducted many years after events have occurred, but based on memories created during
the times in question. Secondary data sources are the literature about the period, such as
books and articles, written at a later date. Some marketing historians (Jones and
Monieson, 1990a; Savitt, 1983) favor heavy reliance on primary data; others (Fullerton,
1988; Hollander, 1986b) have made good use of both types; and still others (Dixon, 1995,
1998; Twede, 2002; Witkowski, 1989) have based their work upon fresh readings of exist-
ing literatures. The body of such secondary data, the literature of historical research in
marketing, has grown dramatically during the past two decades. During that time over
400 papers were published in the proceedings of the Conferences on Historical Analysis
and Research in Marketing (CHARM) and over 75 historical articles were published in
the Journal of Macromarketing, to name just two venues.

The historical era being investigated will influence the mix of data sources. An enor-
mous amount of primary material documents marketing practice and thought since the
latter part of the nineteenth century. Much remains uninvestigated. For earlier periods,
original evidence is often much less abundant, scattered across numerous records
and sometimes quite difficult to locate. It may be redundant for marketing historians to
reanalyze the same primary sources that others have combed. A great deal of historical
research from fields as diverse as women’s studies to material culture (Witkowski, 1990,
1994) begs to be read, reinterpreted and incorporated into the body of marketing history.
For many years, scholars in marketing, advertising and consumer research have borrowed
theoretical ideas and empirical findings from economics, psychology, sociology, anthro-
pology and other fields. The large body of historical literature should also be mined for
marketing insights. That said, researchers should familiarize themselves with the primary
evidence from the earlier eras so that they can critically evaluate secondary sources.

Types of primary sources

Primary data sources can be divided into four groups: words, images, artifacts and mem-
ories elicited through oral history methods. Purely audio data, such as radio advertising
or popular music, could be used as source material, but seldom is and then only as tran-
scribed dialogue and lyrics. A particular piece of evidence can straddle more than one
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category. Advertising, one of the most frequently consulted primary sources (see, for
example, Belk and Pollay, 1985; Gross and Sheth, 1989; Pollay, 1985) and other ephemera
(Neilson, 2005) often include both text and visuals. Paintings are images but also mater-
ial objects, often with provenance, a history of sales and ownership (Witkowski, 2004).
The type of project determines the kind and mix of primary sources. Whereas marketing
and consumer histories draw from all kinds of data, biographies and histories of mar-
keting thought are largely based upon written sources, although they too may be supple-
mented by oral history interviews.

Historians have consulted written documents for a very long time, but not until the
invention of the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century, accompanied by growing rates
of literacy, did texts proliferate enough to become the dominant data source. By the
middle of the nineteenth century, many academic historians were basing their research
solely on this material and, partly to give their emerging discipline an identity of its own,
began espousing the written record as the only creditable evidence (Thompson, 1988).
Today, written sources are used far more than any other type of primary data. Typical
forms for marketing and consumer history, listed from the most public to the most per-
sonal, include the following.

1. Public records such as legal documents, governmental records and other institutional
records such as those of universities and scholarly organizations.

2. Articles and letters in newspapers, magazines, trade publications and scholarly

journals.

Print advertising, handbills, trade cards, trade catalogs and package labels.

Nonfiction travel accounts, cookbooks and housekeeping manuals.

Novels, poetry and other published fiction.

Private business records such as account books, letterheads and invoices.

Personal writing in the form of letters and diaries.

Nk w

The books and articles of academic marketing are a primary source for biographies
(Jones, 1998) and histories of marketing thought (Shaw and Jones, 2005; Wilkie and
Moore, 2003), and even relatively recent publications have been used for consumption
research. For example, Cohen (2003) cited Journal of Marketing articles from the 1950s
and 1960s as evidence of increasing social segmentation in postwar America.

Written records of all types have their shortcomings. They are often incomplete,
difficult to read if penned by hand, and not infrequently contradictory. More important,
they should not be taken at face value. Documents have been faked. More likely, however,
is selective perception and retention on the part of their creators. Documents frequently
were (and still are) drafted to protect and embellish the reputations of certain individu-
als, organizations, social groups and political interests. Usually created by elite males,
documents tend to underrepresent the experiences of the lower classes, minorities and
women. Their survival rate is also problematic since preservation choices are often made
deliberately, but subjectively. The researcher needs to guard against overgeneralizing from
written sources and be alert to possible biases. “Truth’ is very elusive, and even so-called
‘hard’ demographic data can be untrustworthy. That is, social statistics are no more
absolute facts than newspaper reports, private letters or published biographies. All repre-
sent, either from individual standpoints or aggregated, the social perception of facts; and
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all are in addition subject to social pressures from the context in which they are obtained.
With these forms of evidence, what we receive is social meaning, and it is this which must
be evaluated (Thompson, 1988, p. 106).

Images or visual data sources, which include paintings, prints, photographs, films and
videos, can reveal things about past marketing and consumption that cannot be conveyed
by written records (Belk, 1986; Witkowski, 1999, 2004). They can show what buyers and
sellers and their merchandise and accoutrements actually looked like. They can depict
color, form, movement and other details people once took for granted and failed to
mention in texts (Burke, 2001). Through narrative content and allegory, art can express
social attitudes and, hence, validate or challenge written sources such as diaries, letters,
newspaper accounts or probate records (Witkowski, 1994). Burke (2001) points out that,
unlike written evidence, where usually only the investigator has had an opportunity to
visit an archive and read the material, when images are reproduced in research reports,
both authors and readers have access to the data and can examine them together.

However, images too can be misleading, for their creators selected only certain subjects
and rendered the world the way they personally perceived or remembered it, what Burke
(2001) refers to as their ‘painted opinion’. Visuals are often created within the expectations
of patrons and audiences. Consequently they can sometimes be a better guide to past
social attitudes and cultural conventions than to the exact nature of people, things and
consumer behavior. American genre painters, for example, sometimes distorted actual
behavior in order to instruct or entertain the viewer and drew upon stock social charac-
ters that fulfilled the expectations of their patrons (Witkowski, 1996, 2004). Works of art
have aesthetic qualities and polemical content that can elicit powerful, possibly biased,
emotional responses in the researcher. Art must be read carefully and the analyst needs to
distinguish a contemporary reading from a historical or period reading. The challenge is
to recreate what might be termed the ‘period eye’.

Marketing historians have not very often consulted physical evidence, such as artifacts
and architecture, although these alternative sources have potential for documenting the
products actually sold, what they looked like, and how they may have been used
(Witkowski, 1994, 2001). Material data can be classified as found objects, the bits and
pieces archaeologists excavate at historical sites, or preserved objects, the antiques col-
lected by private individuals and public institutions. Sometimes artifacts are all that
remains of some goods deemed too trivial to be included in written records or captured
in images. When they were used by a broad cross-section of the population, artifacts could
be more representative data sources than texts. Moreover, objects are generally less self-
conscious cultural expressions and, therefore, conceivably more truthful (Prown, 1982).
Through their style, objects communicate tacit but fundamental values of a society
(Prown, 1980).

On the other hand, artifacts do not reveal beliefs, attitudes, values and meanings as
directly as written records. In addition, physical data sources suffer from their own prob-
lems in representativeness. Found objects are generally restricted to certain materials, such
as ceramics, glass or precious metals, that can survive many years of burial on land or
under water. Leather, wooden and base-metal consumer goods rarely last under these con-
ditions and textiles hardly at all. Aside from pure chance, preserved objects were saved
because they possessed special attributes. They may have been of the highest quality, par-
ticularly artistic or originally owned by distinguished people or affluent families. More
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common, often cruder artifacts experienced harder use, deteriorated more rapidly and
were more likely to have been discarded as junk. Their survival rate is much less than that
of high-style objects. Also preserved objects may have been altered over time, either inno-
cently or with intent to deceive, and no longer are the evidence as they were when first pro-
duced and used. These historical accretions remind us that objects live in the present as
well as the past.

Ritchie (1995) offers a succinct definition of our fourth primary source: ‘Simply put,
oral history collects spoken memories and personal commentaries of historical signifi-
cance through recorded interviews’ (p. 1). Today, these data are typically captured by
audio/video equipment, although some situations still require note taking. Interview tech-
niques can range from being very unstructured and free-flowing to obtaining open-ended
answers to a specific list of questions. Sessions are then transcribed verbatim, save minor
editing to clarify, to remove false starts or repetitions and to insert punctuation. Although
time-consuming, transcription facilitates interpretation since most people can read and
reread print faster than they can listen to and comprehend an audio or video recording.
Further, given potential problems in accessing tape and/or digital storage media in the
future, a written version helps preserve the findings.

A few historians have dismissed oral history as little more than the collection of senti-
mental memories from old people. Clearly ‘some interviewees’ remarks are self-serving;
they remember selectively, recall only events that cast themselves in a good light, and seem
to always get the better of opponents’ (Ritchie, 1995, p. 92). Human memories start from
different points of view and are fallible, although most forgetting takes place soon after
an event has occurred. Oral history informants have been characterized as being ‘special’
people, survivors, more successful, and self-confident (Gluck, 1987). Oral historians fre-
quently encounter informant nostalgia, the remembering of the past as better than it was
lived, and thus need to press for more candid and critical responses (Ritchie, 1995).

All in all, however, interview data are probably no more subjective or less all represen-
tative than any other pieces of evidence and they have special advantages of their own.
For one, respondents can be selected to ensure that many different points of view are being
voiced. Oral history is democratic in its desire to gather information from a variety of
social actors, including the more quiescent part of the population. Also oral interviews
can elicit recollections of inner feelings and states of mind that are frequently absent from
or disguised by written records. Finally, the interviewing process allows the astute inves-
tigator, in effect, to cross-examine informants and thereby reveal sources of bias.
Thompson (1988) describes a phenomenon among the elderly known as a ‘life review’ —
a sudden flood of memories, a desire to remember and a willingness to be candid and less
concerned about fitting one’s story to the expectations of an audience.

Oral interviews are especially useful for consumer history because they usually entail
ordinary people recalling everyday experiences. The field of consumer research has made
use of interview data for decades and, if anything, has seen a resurgence of interest over
the past 20 years in more or less unstructured questioning and small samples. Interviews,
in the sense of deliberately collected field data, have seldom been utilized by consumer his-
torians. One exception is Hill, Hirschman and Bauman (1997) who based their account
of Depression consumers on oral data originally collected by academics, journalists and
writers between 1933 and 1935 under the direction of Harry Hopkins, director of the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration. Witkowski and Hogan (1999) created new oral
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data by asking elderly California women to recall their consumer experiences during
World War I1.

Assembling primary sources

Two final points about primary evidence are in order. First, collecting different sources,
both within and across categories, is highly desirable. Words, images, artifacts and oral
histories can clarify, validate and sometimes dispute each other, leading to a deeper, more
nuanced view of marketing history. Multiple methods are standard procedure in ethnog-
raphy and other forms of qualitative marketing and consumer research. Second,
researchers have fewer and fewer excuses for not using primary data. Numerous archival
collections in museums contain sources to study marketing practice and many universi-
ties have collections relevant to the study of the history of marketing thought. Archives
collect unpublished primary source materials, provide for their physical preservation,
arrange and describe them for prospective users and usually provide reference service on
their collections. Private records and personal (unpublished) writings are the bread and
butter of archival collections, although photographic images and oral histories are also
not uncommon forms of archival data. The effective use of archives including the import-
ance of various types of finding aids, types of archives and so on is described in detail by
Brooks (1969). Jones (1998) describes a sample of actual archival collections that are rele-
vant to studying the history of marketing thought.

Although distant archives may pose a barrier to investigating some sources, many have
been published and widely distributed. University libraries have long maintained good
microfilm or microprint collections of newspapers, magazines and journals and have
become better at fetching material from other libraries. All kinds of primary data, espe-
cially images, are increasingly available online from a tremendous variety of providers
ranging from museums to eBay dealers. As just one example, the John W. Hartmann
Center for Sales, Advertising, and Marketing History at Duke University has made acces-
sible thousands of advertisements from its growing collections. Witkowski (2003) based
his study of World War II posters largely on the online collection of the Northwestern
University Library.

Analysis and writing

The analysis of qualitative historical data involves interpretation and synthesis. The data
collected must be transformed into ideas, which involves the search for probabilistic truth,
for the types of causation that occur in a long chain of events or ‘variously relevant con-
ditions’ (Barzun and Graff 2004, p. 148), and for a pattern which is most obviously
demonstrated through periods in the chronology of ideas.

The processes of qualitative analysis and of writing the results are interwoven.
Narrative, telling the story of the past, is the most common structure for presenting
historical findings (Hexter, 1971; Lavin and Archdeacon, 1989). Four basic elements,
character, setting, action and happening, interact to produce narrative (Megill, 1989).
Character and setting are called existents, whereas actions (taken by characters) and
happenings (how settings impinge upon characters) are events. Although conventional
wisdom identifies narration with the recounting of events, many historians emphasize
existents. For example, Fernand Braudel’s Capitalism and Material Life, 14001800 (1967)
focuses on setting: food and drink, housing and clothing, and technology and towns.
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The sine qua non of historical writing is clarity. The dense jargon and convoluted phras-
ing of some social science prose, not to mention all too much critical writing in the
humanities, is simply inappropriate. Some historians prefer a more dramatic and literary
style than others who favor heavy documentation and elaborate presentation of empirical
findings, but all must write in a straightforward and interesting to read manner. Good nar-
rative depends upon a correct determination of historical tempo, the art of expanding and
contracting the scale of time to establish the significance of events (Hexter, 1971).
Narrative in historical writing needs to guard against being overly ‘impressionistic’
(Demos, 1970), where general statements are preceded or followed by a small number of
illustrative examples. Dissatisfaction with this approach has increased the emphasis on
cliometrics or ‘scientific’ history (Fogel and Elton, 1983), the use of quantitative models
and measures and statistical analyses. Sometimes, however, a paucity of evidence leaves
no alternative to the impressionistic approach. Marketing history needs to cover a topic
adequately, but should also strive for economy in its written presentation.

Many scholars in the social and behavioral sciences, not to mention quite a few pro-
fessional historians, view description as a less serious task than explanation. Explanation
is deemed to be more scientific and generalizable than description of particulars. This
position has been challenged, however, as evidenced by the debates between positivistic
and interpretive consumer researchers (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Moreover, as Megill
(1989) and Nevett (1991) point out, even nominally descriptive historical writing will have
a large component of explanation. That is, the ordering of events chronologically implies
(but does not prove) causality.

Organizing the narrative

The narration of marketing history can be arranged chronologically, topically, geog-
raphically, or in some combination of the three (Shafer, 1974). In argumentative or justi-
ficatory pieces the writer might limit the discussion to an analysis of sources or, in the case
of Fullerton (1988) and Morris (1990), assemble and criticize evidence in order to evalu-
ate alternative representations of the past. In historiographic essays or surveys of prior
studies, narration of events is likely to be relatively less important than thematic issues.
Whatever the organization, it should be synthesized through appropriate /inkages, such
as the comparative method, and it should be adequately balanced in its coverage (Daniels,
1981). Historical writing and data analysis are closely connected. How findings will be
presented is implicit in the researcher’s general questions and tentative hypotheses and so
influence how data sources are interpreted.

Periodization is the process of dividing the chronological narrative into separately
labeled sequential time periods with fairly distinct beginning and ending points. Periods
are to the historian what acts and scenes are to the playwright. They summarize and struc-
ture historical narrative in a way that makes it more understandable. There are several
different logics, or techniques, of periodization. The most common is to divide chronol-
ogy into periods ending in ‘0’ such as decades or centuries. As Hollander et al. (2005) point
out, this system is inherently weak because ‘human events rarely arrange themselves to
fall evenly between years that end in the numeral zero’ (p. 37). Other methods include
context-driven periodization where the chronology is punctuated by the occurrence of
some external event or events, justified when the event is likely to have precipitated a
change in the direction of the material under study; and periodization by turning points
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in the events themselves. Hollander et al. (2005) advocate the latter approach as the most
logical and acceptable. An example is Fullerton’s (1988) revision of the history of modern
marketing where his era of origins, beginning in mid-eighteenth-century Europe and mid-
nineteenth-century America, relied on changes in political, religious and social forces that
created a capitalist attitude as well as new production capabilities brought on by the
Industrial Revolution. Periodization is essentially a way of compressing a stream of
complex events into a single catchword or catchphrase, and that oversimplification or
reductionism must be guarded against. This caution also applies to the choice of period
duration. Shorter periods may induce greater volatility and variability in the data.

Narrative history that concentrates on character or setting does not require a chrono-
logical arrangement. John Demos (1970) organizes his highly regarded history of family
life in the Plymouth Plantation (1620-1691) by subject matter. He begins with a discus-
sion of physical setting, moves to household structure and then examines themes of indi-
vidual development. Demos chose this approach not only because it seemed a better way
to highlight analytical issues, but also because changes in family structure generally come
very slowly and, hence, elements of stability and continuity loom unusually large. If
spread over too long a period, however, a topical arrangement may ‘seriously distort the
objective reality of the past’ and ‘forfeit the fundamental historical essence of change
through time’ (Marwick, 1970, p. 145).

Preparing manuscripts for marketing journals

Publishing historical research in marketing journals entails much more than simply
paying close attention to editors’ pages, manuscript guidelines, acceptance criteria and
statements of review philosophy. Marketing historians need to consider how closely their
papers should adhere to existing models of marketing scholarship. How marketing
history is packaged determines not only the likelihood of acceptance by top journals in
the field, but ultimately its contribution to the advancement of marketing thought. Three
topics of particular import are how to introduce the secondary literature, present the
methodology and handle the issue of research implications.

The literature review
Unlike the typical article in marketing and consumer research, papers written by profes-
sional historians often proceed without a separate section integrating previous work on
the subject into the body of the text. This is not to say that historians ignore prior find-
ings and interpretive essays (secondary sources), but just that their narrative structures do
not always lend themselves to the kind of presentation that first ‘plugs into’ existing liter-
atures, theoretical perspectives or research traditions. When included, such material is
usually placed in footnotes, a hallmark of the rhetoric of history. This lack of explicit
‘positioning’ can be frustrating to marketing journal editors and reviewers accustomed to
the social science tradition. It makes historical research seem atheoretical, which it fre-
quently is, and consequently irrelevant to the accumulation of knowledge, which it is not.
In order to be published in marketing journals, historical studies will usually need to
make explicit mention of the secondary literature and sometimes provide a thorough
review. This will be natural for papers taking a positivistic stance, such as theoretically
driven content analyses (Belk and Pollay, 1985; Gross and Sheth, 1989), where finding
loose theoretical ends precedes developing hypotheses. Essays and argumentative pieces
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also discuss relevant literature, sometimes in great detail. Incorporating prior research will
probably be most difficult for the more qualitative narrative works, especially case studies
that emphasize events.

Methods section

Professional historians are sometimes cavalier about explaining their data sources and
analytical methods. For example, the following sentence from Roland Marchand’s (1987)
‘The Fitful Career of Advocacy Advertising’is as close as this article comes to a methods
statement: ‘A historical survey of some early advocacy campaigns will reveal both the
variety of experiments within this advertising mode and the ways in which earlier practi-
tioners tried to deal with the problems that still beset the genre’ (p. 129). Marchand never
explains what he means by the term ‘a historical survey’. His text does not describe his
sample of ads or say how they were interpreted, although his references do suggest he con-
sulted several archival collections. Savitt (2000) describes Fernand Braudel as ‘probably
the most important economic historian of the twentieth century’ (p. 89), but laments
Braudel’s failure to present a clear description of his historical reasoning and methodol-
ogy. Other historians are more explicit, but often relegate their methodological statements
to footnotes or bibliographic essays.

Historical writing for marketing journals needs to be transparent about methods. Data
sources and their selection should be carefully described, along with the plan for their analy-
sis. A good example of one such methods section can be found in Fullerton (1988), who
first discusses the philosophical support for his historical approach, including the rationale
for a cross-national investigation, and then describes his sample of primary and secondary
sources. Note that Fullerton was not just writing a narrative history, but was scrutinizing a
marketing theory, the so-called ‘production era’ concept inspired by Keith (1960).

Implications of historical research

Marketing journal editors and reviewers may insist that historical research either demon-
strate some utilitarian purpose, such as relevance for marketing practice or public policy
making, or contribute to marketing theory. To satisfy this expectation, marketing histori-
ans may need to write an ‘implications’ section. Nevett (1991) provides useful guidelines
on ways that historical investigation can be applied to marketing practice as a supplement
to positivistic thinking. Despite its ‘scientific’ pretensions, marketing management has
much in common with history and historical methods can help managers evaluate the
validity and interdependence of evidence, better exercise judgment to avoid marketing
myopia and determine broad causal connections.

Historical research also can pay its way by formulating hypotheses and developing and
appraising theories. The processes of assembling and analyzing the historical record
can generate emergent themes just as readily as do ethnographic and other qualitative
methods (Belk, Sherry and Wallendorf, 1988), yet historians disagree about the relation-
ship between historical research and theory building. Continental European ‘historicism’,
for example, stresses the development of ‘historical laws, determining factors, and the
meaning of the past as the source of the present’ (Daniels, 1981, p. 96). The so-called “clio-
metricians’, who tend to focus more on collectivities of people and recurring events than
on particulars (Fogel and Elton, 1983), are quantitative historians committed to the
positivistic philosophy of building, testing and refining historical models.
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Anglo-American historiography, on the other hand, generally approaches its work as
an end in itself, an independent contribution to knowledge, rather than as a vehicle for
building theories or making policy. The commitment is to the study of individual facts,
the events, institutions and personalities that have historical significance, rather than to
the discovery of broad conceptual constructs. These historians believe that each period
contains its own reasons why events occurred and that these causes are usually not gen-
eralizable (Firat, 1987; Nevett, 1991). Although historians sometimes use theory as a
means to specific ends, such as the application of psychology and psychoanalysis to
explain the behavior of famous people, relatively few are willing to go very far in drawing
implications. Historical research is a cumulative process and every generation builds upon
and revises previous work.

Thoughtful presentations of the secondary literature, data sources and analysis, and
research implications, should help historical studies survive the review process. Nevertheless,
marketing historians will constantly need to continue their educational campaigns about the
usefulness of their specialty (Hollander, 1986a; Jones and Monieson, 1990b; Nevett, 1991;
Savitt, 1980).
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7 Researching the cultures of brands
Anders Bengtsson and Jacob Ostberg

Brands have emerged both as culturally important symbols that give ballast to consumers’
identity projects and as devices that bring competitive advantages to their legal owners.
In both these respects, the study of brands has become a matter of central concern to mar-
keting scholars around the world. In standard brand management textbooks, brands are
generally understood as devices that help companies achieve competitive advantages by
offering added values to its customers (de Chernatony and McDonald, 2003), the so-
called ‘mind-share’ approach (Holt, 2004). From this perspective, studying brands
becomes a matter of analyzing and systematizing the strategies through which the brand
was created and exploring the ways in which these strategies have the intended effects on
consumers.

In contrast to this conventional way of doing brand research, there are other
approaches that seek to capture the cultural richness of brand meanings in contemporary
consumer culture. The view in this chapter is that a brand is a culturally constructed
symbol, created by various types of authors who furnish it with symbolic content. This
means that a brand is a co-constructed object whose meaning is closely bound to context
and time. Many times, brand meaning is thought to be produced through a one-way com-
munication process in which sets of neatly constructed brand identities are understood to
be decoded into corresponding brand images. Rather than this overly simplified
approach, we contend that the cultures of brands are dialectically constructed through
iterative processes between various actors (Fournier, 1998; Holt, 2002). Consumers are
one important group of actors and recent consumer research has shown that they have
important co-creative roles in brand construction. This implies that different groups of
consumers construct meanings around brands other than what sponsors may have
intended (Bengtsson, Ostberg and Kjeldgaard, 2005; Kates, 2004; Kozinets, 2001; Muniz
and O’Guinn, 2001).

What then is the reason why brands have become so important in our culture and
hence so important for marketing scholars? Today, when we live in a consumer society,
identity construction has moved from collective identities in the production realm to
individual identities in the consumption realm (Slater, 1997). Identity construction has
become a highly visual phenomenon (Schroeder, 2002) and products are valued as much
for what they can do as for what they symbolize (cf. Gardner and Levy, 1955). A prime
means of communication with consumption is brands, as they, through their high recog-
nition, cut across the cluttered visual landscape. Therefore an understanding of brands
and their functions as symbols is crucial for anyone wishing to study contemporary
markets.

The widened view of looking at brands has some important implications for the ways
brands must be studied. Many of the research methods described in the chapters of this
book have previously been applied to research on brands. In this chapter we aim (1) to
review briefly the main theoretical approaches used when studying brands (2) to look at
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the different methods that have been applied when researching the cultures of brands, and
(3) point out some of the pitfalls in researching brands and how to avoid them.

What are brands and branding?

Since the chapter is dealing with approaches and perspectives for researching brands
empirically, it seems pertinent to elaborate on what we mean when we use the term
‘brand’. Formally, according to the American Marketing Association (AMA), a brand is
defined as

a name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s good or service as
distinct from those of other sellers. The legal term for brand is trademark. A brand may identify
one item, a family of items, or all items of that seller. If used for the firm as a whole, the pre-
ferred term is trade name (www.marketingpower.com).

This definition of a brand, adopted by standard marketing textbooks, covers the brand-
ing of most items offered on the market because even the ‘no-name, no frills products’
carry elements, such as a name or design, that distinguish them from other sellers’ prod-
ucts. One should be careful, however, not to make the assumption that consumers under-
stand the concept of brand in the same way as it is formally defined by marketing
textbooks. Previous research on consumers and their notions about brands has shown
that, when consumers are asked to explain what they think when they hear the word
‘brand’, oftentimes highly visible and omnipresent ‘good’ brands are mentioned
(Bengtsson, 2002). So, although a symbol can formally be considered a brand, it is import-
ant to be sensitive to the way consumers understand the concept of ‘brand’, especially if
one aims to research the cultural meanings of brands.

Brand management has developed into a management fashion where not only goods but
entire companies, places, regions, universities, museums, help organizations, artists and
even individuals are considered items it is possible to brand (see, e.g., Montoya and
Vandehey, 2005, for a typical example of this genre). Generally, what is suggested is to use
the same principles through which fast-moving consumer goods were branded throughout
the last century. The great market success of the abundant variety of practical how-to
branding books, written by brand consultants and retired marketers, furthermore illustrates
that brand management is considered a key competence in contemporary businesses. With
the increasing interest in corporate branding, the practice of branding is gradually chang-
ing from solely referring to marketing activities that add symbolic values to products, to a
general management philosophy that permeates entire organizations (Olins, 2000).

One consequence of this diffusion of brands into all spheres of commercial and non-
commercial life is that brands and branding appear in a wide variety of ways. Some
brands are primarily signifiers for physical products whereas others are less tangible and
signify processes or spaces. In addition, brands are often not just a mechanism that creates
relationships between a company and consumers but involve many other stakeholders
such as employees, investors, suppliers, partners, regulators, special interests and local
communities (Hatch and Schultz, 2003). As a consequence, branding as phenomenon is
more complex and requires attention both to the company’s strategic vision, its corporate
culture and its contemporary status in the consumer culture. Given that the application
of brands and branding has evolved to include so many different aspects of the market,
there are several perspectives — both conceptually and empirically — from which brands
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can be researched. But that is not the sole reason to widen the scope of the way we research
brands. Brands have never been as simple as they have conventionally been thought to be.
Over the last century, brands have developed into something far more important in con-
temporary culture than merely marketing tools.

Researching brand management

Much of existing research has focused on the strategies and tactics through which suc-
cessful brands were built. The lion’s share of this work is of the ‘best practice’ type where
descriptions of successful brand building activities are presented and turned into norma-
tive accounts of how brand building should take place. The literature on brand manage-
ment consists of a myriad of normative frameworks that provide managers with the
prescription for the way to win and dominate markets with powerful value-added brands.
Some of the dominant classical brand management frameworks or principles, such as
brand equity (Aaker, 1991), brand identity (Aaker, 1996; Kapferer, 2004) and brand archi-
tecture (Aaker and Joachimsthaler, 2000) were developed through case studies of com-
panies’ branding strategies and provide guidance for brand-building work based on best
practice. The emergent research stream focusing on corporate branding operates basically
with the same approach, where case analyses of companies’ corporate branding efforts
are used to prove its effect (see, e.g., Hatch and Schultz, 2001; Schultz and Hatch, 2003).
In this type of brand research, focus is directed towards the actions undertaken by com-
panies, which means that empirical data about the strategies are gathered through collec-
tion of communication campaigns, interviews with managers and other employees in the
company as well as the company’s market communication agencies. In addition, a
common source of empirical data is annual reports, newspapers and periodicals, where
accounts of the brand’s success and failure occur. In contemporary research on brand
management it is often assumed that the brand owner exerts considerable control over the
brand. From this perspective, successful brand management becomes a matter of finding
the brand’s true and timeless essence and carrying out brand-building activities that will
translate the identity into a corresponding brand image (Csaba and Bengtsson, 2005).
However, the metaphor of the brand manager as an alchemist who can mix and match
components to achieve a desirable outcome relies on an overly simplified view of the
culture in which brands exist.

The cultural production of the brand

Instead of the conventional view that a company communicates a certain brand identity
that is more or less correctly interpreted by consumers as a brand image, we see the cul-
tural meaning of a brand as constructed by various ‘authors’, as illustrated in Figure 7.1.
According to this view, a brand’s meaning is co-constructed by the brand owner, con-
sumers, popular culture and other important stakeholders. The company which has given
birth to the brand by making it available on the market is indeed a significant actor.
Strategic, carefully tuned brand-building activities generate stories about the brand along
with the everyday actions the company undertakes in order to run its business. The ultim-
ate users of the brand, the consumers, or organizations if it is a brand that operates on
industrial markets, are other significant actors that contribute to the cultures of the brand.
Through consumption, the particular status, uses and meanings of brands are subject to
social negotiation. In addition to these two actors, a brand’s meanings are also produced
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Brand Owners Consumers

Storie\A ﬁries
Brand
Meaning
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Popular
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Source:  Adapted from Holt (2004).

Figure 7.1  The authors of the brand

by popular culture such as TV programs, magazines, movies, books and so on. Finally,
other important stakeholders include authors such as competitors, labor unions and retail-
ers who frequently make statements through marketing communication or other actions.

Within each group of authors that produce stories about the brand, a particular culture
of the brand emerges. The culture that develops within each group of authors is not
homogenous but differs from that of other authors. It is in this sense that a brand can be
understood as a multicultural entity whose peculiarities need to be examined from
different perspectives. In the following, we will provide some examples of the way each of
these cultures has been studied in prior research.

Brands and consumer culture theory
Conventional research on brand management as discussed above (e.g. Aaker, 1996; de
Chernatony, 2001) oftentimes makes many assumptions about the way brand strategies
will be received by the market. How consumers make sense of, acquire, use and dispose
brands is discovered, however, in research on consumers and consumer culture. Research
on consumer culture theory (a term recently suggested by Arnould and Thompson, 2005)
focuses, among other things, on the ‘desire-inducing marketing symbols’ (p. 867), namely
brands and advertising. There are four principal research programs within consumer
culture theory that can all be adopted to focus on brands: consumer identity projects, mar-
ketplace cultures, the sociohistoric patterning of consumption, and mass-mediated mar-
ketplace ideologies and consumers’ interpretive strategies. The first one, consumer identity
projects, takes a micro perspective, whereas the other three take a macro perspective.

In past research, a micro perspective focusing on individual consumers, and hence
studying the relationship in the upper-right corner of the figure, has been the most fre-
quently employed in the study of consumer identity projects and brands (e.g. Fournier, 1998;
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McCracken, 1993). In this type of research, in-depth interviewing with consumers, prefer-
ably in their everyday consumption context, is the most commonly used method. The
general goal is to provide an understanding for how and in what ways brands become
meaningful to consumers in their lives. The marketplace has become a source of mythic
and symbolic resources through which people construct narratives of identity (Elliott and
Wattanasuwan, 1998). In the view of Arnould and Thompson (2005, p. 871), the market
produces certain kinds of consumer positions that consumers can choose to inhabit.
Consequently, consumers are merely enacting and personalizing cultural scripts that align
their identities with the structural imperatives of a consumer-driven global economy.
Given such a view, the task for brand researchers becomes to uncover the available cultural
scripts, which requires a more macro-oriented type of methodology, as well as to look into
the way consumers behave in order to comply with, or resist, those scripts, which requires
a more micro type of methodology.

The study of marketplace cultures and brands has been a thriving subject over the last
decade. In this line of research, the tribal aspects of consumption (Maffesoli, 1996) are in
focus and researchers try to grasp the linking values of certain brands (cf. Cova, 1997).
Again, the principle means of doing research is through depth interviews but ethno-
graphic methods of different kinds have increasingly been utilized (e.g. Kates, 2004;
McAlexander, Schouten and Koenig, 2002; Schouten and McAlexander, 1995). In add-
ition to interviews and ethnographic work, netnographic methods have proved successful
for gathering empirical data on the communal aspects of brand consumption (e.g. Muniz
and O’Guinn, 2001). Brown, Kozinets and Sherry’s (2003) study of retro brand commu-
nities and Bengtsson, Ostberg and Kjeldgaard’s (2005) research on the use of brands in
tattooing illustrate how naturally occurring data gathered on the Internet can be used for
such research projects.

Research on the sociohistoric patterning of consumption, i.e. research that addresses the
institutional and social structures that systematically influence consumption, has been
less directly focused on the consumption of brands. Still, this is a research venue that
should hold much promise. A key element in structuring consumer society is class pos-
itions. Holt (1998) has studied how social class structures consumption. While this is not
chiefly a study about brands, he does have some insights into the way consumers with
different levels of cultural capital relate to branded goods (p. 21). These findings tease out
some differences between social groups’ relations to brands, more specifically decom-
modification, that have been overlooked by previous researchers that have not taken a
class perspective (e.g. Wallendorf and Arnould, 1991). Another socializing structure that
has traditionally been sorely lacking from consumer research is gender (Bristor and
Fischer, 1993). Costa and Pavia (1993) and Olsen (1999) focus on how gender is influenc-
ing consumers’ brand relationships, again tapping into the notion that there are many
structural differences that should hinder us from painting a picture of consumer behav-
ior in too broad strokes. An area that has taken this into consideration and indeed made it
into the topic of investigation is multicultural or crosscultural studies. Typically, scholars
in this field examine how brands can take on radically different meaning depending on the
cultural context in which they are embedded (Eckhardt and Houston, 2002; Ger and Belk,
1996; Miller, 1998; Yan, 1997).

The last of the consumer culture theory research strands, mass-mediated marketplace
ideologies and consumers’ interpretive strategies, also holds potential for insightful
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brand-related research. Journalist Naomi Klein (1999) recently questioned the whole
notion of a branded world and raised the debate about consumers’ increasing skepti-
cism towards the domination of symbols of the market in the public sphere. Studies
investigating how consumers actively try to resist the market and the domination of
brands include Thompson and Arsel’s (2004) account of how consumers resist the dom-
inant brandscapes of global companies, and Kozinets’ (2002) research on how con-
sumers try to escape the market. These two studies take a micro perspective, examining
consumers directly through interviews and observation. Looking at marketplace ideolo-
gies from a macro perspective offers a different avenue for research. Instead of inter-
viewing or observing consumers directly, this approach focuses on cultural analyses of
the roles brand play in the culture. An example of this type of research is Askegaard and
Csaba’s (1999) study of the cultural resistance to the ‘Coca-Colanization’ of Denmark.

When doing cultural research on brands, historical methods can be a useful tool for col-
lecting empirical data. Through analyses of archival accounts of a brand’s management
it is possible to achieve a more balanced understanding of what factors made the brand
successful over time. Koehn’s (2001) historical analysis of brands such as Wedgwood,
Heinz and Estée Lauder, as well as Holt’s (2004) genealogical brand studies, illustrate the
usefulness of an historic approach to studying brand management processes. In Holt’s
(2004) case, for example, he showed that many companies were not as consistent in their
brand management as contemporary theory suggests. A key aim in conventional brand
management thinking is to streamline marketing communications so as always to com-
municate the same message. If a company stays true to its timeless essence over time it
will, according to theory, achieve a clear, uncluttered image in the consumers’ minds that
is compelling because of its consistency and clarity. What Holt managed to show, through
his genealogical brand research, was that many successful companies had not at all been
consistent in their brand-building activities, but rather changed their branding over time
to stay relevant in accordance with current social concerns. Without the historical per-
spective, however, Holt would only have captured the momentary brand-building activ-
ities which would, most likely, have led him to join the chorus singing the praises of
consistency. When employing a historical approach, analysis of a brand’s past advertis-
ing can be an interesting avenue for research. Methods for such an analysis can include
approaches from art history, as suggested by Scott (1994) or literary criticism, as intro-
duced by Stern (1989). A related stream of research stems from Schroeder (2002), who
studies brand management from a visual perspective more broadly, e.g. by focusing on
how classical architectural expressions in the banking sector are transferred to the
Internet now that more banking activities are conducted online (Schroeder, 2003). While
not directly focusing on brand management, this stream of visual research looks at the
artifacts of companies’ brand-building activities.

Methods and pitfalls for inquiries into the cultures of brands

Basically, as claimed by Dingwall (1997, p. 53), there are essentially only two ways of con-
ducting studies within the social sciences: ‘hanging out’ or ‘asking questions’, or, as he puts
it, ‘interviewers construct data, observers find it’ (p. 55). This should be supplemented by
the study of artifacts, which is an extension of the observational venue. So, even though
there might seem to be an endless number of different approaches to studying brands, it
all comes down to essentially these two variations: either you hang out or you ask
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questions. All the research mentioned in this chapter can be sorted into these groups, even
though the different approaches are very frequently combined, at least to some degree.

Brand management research

As mentioned earlier, this line of research focuses on the strategies and tactics through
which brands are built in the marketplace. In the case of brand management research,
most studies are of the case-study type (Stake, 1994) where one, or a few, successful com-
panies’ branding strategies are described in detail. A panoply of different methods —
including interviews with key persons at the particular company, the ad agency and/or
consulting firms, document studies of company records and annual reports, media studies
of the attention given to the company by the press and historic records from the stock
market — are employed. The aim is to gain an overall understanding of a company’s brand
management activities. Case researchers usually seek out both what is common and what
is particular about the case, but the end result regularly presents something unique (ibid.,
p- 238). Furthermore, this uniqueness is frequently portrayed as a key to success, that
could, at least potentially, be copied by other companies. This movement, from the
description typical of case studies to the production of normative accounts intended to
be transferable to other companies, is highly problematic. Oftentimes, the normative
accounts disregard the cultural uniqueness of the particular case and there is usually little
scientific evidence that the findings would hold in another context. The explanations given
for a brand’s success or failure are usually only surface-level explanations. In order to
achieve transferability of research findings, a more sensitive interpretation of the culture
in which the brand operates is necessary. Providing a checklist that can be copied by other
companies for successful brand building just does not work. The intended audience for
much brand management research is managers, and managers do indeed seem to find the
results of typical brand management research quite interesting and perhaps even useful.
This fact should not, however, be confused with there being any scientific validity in much
of traditional brand management research.

If one wants to establish an understanding of the strategies a company has used to
develop a brand, it might seem reasonable to gather empirical data from sources within
the company. Interviewing staff in the marketing department may be one way to achieve
such information. However, it is important to interpret carefully the data gathered
through such an approach. When brand managers are asked about the actions they have
undertaken for a brand and the possible results these actions have generated, there is an
obvious risk that the answers produced are highly simplified rationalizations. Hence the
empirical accounts should not be taken at face value. Another aspect that might be espe-
cially important for students is access to data. Managers tend to view themselves as fairly
busy people; this is especially true for successful managers. This means that they do not
always find time in their agendas to meet researchers and students. The result is that
students are given interviews with people lower down in the organization. These
middle-managers might not always have access to companies’ grand, overreaching brand
management strategies. Whether they are willing to admit this shortcoming to inquiring
students is an open question. Another access-related point is that many companies today
view their brand strategies as their core competence and their main competitive advan-
tage. Consequently they might not be too willing to share this information with students
or researchers, fearing that their company’s secrets will be spread to the public. An
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outcome of these difficulties of gaining access is that a large share of brand management
research is conducted by academics that also work as consultants for the particular
company under study. Such action research always runs the risk of glorifying the particu-
lar actions undertaken by the brand consultant doing the study. The researcher is sitting
on two chairs, being both a consultant and a researcher, and it may be hard to separate
these roles.

A final point regarding management research relates to the tendency for people
working with brands to know how to talk brand-talk and use the pseudo-scientific lingo
that is distributed through brand management texts (Melin, 2004). This should not be
confused with their actually working in a highly scientific and structured manner. While
other strands of management research have developed a much more critical approach
(Alvesson and Deetz, 2000), conventional brand management research still sorely lacks
a critical edge.

Consumer culture theory brand research

A critical awareness is also important when studying consumers’ relationships to brands
and brands’ role in consumer culture. An integral part of individuals living in an advanced
market economy is that they are savvy at navigating, and seeing through, the offerings
made by companies (Holt, 2002). On a macro level, consumer culture and brand man-
agement strategies exist in a dialectical relationship where companies change strategies
as consumers become better at decoding, and seeing through, their intentions. As
researchers focusing on brands, we must be aware of this and realize that consumers con-
stantly try to outsmart marketers. One way of doing this might be to emphasize or de-
emphasize the importance of brands. Assuming a causal relationship between what
people say they do and what they actually do is always dubious. When addressing an ideo-
logically loaded issue like brands, it is likely that what is produced is merely a politically
correct discourse about how that particular consumer believes one should relate to
brands. Such information might indeed be highly interesting and relevant, but quite likely
has, little to do with a consumer’s actual behavior.

There is also a bias among many brand researchers to assume that brands are import-
ant to people. When a researcher enquires about a brand or schedules a meeting to do an
interview about brands, the interviewee will most likely produce accounts about brands.
The more the researcher questions and probes about brands, the more the consumer will
speak about brands. This should not be confused with brands actually playing a signifi-
cant role in the consumers’ lives. Basic marketing textbooks (e.g. Kotler and Keller, 2004)
usually tell us that, for some products, brands are important, while, for other products,
they are less important or not important at all. This view builds on a false product ontol-
ogy whereby the meaning of the branded product is placed in the product rather than in
the relationship between the consumer and the product. Rather than taking this skewed
essentialist standpoint, we propose that the importance of certain brands is always a
matter of the individual subject. Some brands may be significant to one consumer
whereas some other brands may be significant to another. And, even though this might
seem shocking to a brand researcher, it is important to be open to the fact that some con-
sumers may care very little about brands. A recent study by Chang Coupland (2005) inves-
tigates ‘invisible brands’, i.e. brands that blend into the household environment in an
inconspicuous manner (p. 116), and suggests that households might not be as engaged in
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brand consumption as some previous research has suggested, but rather choose brands
that lets them be disengaged and forget about the brands. This does not imply that all
households would have the same invisible brands; instead, some households could have a
meaningful relationship with, for instance, their washing powder, whereas other house-
holds might treat it as an invisible brand. The definition of the brand as significant or
insignificant has little to do with the brand per se but is dependent upon the particular
household.

In order to design and conduct exemplary brand research, it is crucial to keep these
issues in mind. We might not be used to thinking about brand research as a sensitive topic
where everything, from the initial contact with a presumptive research subject and
onwards, is crucial to the results produced. Not paying close attention to the research
topicis, in our view, a crucial mistake that might lead to fatal flaws in the results produced.
When designing a qualitative study focusing on consumers, it is important to consider
carefully the possible biases that the introduction of the study to the informants may gen-
erate. If the study is described as ‘a research project addressing how people consume
various brands’ it is possible that the informant will produce stories reflecting a culturally
accepted way of relating to brands. Unless one is interested in exploring this particular
culturally accepted way, such a way to introduce the study may generate empirical data
that may have little to do with consumers’ actual thoughts and feelings. If the study is
introduced instead as ‘a research project addressing how people consume various house-
hold goods’, one may avoid the problem that merely the cultural blueprint is reproduced.
On the other hand, other biases may occur as consumers participating in the study might
think that brands are not at all part of the study and keep from talking about brands.

Future brand research

In past qualitative research on brands, there has been a clear distinction between scholars
who have studied the management of brands and scholars who have studied consumer
culture and brands. This gulf between brand management research and brand culture
research is unfortunate and has generated brand theories that are less potent in inform-
ing managers how to develop brands that are in tune with the market. If we acknowledge
that a brand is a multicultural unit constructed by many different actors, it is necessary to
design studies on the cultures of the brand accordingly. This might seem self-evident and
unnecessary to comment on but it is surprising how researchers that for instance have
studied a company’s brand building activities often enter into a discussion of what the
brand means to consumers when in fact no research on consumers was undertaken.
Future qualitative research on brands should therefore seek to integrate the various per-
spectives from which the cultures of the brand can be studied. Overall, we can see that the
main share of research on brands is focused on either companies or consumers. Studies
on the relationships between popular culture and brands and other important stakehold-
ers and their use of brands are far more scarce. Investigations into these relationships
would most likely hold great potential in generating valuable knowledge about the cul-
tural production of brand meaning. Another area of future interest is the study of brand
cultures in emerging markets. Consumer researchers still debate whether or not global,
mainly Western, brands homogenize local cultures and thus destroy cultural uniqueness.
Further research into brand cultures across the globe will provide us with a better under-
standing of the roles brands play in contemporary consumption.
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8 Researching brands ethnographically:
an interpretive community approach
Steven M. Kates

Researching brands ethnographically

Brands are co-created by the efforts of both consumers and marketers, for consumers
process brands and promotions for meaning as well as for information (Fournier, 1998;
Kates and Shaw-Garlock, 1999; McCracken, 1987; Mick and Buhl, 1992; Ritson and
Elliott, 1999; Scott, 1994). Yet, in postmodern conditions of fragmentation, decentering
and ambiguity (see Firat and Venkatesh, 1995; Firat and Shultz, 1997), interpretation of
brands and marketing promotions is a problematic issue for both consumers and mar-
keters. Consumers construct different meanings from what brand sponsors may have
intended, and different social types of consumers construct multiple meanings, depend-
ing on personal background, contexts of consumption and multiple frames of reference
(e.g., see Elliot and Ritson, 1997; Grier and Brumbaugh, 1999; Kates and Shaw-Garlock,
1999; Ritson and Elliott, 1999).

This issue of brands possessing several potential meanings — what we might label the
‘problem of polysemy’ (see Gottdiener, 1995) — has significant implications for consumer
theory. Traditionally, positioning has been conceptualized as a relatively stable set of
intended consumer perceptions (or meanings) toward a brand, in relation to competitive
alternatives. However, in postmodern social conditions characterized by a plenitude of
meaning, and in everyday social practice, brands may often come to signify associations
other than the dominant (or preferred) meaning or intended positioning desired by mar-
keters (see Hall, 1980, 1997). Further, segmenting a market into non-overlapping groups
of consumers vis-a-vis differential responses to promotional efforts becomes an increas-
ingly problematic task in a commercial environment in which consumers are ironically
aware of sponsors’ intentions (Scott, 1994), may shift categories over time and indeed,
depending on the context of consuming, actually straddle different segments.

In response to these questions, brand meaning may be understood in light of the struc-
turing potential of interpretive communities and their associated interpretive conven-
tions. In the section following, I briefly review the relevant literature on interpretive
communities and link it to branding. Next, I review contributions recently introduced to
the consumer literature, such as brand communities (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001), subcul-
tures of consumption (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995) and brand legitimacy (Kates,
2004) that raise a host of issues such as consumer opposition (Kozinets and Handelman,
2004), cultivating identity (Holt, 2002) and religiosity (Muniz and Schau, 2005). After
that, I provide a demonstration using the interpretive community perspective when doing
brand ethnographies in the field. Finally, I discuss avenues for future research.

Interpretive communities and co-creation of the brand
In the dialogic relationship between marketers and consumers, there is a decided need for

cultural competency on the part of consumers; that is, the sociocultural knowledge that
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people in a particular society are thought to possess so that they may understand and act
appropriately in the commercial environment (Pefialoza and Gilly, 1999; Scott, 1994).
Meanings are not simply imposed by the textual aspects of advertising, direct mail or
other brand stimuli; rather, meanings emerge between the texts of marketing communi-
cations and the bodies of cultural knowledge shared by consumers (Eco, 1972; Scott,
1994), co-creating the brand as a complex bundle of personal and sociocultural meanings.
Traditionally, it has been argued that a broadly held or shared social consensus emerges
and informs institutionalized meanings within a society (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973).
Thus, when interpreting a form of marketing communication (such as an ad, coupon or
even an interaction with a salesperson), consumers draw on various flexible sociocultural
codes and construct meaning about the brand or sponsor (Hall, 1980, 1997; Kates and
Shaw-Garlock, 1999). Use of the interpretive communities and convention concepts in
the marketing and consumer research field may give considerable perspective to these con-
sumer activities and provide much-needed structure for understanding brand meanings
that contemporary consumers construct.

An interpretive community — a concept from reader response theory in the humanities
(see Fish, 1976, 1980; Scott, 1994) —is a cultural formation with a shared social and his-
torical context that delimits the potential of marketing communications. Although the
boundaries of interpretive communities may be somewhat fuzzy and overlapping, the fun-
damental premises of the construct are that members of various audiences have signifi-
cant connections to their social locations or positions and use broadly similar repertoires
of interpretive strategies, resulting in similar interpretations of marketing communica-
tions (Hirschman, 1998; Scott, 1994). As Hirschman (1998, p. 303) notes, a condition of
‘bounded diversity’ characterizes interpretive communities as consumers construct indi-
vidual meanings within the confines of an ideological structure (Radway, 1984). In other
words, membership of an interpretive community is characterized by structured polysemy
that allows for a limited range of readings relevant to the cultural identifications and
social positionings of consumers (Hirschman, 1998; Ritson and Elliott, 1999). Critically,
interpretation of brands may follow a discernible cultural logic that can be explored and
mapped empirically with the use of interpretive communities and strategies (Scott, 1994).

Interpretive communities are associated with (indeed, are constituted by) a repertoire
of commonly shared interpretive strategies among a group of consumers (Mailloux, 1982;
Scott, 1994, p. 474). For the purposes of this chapter, interpretive strategies, ‘include the
manner of reading, the purpose of reading, the attitude toward the text, and the know-
ledge the reader may have (or lack) that is brought to the reading experience. Particular
reading strategies . . . [are] typical of certain groups [called] “interpretive communities”’
(Scott, 1994, p. 474). Interpretive conventions, as regularities in actions, beliefs and inter-
pretation, prescribe the actions, beliefs and interpretive strategies that are the shared way
of making sense of brands (Mailloux, 1982, pp. 10-11). Broadly speaking, consumers
belong to the same interpretive community when they use similar interpretive strategies
(Scott, 1994, p. 474). Examples of brand-related interpretive communities whose con-
sumption patterns may be examined from the present analysis are gay men (Kates, 2004),
Christian fundamentalists (O’Guinn and Belk, 1989), Star Trek enthusiasts (Kozinets,
2001) and devoted Apple users (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). Further, analysis from the
perspective of interpretive communities and strategies may be useful for doing brand
ethnographies of various social groupings that, to significant extents, revolve around and
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define themselves in relation to certain brands (e.g., Kozinets, 2001; Schouten and
McAlexander, 1995). Thus interpretive strategies may reflect and construct a personal or
shared social identity among consumers (e.g., Kozinets, 2001; Mick and Buhl, 1992; Scott,
1994), supported by brand meanings.

Brand-related interpretive communities in consumer research

The interpretive community and strategy constructs can assist researchers to do enhanced
ethnographic or qualitative study of consumer—brand relationships and develop theory
on the topic (see Fournier, 1998; Celsi, Rose and Leigh, 1993; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001).
Although a number of different types of social configurations have been studied recently,
a number of common themes emerge, explored below: first, brands help negotiate a sense
of social affiliation. Second, brand meaning that is relatively oppositional to others
emerges in brand-related interpretive communities. Third, identity is negotiated and con-
structed in brand subcultures and communities. All of these means of relating to the
brand help construct shared meaning, enabling brand co-creation between consumers and
marketers.

Brands and social affiliation

Brands can foster a sense of social connection among consumers in informal social con-
texts or in more socially organized interpretive communities. While brands connect with
consumers in consumer—brand relationships (Fournier, 1998), other studies support
the view that brands have a ‘linking value’ or function (e.g., Cova, 1997) that connects con-
sumers to each other through a set of common meanings or activities (see also
McAlexander, Schouten and Koenig, 2002). For example, fashion discourses about
brands allow consumers to create a style that is acceptable to self-relevant social cliques
or help them fit in socially (Thompson and Haytko, 1997, p. 27). This linking value reaches
its most organized expressions in brand configurations such as brand communities
(Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001), subcultures of consumption (Schouten and McAlexander,
1995) and cultures of consumption (Kozinets, 2001).

Different types of brand social configurations, all exhibiting linking value, have been
previously studied in consumer research. Brand communities are usually focused on the
enthusiastic use and promotion of a particular consumption object (such as a Saab, Apple
Newton or Apple computer). Further, members of the brand communities studied by
Muniz and O’Guinn feel somewhat marginalized (e.g., Apple users in relation to IBM
users) and this point of difference promotes a sense of connection to the brand and
among each other. The reflexivity or ‘consciousness of kind’ that characterizes many
brand communities offers members a cachet from constructing difference or distinction
from others, reinforced by traditions and rituals and enacted through acts that demon-
strate social responsibility and moral obligation toward each other. These attributes are
also shared, in part, by subcultures of consumption (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995),
interpretive communities that share commitment to a brand or product and distinctive
jargon, ethos, ways of expression and social structure. What appears to differentiate the
former from the latter construct is the depth of commitment demonstrated by subculture
members and the time invested in brand-related activities. Further, subcultures of con-
sumption appear to possess and even thrive on a sense of social marginality (e.g., Hebdige,
1979) and reject aspects of mainstream culture’s ideology. Cultures of consumption
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(Kozinets, 2001), in turn, refer to brands, such as Star Trek, that revolve around extensive
images, media texts and consumption objects, and which inspire fandom. Consumers in
cultures of consumption perform the critical co-creative function of helping to institu-
tionalize brand meanings, practices and acceptable means of demonstrating affiliation to
the culture. All of these conceptualizations of sociocultural brand phenomena share the
quality of allowing consumers to establish social bonds of various strength and mean-
ingfulness among each other.

Brands and oppositionality

A brand-related interpretive community may reflexively view itself as apart from and even
marginalized from mainstream culture. This raises the interesting issue of whether every
interpretive community is marginalized or oppositional. While hippies, punks (Hebdige,
1979), mods, various youth subcultures, some Star Trek enthusiasts (Kozinets, 2001),
ecofeminists, the deaf, Christian fundamentalists (O’Guinn and Belk, 1989), lesbian sep-
aratists and many other social groupings undoubtedly feel that they are marginalized
from the mainstream and disadvantaged by the way they are treated by others, most
brand-related members usually negotiate a significantly less stigmatized sense of other-
ness. Members of branded subcultures of consumption seem to revel in and enjoy the
cachet of difference that their affiliation affords them, developing a unique set of values
(Schouten and McAlexander, 1995, p. 50) that may actually be a source of social capital
for the brand. The Apple loyalists observed by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) feel the most
aggrieved of the three brand communities studied, likely obtaining their sense of opposi-
tionality and imminent threat from Apple’s relatively low market share compared to
Microsoft. In doing so, they construct a form of oppositional brand loyalty. Yet, of all
branded social configurations studied, only the Star Trek enthusiasts studied by Kozinets
(2001) negotiate an institutionalized safe place from the stigma and social isolation that
many of them feel outside the culture of consumption, lending it the utopian quality that
distinguishes it from other contributions.

Other interpretive communities rely on brands for expressing a sense of social discontent
and marginality, but do not revolve around the consumption of brands per se. Local inter-
pretive communities of gays and lesbians have traditionally inscribed ‘campy’ meanings on
mainstream cultural icons or brands such as Judy Garland, Absolut Vodka, or Levi’s jeans
(see Chauncey, 1994; Kates, 2004). Kates’s (2004) study of brands consumed in a gay men’s
community demonstrates that certain brands accomplish a sense of legitimacy (i.e., fit a
community’s key beliefs or values) when they pursue ostensibly pro-social agendas in the
eyes of gay consumers. Thus brands can help support a type of community other than one
whose focus is consumption, aiding in the public expression, enactment and even celebra-
tion of its key political values. Consumer movements such as those studied by Kozinets and
Handelman (2004) consistently rely on companies and brands to act as adversaries, devel-
oping and propagating their stated ideologies and cultivating oppositional identities in rela-
tion to the more negative and institutionalized aspects of consumption. In accord with
anti-corporate ideology, Thompson and Arsel (2004), in their study of consumers’ associ-
ations of Starbucks and expressions of glocalization, conceptualize the ‘hegemonic brand-
scape’, a cultural model (or way of viewing) that situates brands and their structuring
influence of consumers’ activities and identities at the nexus of consumer capitalism. Thus
brands may play key roles in the structuring of oppositional identities.
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Brands and constructing identity

More generally, interpretive communities (or social groupings) play a role in the con-
struction of identity. In Fournier’s (1998) study of consumer—brand relationships, women
construct different types of gender identities (caring matriarch, working single mother
and young female university student) through consumer narratives, attesting to the struc-
turing effects of gender on brand meaning. Brands also aid in the more active cultivation
of consumers’ identities (Holt, 2002) in changing postmodern culture by providing a
wealth of cultural meaning.

Participation in brand-related consumption cultures potentially adds more complexity
and nuance to consumers’ identities. Those consumers that participate in Harley devotion
such as the outlaw bikers, the ‘moms and pops’, the lesbian Dykes on Bikes, and the
Rich Urban Bikers, etc. are separate interpretive communities that inscribe historically
bounded consumption meanings on Harley Davidson products. Moreover, the meanings
that Dykes on Bikes are likely to inscribe on Harley in practice (e.g., freedom from patri-
archal society, lesbian separatism and other elements of feminist thought) are likely to be
quite distinct from the more mainstream, working-class cultural meanings that the more
traditional, socially conservative ‘moms and pops’ riders realize in consumer practice
(such as ‘mom, baseball, and apple pie’, patriotism, American heritage and machismo).
Indeed, these meanings may be oppositional and openly hostile to one another, con-
structing different social identities in relation to one another, an implication that Schouten
and McAlexander (1995) recognize when they explicitly note the unconscious tensions
between outlaw bikers and ‘yuppie posers’ (p. 58). Star Trek, a rich media brand, provides
a rich source of meaning for consumers’ mattering maps (Kozinets, 2001, p. 78), offering
participants in the culture to