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BRANDS EXIST IN AND BELONG TO 
A GREATER CULTURE

LECTURE 6
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LECTURE THEMES

1. Meaning-based branding

2. Meaning makers

3.   How brands acquire cultural meaning
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Primary brand meaning is a summation of the consumer’s primary associations and
dominant perceptions about a brand, largely influenced by brand attributes and
functional consequences. It is the snapshot that immediately comes to the mind’s
eye upon hearing the brand name.

Implicit brand meaning refers to the ultimate emotional and psychological
implications and significance of a brand, to the psychic resonance that the brand has
for its consumers. Implicit brand meaning is complex. It is highly symbolic, psycho-
social meaning, influenced in great measure by cultural norms and values.

Meaning-based branding
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Stage of branding Brand meaning Brand 
ownership 

 Time 

Stage 4: Brand as icon   Consumer Culture  

Stage 3: Brand as personal identity    

Stage 2: Brand as identifier    

Stage 1: Unbranded Company Category  
 

Primary 
(functional) 

meaning 

Implicit 
(symbolic) 
meaning 

Source: Adapted from Batey (2008)

The importance of contextual reality of consumers’ 
relationships with the brand.

It’s not what companies do.
It’s what customers do with what companies do.

Meaning-based branding
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Knowledge-based Branding Meaning-based Branding

Brand association (e.g. quality, personal 
identity, and the like).

Concrete stories and images.

Brands exist as knowledge structure in 
the minds of individual customers.

Brands exist in public culture and 
social life.

Brands are powerful when they are 
strong, favourable, and unique as 
perceived by individuals (individual 
resonance).

Brands are powerful when they are 
accepted and used by a large 
population (collective resonance).

Brands can be successful over time 
only if they maintain consistency in the 
brand’s associations.

Brands’ cultural resonance is always 
historically specific.

Source: Holt , D.B. 2004. How Brands Become Icons: The Principles of Cultural Branding, Cambridge, Harvard Business 
School Press.

Meaning-based branding
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Meaning-based branding
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Identity value
 Customers are increasingly evaluating products in terms of 

both what they can do and what they mean

 Identity value refers to aspects of a brand that contribute to 
a customer's self-expression and personal identity.

 Brands that embody the ideals customers admire

 Brands that help customers express who they want to be  

Which products
identity value matters for?

Meaning-based branding
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in lifestyle categories (e.g. food, clothing, alcohol), 

the name of the game is symbolism . . . the strategic 

focus is on what the brand stands for and the 

importance of contextual reality of consumers’ 

relationships with the brand, NOT how the brand 

performs . . . It’s not what the brand does.
It’s what customers do with what the brand does

Meaning-based branding
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 Brands enable customers to make non-verbal statements 
about themselves 

Identity value

 Identity brand – a brand whose value to customers (and, 
thus, its brand equity) derives primarily from identity value

Meaning-based branding
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Source: Batey (2012)

Values

Meaning-based branding



© Copyright 2010-2022 Dr Liem Viet Ngo

Definitions of Motivational Types of Values in Terms of
Their Goals and the Single Values that Represent Them

Source: Schwartz (2007)

Meaning-based branding
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A brand is a repository of meaning for consumers to use in 
their own lives (Allen, Fournier and Miller 2008; Fournier 1998).

What is a brand?

Meaning-based branding
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Meaning makers

Source: Holt , D.B. Brands and Branding, Boston, Harvard Business
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Meaning makers – the customer
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 unappetizing colour
 sticky mouth feel & taste
 unjustifiable price
 physical endurance, concentration & reaction 

speed, vigilance & metabolism irrelevant

 speculation of why it’s illegal
 taurine made from bull’s  testicles
 street names: liquid cocaine, speed-in-a-can, liquid Viagra
 black market for the banned product
mixer of choice for snowboarders

Meaning makers – the customer
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Meaning maker – the influencer
Hugh Jackman Shows Jimmy How to Really Eat Vegemite



Meaning maker – the culture
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John Wayne, JFK, Jordan, Rambo, 
Elvis, Oprah, Steve Jobs, Jack 

Welch, Bruce Springsteen, Martha

Apple, Nike, Harley, 
VW, Coke, Bud

Reebok, Pepsi, Saab, 
Coors, IBM, Dewars, 

etc.

Cultural Icons

Iconic Brands

Identity Brands

Identity
Value

Iconic Brands are brands that have become cultural icons

Meaning maker – the culture
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 Cultural icon refers to a person or thing regarded as a symbol,  
especially of a culture or movement; a person, institution, and so 
forth, considered worthy of admiration or respect.

o Fictional characters: The Simpsons, Mickey Mouse

o People: Marilyn Monroe, James Cameron

o Companies: Disney, Apple, McDonalds

o Universities: Harvard, Oxford

o Places: Sydney Opera House, Forbidden City

Meaning maker – the culture
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Meaning maker – the culture
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Meaning maker – the culture

 Characteristics of cultural icons:   

o Compelling symbols

o Seen as quintessential

o Conveying meaning

o The source/The original

o Distinctive/ Unique

Cultural icons come to represent a 
particular kind of story



Meaning maker – the firm



Meaning maker – the firm
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How brands acquire cultural meaning

Source: McCracken (1986)



How brands acquire cultural meaning

Cultural models are the “relatively stable cognitive networks” that
are to some degree shared by a social group with similar
experiences whereas meanings are the “thoughts, feelings, and
less conscious associations evoked when people’s schemas meet
the world at a given moment”

 Metaphors

 Ideologies & Myths

Source: Fournier and Alvarez (2019)



How brands acquire cultural meaning

Source: Fournier and Alvarez (2019)

 Metaphors as shared cultural models

 Metaphors operate as core schemas that people use to make sense of 
their experiences

 Seven deep metaphors that provide a lens through which all consumer 
experiences can be understood:
o Balance
o Transformation
o Journey
o Container
o Connection
o Resource
o Control



 A deep metaphor is a frame – an
interpretation pattern of sensing and
representing external realities.

 Frames determine what information
does and does not capture consumers’
further attention (conscious and
unconscious), how that information is
processed, and how we respond to it.

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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 Saving time

 Investing time

 Time is money

 Spending time
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Imagine what would be like to
experience both RUNNING +
AIR at the same time using
NIKE brand?
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How brands acquire cultural meaning

®Developed by Liem Viet Ngo



BALANCE - Just Right



TRANSFORMATION - Lunesta



CONTAINER - Intel Inside



CONTAINER - Open Happiness



CONNECTION - Whassup



RESOURCE - Time is Money - 23 Minutes Late



RESOURCE - Time is Money - 2 Minutes Early



CONTROL - Just Do It



JOURNEY - Maddie



Source: Holt, D.B. 2004, How Brands Become Icons, Harvard Business School Press, p. 58

Cultural
Contradiction

(experienced as desires 
and anxieties)

Identity Myths
(films, music, 

politics, ads, etc.)

National Ideology Populist Worlds

Citizens’ Identity Projects
(varied by social position)

Source material

The Structure of a Myth Market

 Ideologies and myths

How brands acquire cultural meaning



Myth is a traditional story
about heroes or supernatural
beings, often attempting to
explain the origins of natural
phenomena or aspects of
human behaviour.
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National ideology – a system of ideas that forges links 
between everyday life – the aspirations of individuals, families, 
and communities – and those of the nations. 

 Examples: scientific bureaucracy (1950s to 1960s), Wall   
Street frontiers (1970s to 1980s), free-agent  frontiers 
(1990s to 2000s)

National ideology is the most powerful roots of consumer 
demand for myths, through which the ideology is conveyed.

 Examples: hillbilly myth (1950s to 1960s), redneck myth  
(1970s to 1980s), and slacker myth (1990s to 2000s).

The Structure of a Myth Market

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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Cultural contradiction – tensions between prevailing ideology 
(creating models of living: what you should be like) and 
individual experience (everyday life: how you really are). 
 Examples: conformity erases rugged  individualism (1950s –

1960s), yuppies aren’t heroes (1970s – 1980s), manhood 
via work is a joke (1990s – 2000s).

The tension (cultural engine) produces intense desires and 
anxieties, fueling demand for symbolic resolutions.

Contradictions in the national ideology create myth markets.
 Examples: hillbilly myth (1950s to 1960s), redneck myth  

(1970s to 1980s), and slacker myth (1990s to 2000s).

The Structure of a Myth Market

How brands acquire cultural meaning



Source: Holt, D.B. 2004, How Brands Become Icons, Harvard Business School Press

What you 
should be like

What you really 
are

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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The principle behind the Dove Campaign for Real Beauty is 
to celebrate the natural physical variation embodied by all 

women and inspire them to have the confidence to be 
comfortable with themselves.

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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Campaign for Real Beauty



Celebrate all types of beauty
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Chipotle - Back to the Start





Axe - Angels
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Identity Myth – a simple story that resolves cultural 
contradictions; a pre-requisite for an icon (e.g. self-made man, 
the frontier, melting pot, and the like). 

 Budweiser: artisan and slacker myths
 Mountain Dew: hillbilly, redneck, and slacker myths
 Volkswagen: Bohemian and Indie myths
 Microsoft: personal empowerment myth

Brands become iconic when they perform powerful identity 
myths. 

Customers use iconic brands as symbolic salves

A brand is a storied product that has distinctive brand-markers 
through which customers experience identity myths.

The Structure of a Myth Market

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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Populist worlds – autonomous places where people’s actions 
are perceived by intrinsic values, not by money or power. 

 Heroic or Rebel worlds  
 Marlboro’s: the Western frontier
 Apple’s: cyberpunks
 Harley’s: outlaw bikers
 Nike’s: African-American ghetto 

Populist worlds supply the source materials that iconic brands 
draw on to create their myths. 

The Structure of a Myth Market

How brands acquire cultural meaning



Source: Holt, D.B. 2004, How Brands Become Icons, Harvard Business School Press, p.124

Budweiser’s Myth Markets

Ideology
Wall Street frontier

Contradiction
Consumers want to be men of action 
but labor market is moving to services

Budweiser’s Myth
Working men are skilled artisans, the 

true man-of-action heroes who’ll 
revive the economy

Populist World
Artisanal trades

Artisan Myth (1981 – 1990)

Ideology
Free-agent frontier

Contradiction
Manhood via work is a joke

Budweiser’s Myth
Men can find intimacy and respect 
among close friends; no need for 

collective projects

Populist World
Ethnic enclaves

Slacker Myth (1997 – 2001)
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How brands acquire cultural meaning



This Bud’s for you





Budweiser - Lizards
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 Focusing on categories in that customers value products as a 
means of self expression (e.g. clothing, home décor, beauty, 
leisure, entertainment, automotive, food, and beverage).

 Targeting cultural contradictions 

 Making myths that lead culture (meaningful story-telling)

 Undertaking cultural brand management 

How brands acquire cultural meaning



© Copyright 2010-2022 Dr Liem Viet Ngo

Myth-Making
 Spreading myth into “popular culture” (the cultural world of 

followers)

 Followers are dependent on the myth-making to express their 
identity (self-expression and personal identity)

 There must be empathy (a connect between the myth-making 
and the identity that followers are trying to create). 

How brands acquire cultural meaning
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Whether it’s in the form of music, books, movies, religion, gossip or 
advertising, stories dominate the world we live in . . . 

. . stories are equipment for living. A good story serves 
as a metaphor, explaining how and why life changes, 

form one condition to another. Stories are the 
narratives through which we make sense of ourselves 

and the world around us. 

The story is the most powerful tool we have for engaging audiences 
with advertising – and good stories always contain conflict.

- Richard Cordiner, Leo Burnett 

How brands acquire cultural meaning



1. Think Different.

2. The Future of Money.

3. The Happiest Place on Earth.

4. American by Birth, Rebel by 

Choice.

5. It Gives You Wiiiings.

6. I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing 

in Perfect Harmony.

7. Nature’s Way to Beautiful.

8. I Believe in Redefining My 

Impossible.

9. For Life.

10. Breakfast of Champions



“A transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms with 
each text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole.”

- Henry Jenkins, Convergence? I Diverge, 2001 

ONE PRODUCT
ONE BRAND

ONE PROMISE
MILLION STORIES

How brands acquire cultural meaning



Thank you, Mom







The Beauty Inside



The series gave Intel and Toshiba a chance to interact with and 
provide a branded entertainment experience to a younger generation 

of consumers engaged in social media.
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How brands acquire cultural meaning





What is a journey?
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