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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation centers on the study of brand appropriation, the altering of brand 

meaning by non-target market consumers who belong to a subculture. Although 

oftentimes referenced within the social sciences, appropriation is a scantily explored 

construct within the context of marketing, and specifically branding. Using a multi-

method approach, this research establishes a conceptual framework for brand 

appropriation, develops an in-depth understanding of why and how it occurs, and 

examines its effect on consumers and their relationships with brands. Overall, this work 

builds a theoretical foundation for this phenomenon, contributing to literature involving 

the role of brands within subcultures, the process and effects of non-target market 

adoption, and gives consideration to uninvited co-creation behavior. Furthermore these 

studies gives insight for firms which encounter this unexpected consumption behavior, 

providing understanding that can help inform strategic response. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In early marketing thought, firms were considered the only source of brand-

related communication and the sole dictator of brand meaning. Consumers were merely 

viewed as recipients of meaning through firm-generated marketing communications. The 

advent of service-dominant logic shifted the marketing paradigm from this firm-reliant 

perspective, instead acknowledging consumers as co-creators of brand meaning (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004). While it is the hope of the firm, that any consumer-created content 

reinforces brand identity, it is possible for consumers to create their own meanings based 

on a combination of their personal experience and cultural meanings (Thompson & 

Haytko, 1997). Most co-creation research has considered consumer-generated meaning in 

circumstances where consumers are invited to participate in the creation and 

dissemination of branded content (Pitt, Watson, Berthon, Wynn, & Zinkhan, 2006). But 

in some cases consumers may be a part of the meaning making process, without 

invitation from the firm. These consumers become unexpected meaning collaborators 

who project their own, unique meanings on the brand, and in effect corrupt established 

associations. This creates a struggle for control and ownership of brand meaning between 

the firm and consumers. Brand meaning is no longer firm-dictated, but is now negotiated 

with consumers. 

        Brand appropriation, presents a specific form of this co-created corruption, in 

which brand meaning is altered by non-target market consumers who belong to a 

subculture. Consumers generally choose brands that are associated with their self-concept 
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and represent a congruency between brand-user associations and self-image associations 

(Escalas & Bettman, 2003), but brand appropriation presents a conflicting circumstance 

in which some brand associations may be incongruent with a person’s self image 

associations, but the consumer chooses the brand anyway. While past research has 

acknowledged the occurrence of non-target marketing brand adoption (Grier, 

Brumbaugh, & Thornton, 2006), brand appropriation specifically refers to the crossover 

over of brands into subcultures. Subcultures are cultural groups that oftentimes reflect 

meanings that stand in opposition or indifference to established meanings (Hebdige, 

1979). Consumers not only create meaning individually but also within groups (Muniz & 

Schau, 2005), such as subcultures and in instances of brand appropriation this meaning 

can conflict with firm-established meaning.  

There are many examples of this behavior in practice. The adoption of Doc 

Martens boots by the skinhead subculture in Great Britain has changed the workman’s 

boot into a symbol for rebellion.  Within the last decade, the adoption of Pabst Blue 

Ribbon (PBR) by hipster consumers has reinvigorated the old man’s beer brand into a 

young, college party staple. And this phenomenon is not new. During the late 1990’s, 

fashion brand Tommy Hilfiger shifted from a neat-fitting preppy look into a loose, 

baggy-fitting fashion statement amongst the hip-hop subculture.  There is evidence from 

these brands and others that when such non-target market adoption occurs, existing brand 

associations are compromised. This has sometimes led to damaging effects on sales, and 

sometimes led to permanent sales increases. 

The study of appropriation itself originates in the social sciences, referring to the 

act of taking property (Busse & Strang, 2011). Initially, appropriation research focused 
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on the principles that governed ownership of land. For instance, in economics 

appropriation specifically refers to the non-violent process by which natural resources 

such as land become the property of a person or group (Makowski & Ostroy, 

1995).  Later appropriation would be applied to forms of intangible property. In 

anthropology, cultural appropriation refers to the taking of intellectual property, history, 

cultural expressions, or artifacts that belong to a culture that is not one’s own (Ziff & 

Rao, 1997).  But much like the buying of land or the use of culture, the consumption of 

brands can also communicate possession (Belk, 1988). Consumers assert their ownership 

of brands through a number of actions including buying, cleaning, discussing, comparing, 

or showing off a brand (McCracken, 1986).  The application of appropriation to the 

marketing field, and particularly to branding context, is limited. Brand appropriation 

introduces such a conceptualization to the literature, in which brand meaning is a form of 

“property”, which can be taken. 

Brand appropriation builds on established theory yet introduces emerging 

perspective to several areas of research. While previous research has addressed the 

“taking over” or crossover of a product designed for one target segment to another 

segment, this behavior has usually been considered in the context of a product that 

targeted towards an ethnic minority group gaining significant penetration among 

mainstream white consumers (Grier, Brumbaugh, & Thornton, 2006). Brand 

appropriation presents a circumstance in which a brand crosses over into a subculture, not 

to a majority or mainstream group. While the co-creation of brand meaning within 

subcultures and other consumer collectives has been studied, it has generally focused on 

groups in which a brand is central to a group’s identity. With brand appropriation, 
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subcultures are generally not brand centric, meaning the brand is a part of a group’s 

rituals and behaviors, but is not the central reason for group formation. Because of its 

theoretical uniqueness, there are many different research questions to consider regarding 

brand appropriation. This dissertation seeks to address several of those questions.  

The dissertation follows a three-essay format to address this phenomenon from 

several vantage points. The first essay, “A Battle for Brand Ownership: Defining Brand 

Appropriation”, establishes the brand appropriation construct in the marketing literature. 

The theoretical foundation of brand appropriation is established, merging 

interdisciplinary research on appropriation with marketing theory. Specifically within 

marketing discourse, brand appropriation builds on the study of subcultures, non-target 

market adoption, co-creation, and consumer-brand relationships. A typology, along with 

supporting examples, is developed to outline varying dimensions of this phenomenon. 

Furthermore, a conceptual framework is presented to examine the process of brand 

appropriation, from firm generated meaning and marketing communications, to the use of 

a brand within a subculture and the resultant consequences of brand appropriation for 

both the firm and consumers. This framework ultimately informs future research 

directions relating to brand appropriation. 

An important research and strategic question pertaining to brand appropriation is 

how do consumers react to this phenomenon. Anecdotal evidence has shown that 

consumers can have varying responses. The second essay, “Consumer Response to Brand 

Appropriation”, addresses how and when brand appropriation negatively effects a 

consumers relationship with a brand. By definition brand appropriation represents a 

change in brand meaning, which can include user imagery and usage imagery 
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associations. Through four experimental studies, the effect of new usage and new user 

associations on consumer’s brand attachment is tested. The studies investigate underlying 

mechanisms (disgust and threat) of this effect. The contextual nature of this effect is also 

considered, exploring the moderating role of a consumer’s need for uniqueness. 

Literature which addresses consumer response to non-target market adoption is scarce, 

but the results of these studies helps provide some insight into possible implications of 

such behavior. This is particularly important to managers because consumer response 

may help better inform firm response to brand appropriation.  

The third essay, “Pour Me Some “Dirty Sprite”:  An Exploratory Analysis Of 

Brand Appropriation” takes a closer look at a current, real-life example of brand 

appropriation. Popular soft drink brand Sprite is traditionally associated with satisfying 

thirst for people around the world. But for some consumers, Sprite is being used less for 

obeying thirst, and more for experiencing a drug-like high within the lean subculture. 

Since the 1960’s, the lean subculture is based around the consumption of cough syrup 

with additional drinks and substances. Although beer was the original complement to the 

cough syrup, more recently, soda beverage Sprite has been a common ingredient in the 

“lean” recipe, as the mixture is sometimes labeled “Dirty Sprite”. This paper looks 

specifically at brand appropriation through the lens of Dirty Sprite to gain understanding 

of the brand appropriation process. The paper addresses why Sprite is appropriated into 

the subculture, and how, through what channels, the appropriation behavior is spread.  A 

netnography of consumer forums, a content analysis of firm marketing communications, 

and interviews with multiple groups are used to investigate this research question. The 

studies provide insight to the commonality between the attributes which Sprite features in 
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its own marketing and the role in which Sprite functions within the lean subculture. The 

lean subculture uses Sprite because of its mixing association, its accessibility and taste. 

But Sprite is not used as an accomplice in the lean subculture’s dissent or pervasion to 

mainstream society, but rather these attributes are used to mask the group’s disgusting 

and damaging elements, to enhance social approval. The brand also functions as a symbol 

of authenticity, which legitimizes subcultural capital and membership with the lean 

subculture. The findings also reveal the role of rap music and the hip-hop subculture, 

another common association in Sprite’s marketing communication, the proliferation of 

Dirty Sprite spreads both amongst lean indulgers and also amongst consumers outside of 

the potentially dangerous subculture. Overall this research advances theory on the role of 

brands within a non-brand centric subculture, whereas most research on consumption 

communities focuses on the brand as the ethos for group formation.  

Beyond the dissertation, this area of research has much room for future theoretical 

expansion. These essays are key to building a foundation for the study of brand 

appropriation, but represent only a portion of the research questions that can be 

addressed. Furthermore, this initiates future study for other examples of the consumer 

corruption of brand meaning. This dissertation is just the start to the advancement that I 

hope to contribute within the marketing field regarding this “darkside” of consumer brand 

meaning co-creation. Since brand appropriation is consumer-created, occurring beyond 

the control of the firm, it has potentially unexpected, if not dangerous implications. The 

resultant changes and additions to brand meaning from unsolicited sources can create 

confusion for consumers. The rapid advancement of various social media and mobile 

technologies empower consumers to create their own personalized meanings and share 
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them faster and with more people than ever before. Brand appropriation presents a 

compelling phenomenon that must be addressed. Identifying and understanding this 

phenomenon through research is not only theoretically relevant, but also managerially 

current. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BRAND APPROPRIATION: A BATTLE FOR BRAND OWNERSHIP 

 

In 2014, Pabst Brewing Co., the 170-year-old brewery that makes Pabst Blue 

Ribbon (PBR) beer was sold for an estimated $750 million (Horovitz, 2014). The 

company’s sale price was peculiarly high since domestic beer consumption had been 

falling rapidly. But, due in part to increasing consumption from hipster consumers, PBR 

has seen a 200% increase in annual sales over the last decade (Hiscott, 2014). This 

newfound popularity amongst hipsters was completely unexpected, as Pabst had not 

originally directed their marketing efforts to attract this new consumer group. In 

response, PBR eventually shifted their strategy, embarking on several grassroots 

marketing campaigns including live music events, and bike rides to target hipsters 

(Gillespie, 2015). This example of a non-target group of consumers adopting a brand is 

not a recent phenomenon or unique to PBR. In the 1990’s, Tommy Hilfiger, a fashion 

brand initially made to target a very preppy, rich consumer was adopted by young hip-

hop consumers to be worn in a loose, baggy fit. Hilfiger chose to embrace these new 

consumers and started shifting its marketing and advertising to this new consumer group. 

In a recent 2014 article the company’s founder explained that he regretted this strategy: 

“It fueled a lot of growth, but it took us away from our roots.” (Suddath, 2014). 

As evident from these examples, in some circumstances consumers will take over 

brand meaning, without invitation to participate in its creation. I identify this 

phenomenon as brand appropriation. Specifically, brand appropriation is the altering of 

brand meaning by non-target consumers who belong to a subculture. While this can 
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initiate an unexpected increase in sales, it can also have a damaging effect by 

discouraging the firm’s intended target consumers. Firms must ultimately decide how to 

address brand appropriation, whether to shift their marketing efforts, condemn its 

existence, or simply ignore that it is happening. This paper introduces brand 

appropriation to the marketing literature by establishing its interdisciplinary theoretical 

foundation, identifying its varying dimensions, and developing a framework that informs 

the direction of future research. Establishing brand appropriation as a construct 

contributes to multiple areas of theory (Table 1) and specifically offers potential to 

develop new insights into consumer behavior and marketing strategy. An appropriate 

starting point to introducing brand appropriation can be found in first understanding the 

broader concept of appropriation as developed within the social sciences.  

 
Table 1: Theoretical Contributions Of Brand Appropriation 

 
 

Construct/ 
Theoretical Area 
 

Existing 
Literature  

Brand 
Appropriation 
Contribution 

Objects of 
Appropriation 

Land (Grossman, 1994) 
Art (Schneider, 2003) 
Music (Hall, 1997) 
Religion (Young & Brunk, 2009) 

Brands/Brand 
Meaning 

Co-Creation of 
Brand Meaning by 
Consumer Collective 

Brand Communities (Muniz & Schau, 
2005) 
Anti-Brand Communities (Hollenbeck & 
Zinkhan, 2010) 
Brand-Centric Subcultures (Schembri, 
2009) 
 

Non-Brand Centric 
Subculture 

Non-Target Market  
Brand Adoption 

Minority to Mainstream Crossover 
(Grier, 2006) 
Subculture to Mainstream Co-Optation 
(Schiele & Venkatesh, 2016) 

 

Adoption by 
Subgroup 
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Appropriation 

In general appropriation refers to “the act of taking something for one’s own use” 

(Busse & Strang, 2011).  This definition appropriation can be deconstructed into two 

components: a focal object or “property” and the taking of this property, which indicates 

a change or altering of ownership. Thus, fundamental to understanding appropriation is 

determining what qualifies as property, and consequently, what constitutes ownership of 

property. The study of appropriation originally focused on the governance of claims to 

land ownership. Initially, the “first possession” theory of property held that ownership of 

land is established by seizing it before someone else does (Rose, 1985). Philosopher John 

Locke would author the labor theory of property, which surmised that someone 

establishes ownership by applying productive labor to land (Widerquist, 2010). 

Eventually these theories of possession would move beyond claims of initial ownership 

and consider a continuous process in which ownership is transferred over time (Rose, 

1994). This allowed for the study of appropriation as a process of ownership transfer, not 

only in regards to land but in other contexts as well. In the field of economics, 

appropriation is used to describe non-violent process by which any natural resource 

becomes the property of a person or group (Makowski & Ostroy, 1995). This is closely 

related to expropriation, which refers to the power of a state or national government to 

take private property for public use (Faccio, Lang, & Young, 2001). When a real object 

or elements of existing artwork are borrowed in the creation of a new visual art, this is 

also referred to as appropriation (Van Camp, 2007). Each of these examples address the 

appropriation of property as it pertains to tangible, physical objects, but appropriation can 

also apply to intangible property. 
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In the field of anthropology, cultural appropriation refers to the taking of 

intellectual property, history or cultural expressions that belong to a culture that is not 

one’s own (Ziff & Rao, 1997).  Cultural appropriation is considered a form of cultural 

transmission, much like cultural assimilation but specifically refers to copying or taking 

elements from a minority culture, usually without permission. Cultural appropriation can 

be perceived as both benign and harmful (Young, 2010). New Zealand has benevolently 

integrated and celebrated the traditions of its indigenous Maori culture as a part of the 

national identity, incorporating the performance of the native “haka” dance by the 

country’s national rugby football team before matches (Mazer, 2011). But in some 

instances, cultural appropriation can be viewed as an attack or profound offense on the 

identity of a culture (Lipsitz, 1994). For example, the appropriation of Native American 

tribal names or images as mascots by sports teams has been a point of recent controversy 

because it has been viewed as offensive in some cases to Native American heritage 

(King, 2010). Conflict arises in instances of cultural appropriation because it can distort 

the original meanings of certain cultural elements, and in turn compromise the general 

cultural understanding outside of the group.   

Similarly, the distortion of brand meaning can affect the understanding or image 

of a brand. Much like land, art, or culture, brands can also be considered a possession or 

property (Belk, 1988). Brands are intangible assets that contribute to the value of a firm 

(De Chernatony, McDonald, & Wallace, 2010). Beyond just a name or symbol which 

may be legally owned through copyright or trademark, a brand’s value ultimately resides 

in its meaning (Richins, 1994). In the case of brand appropriation, consumers take brands 
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from the firms and claim their ownership of brand meaning, creating a battle over 

meaning control. 

 

Brand Appropriation 

Brand appropriation is the altering of brand meaning by non-target consumers 

who belong to a subculture. These non-target consumers seize brands for their own use, 

becoming uninvited participants in the co-creation of brands. And yet, this is not an act 

on the individual level, as consumers engage in appropriation as a part of subcultural 

ritual and behavior. Much like other forms of appropriation a group is taking property for 

their own use, but with brand appropriation the property of interest is brand meaning. 

 

The Property: Brand Meaning 

A brand’s meaning represents the collective associations that consumers have 

about a brand (Feldwick, 2002). Consumers ultimately buy products for what they mean, 

as their meaning is used to build a consumer’s self-concept (Levy, 1959). Early brand 

management conceptualizations suggested a one directional flow in which firms are the 

only source of brand meaning and consumers are passive recipients of meaning (Berthon, 

Pitt, & Campbell, 2009). This perspective considered that consumers universally accept 

the meanings embedded in firm-generated marketing communications.  But while the 

firm ultimately seeks for consumers to hold a shared meaning that reflects and reinforces 

the firm-established brand identity, a brand can mean different things to different people 

(Kates & Goh, 2003). Interpretations of a brand can vary across social contexts and 

categories such as gender and age (Elliott, 1994) or social class (Holt, 1998). Thus, the 
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firm does not have sole control and possession over brand meaning; consumers also play 

a role in producing brand meaning (Holt, 2002). This creates an ideological struggle for 

the firm. This indicates a state of negotiated brand meaning, a two-directional flow in 

which consumers are no longer just recipients, but act as authors and co-creators of brand 

meaning (Payne, Storbacka, Frow, & Knox, 2009). For brand appropriation, it is through 

this co-creation that consumers take ownership of brand meaning. 

 

Taking Ownership: Co-Creation of Brand Meaning 

Consumer co-creation is philosophically rooted in Vargo and Lusch’s (2004) 

service dominant logic, which considers consumers as active and relevant participants in 

the creation of brand value. Co-creation has oftentimes been applied and studied in the 

design and development of new products and ideas, particularly in virtual environments 

(Lee & van Dolen, 2015). For instance, Swarovski invites consumers to participate in 

online watch design contests (Füller, 2010) to give consumers the power to create 

product. Firms also summon consumers to participate in the creation of branded content 

(Pitt, Watson, Berthon, Wynn, & Zinkhan, 2006), such as the case with Doritos 

solicitation of consumer-generated ads for the Super Bowl (Muñiz & Schau, 2011).  A 

recent Nokia initiative allowed and encouraged users to self-design or “remix” a template 

of a phone case using 3D printing technology (Rindfleisch & O’Hern, 2015). Consumers 

also have the power to create and share branded content without invitation from the firm 

(Fournier & Avery, 2011). This uninvited consumer-generated content may even 

intentionally alter or oppose firm established meanings, such as the case with the satirical 

logos, slogans, and other oppositional discourse created by Anti-Starbucks consumers 
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(Thompson & Arsel, 2004). This suggests a marketing environment in which brand 

meaning is not firm-dictated, but rather negotiated with consumers (Ligas & Cotte, 1999; 

Kates, 2004). Not only can consumers form relationships with brands and contribute to 

their meaning as individuals (Fournier, 1998), but also within groups that may share 

common identities. Such communal groups can be identified as consumer collectives, 

which hold shared meaning about brands. The specific type of consumer collective that 

alters brand meaning in circumstances of brand appropriation are subcultures.  

 

New Owners: Subcultures 

 A subculture is a cultural group within a larger culture, often having values and 

norms that are very distinct, and reflect opposition or indifference to the accepted 

meanings of the majority (Hebdige, 1979). Members of subcultures share beliefs and 

common experiences that may be based on similarities in age, race, geographic location, 

or identification with an activity or an art form (De Burgh-Woodman & Brace-Govan, 

2007). The punk subculture, which centers on affinity for punk rock music is largely 

characterized by anti-establishment views, non-conformity, and deliberately offensive 

fashion (Moore, 2004; Traber, 2008). The hipster subculture consists of 20-somethings 

with a Bohemian lifestyle embodied in their vintage fashion, food habits, and music 

selection (Cronin, McCarthy, & Collins, 2014). Within marketing research, subcultures 

have been studied from several perspectives.  For example, the study of hipsters has been 

used to exhibit practices that are used to protect subcultural identity from unwanted 

associations (Arsel & Thompson, 2011).  
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Brand appropriation by subcultures also represents a unique space regarding 

communal responses to brand meaning (Table 2). Brand communities, which are based 

on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a brand, have been studied as 

negotiators of brand meaning (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). For example, the Apple 

Macintosh (Belk & Tumbat, 2005) and Nutella (Cova & Pace, 2006) brand communities 

exhibit shared brand ownership, which reinforce established brand meanings. Brand 

communities can also be sources to revive old brand meaning, such as in the Apple 

Newton brand community (Muniz & Schau, 2005), as well as the Volkswagen Beetle and 

Star Wars brand communities (Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry, 2009). Within some brand 

communities, it may be ritualistic to alter brand meaning; communal responses to brand 

meaning are not always in support of the brand and can be created with the intention of 

opposing established brand meaning.  

Anti-brand communities, whose detestation for a brand is rooted in social causes 

and justice, thrive on the outright rejection of firm-driven brand meanings (Hollenbeck & 

Zikhan, 2010; Kozinets & Handleman, 2004). Culture jamming specifically refers to a 

practice of protest in which groups may use advertising tools to cast a critical and often-

demonizing light on marketing practices (Carducci, 2006). Consumers may intentionally 

create oppositional brand imagery as a form of protest (Thompson, Rindfleisch & Arsel, 

2006). The creation of oppositional brand meaning is enhanced by the technological 

capabilities available within online environments (Broderick, MacLaran, & Ma, 2003; 

Cova & White, 2010). 
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Table 2: Communal Authors of Brand Meaning 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Type of Consumer 
Collective 

Authors (Year) Central Formation 

Brand Communities Muniz & Schau (2005) Apple Newton 

 Willis & Wang (2016) Weight Watchers  

 
Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry 
(2003) 

Volkswagen Beetle 

 Belk & Tumbat (2005) Macintosh 

 Cova & Pace (2006) Nutella 

 
McAlexander, Schouten, & 
Koenig (2002) 

Jeep 

 
Anti-Brand 
Communities 

Hollenbeck & Zinkhan (2010) (Anti) Wal-Mart 

 
Thompson & Arsel (2004) (Anti) Starbucks 

 Kozinets & Handleman (2004) (Anti) Nike, (Anti) GE 

 Hollenbeck & Zinkhan (2006)  (Anti) McDonald’s 

 
Microcultures Thompson & Troester 2002 Natural Health 
 
Subcultures Schembri (2009) Harley Davidson 
 Kozinets (2001) Star Trek 
 Leigh et al. (2006) MG 
 Schouten & McAlexander 

(1995) 
Harley Davidson 
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It is important to distinguish that, unlike previous study off the aforementioned 

consumer collectives, subcultures engaging in brand appropriation are not centrally 

formed around the brand. While subcultures can be based around commitment to a brand 

(Kozinets, 2001), it can also be based around commitment to a consumption activity. For 

instance, several studies in marketing have examined various aspects of the gothic 

subculture, which is firmly rooted in objects of consumption and bonded together by a 

common fascination with the iconic figure of the vampire (Goulding & Saren, 2009; 

Miklas & Arnold, 1999). Brand appropriation is an integration of a brand within the 

subculture’s rituals and behaviors, but the brand does not represent the central connection 

of the group.  

Another defining and unique element of brand appropriation is that subcultures 

who engage in this behavior are completely unexpected consumers of the brand. Much of 

the existing co-creation research focuses on the firm’s effort to intentionally engage 

certain consumers (Lawrence, Fournier, & Brunel, 2013; Vernette & Hamdi-Kidar, 

2013). And while existing research on communal responses to brand meaning considers 

consumer collectives that create oppositional meaning, these consumers largely still fall 

within the realm of the firm’s primary target consumer groups.  Brand appropriation 

presents a circumstance in which the consumers that participate in the co-creation process 

are not the firm’s target consumers. These consumers become a part of the meaning 

making process, becoming unintended collaborators and owners.  

 

 

 



	 18	

Unintended Ownership: Non-Target Market Adoption 

Firms generally seek to target their brand to a specific set of buyers who share 

common needs or characteristics (Aaker, 1999). In advertising and other marketing 

communications, firms use various cues with the goal of creating a connection between 

the ad and the self-identity of target consumers (Brumbaugh, 2002). But consumers 

outside of the firm's intended audience could also be exposed to these targeted 

communications. Potentially, a product designed for one target segment may crossover 

and be used by another segment (Grier, Brumbaugh, & Thornton, 2006). This behavior 

has traditionally been studied in the context of a product targeted towards an ethnic 

minority group gaining significant penetration among mainstream white consumers. The 

moving of brands into mainstream culture has also been considered in the study of co-

optation.  Co-optation theory specifically addresses the adoption of subcultural rituals and 

meaning by mainstream culture as a form of commodification (Thompson & Coskuner-

Balli, 2007). Research has even considered the subcultural response to this mainstream 

adoption of meaning, such as within Japan’s Harajuku subculture (Schiele & Venkatesh, 

2016). Brand appropriation differs from both the study of crossover and co-optation 

theory because it presents a circumstance in which a brand crosses over into a subgroup, 

not a majority or mainstream group. With brand appropriation, these subgroups are 

subcultures, which actively seek to distinguish themselves in some way from dominant 

cultural norms.  In this respect, brand appropriation also differs from cultural 

appropriation. Cultural appropriation involves taking from a subculture, while in brand 

appropriation a subculture is doing the taking.   
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It is also important to distinguish brand appropriation from the non-target market 

consumption of counterfeit goods. Counterfeits are illegally made products that resemble 

the real firm-made product, but are typically of lower quality (Lai & Zaichkowsky, 

1999). This consumption practice has mainly been studied in the context of luxury brands 

(Nia & Zaichkowsky 2000; Phau & Teah, 2009).  Research has acknowledged that 

consumers of lower social status and income can have a desire for counterfeit luxury 

brands (Bloch, Bush, & Campbell 1993). Thus some consumers of counterfeit products 

are not the higher-class consumer which luxury brands target. This consumption of 

counterfeit brands can be motivated by social goals such as self-expression and self-

presentation (Wilcox, Kim, & Sen, 2009). Brand appropriation differs from the study of 

counterfeit consumption in that brand appropriation can happen with a number of non-

luxury brands. This is illuminated by the previously mentioned appropriation examples of 

PBR and Tommy Hilfiger, which are both not luxury brands. Though it may not be out of 

range for subcultural members to purchase counterfeit items as a part of brand 

appropriation, this is not a defining condition of the phenomenon.    

 

Typology of Brand Appropriation 

While the key theoretical foundations of brand appropriation are delineated in its 

definition, not every occurrence of brand appropriation is the same. Brand appropriation 

is not a monolithic process, as there is much variety in its nature. Within the social 

sciences appropriation is a multidimensional construct, and the same applies in the 

marketing context. We develop a typology, which considers dimensions of brand 

appropriation from multiple perspectives. This typology highlights dimensions on which 
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brand appropriation can be categorized (Table 3). It is important to note that this typology 

is not exhaustive and that these dimensions can exist along a continuum and not a binary 

categorization.  

Table 3: Typology Of Brand Appropriation 
Dimension Description Examples 
Intention The extent to which the appropriating 

group aims to purposely harm the brand 
and/or its target consumers 

Benign: Timberland, 
PBR 
 
Hostile: Burberry 

User 
Associations 

Changes in the typical user associations of 
the brand that are altered due to brand 
appropriation 

Doc Martens, 
Tommy Hilfiger 
 
 

Usage 
Associations 

Changes in where and what situations a 
brand is used as a result of brand 
appropriation 

Polo Ralph Lauren, 
Dunlop Volley 

Functional 
Benefits 

Changes in the intrinsic needs and 
motivations for product used are altered as 
a result of brand appropriation 

Carhartt, Sprite 

Symbolic 
Benefits 

Changes to the self image associations of 
the brand as a result of brand appropriation 

Burberry, Dickies 

Period of Time The momentary length in which a 
subculture chooses to engage in brand 
appropriation  

Temporary: Tommy 
Hilfiger  
 
Permanent: LOMO, 
Timberland 

	

Intention (Benign, Hostile) 

The intent of groups that engage in brand appropriation can be benign or hostile. 

In some instances, the motivation of a subculture may be benign, engaging in a shared 

ownership of brand meaning with no intention to harm the firm or its customers.  For 

example, with the early adoption of Timberland, hip-hop consumers did not want to 

attack the brand’s folksy, New Englander working man roots, they just were interested in 

wearing high quality and expensive leather boots (Walker, 2009). Their aim was not to 
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tarnish Timberland’s image. In other circumstances, brand appropriation may be 

deliberately malicious, with the intent to disrupt, attack, or disrespect the firm and its 

current customers. Instead of sharing ownership, a group seeks to steal ownership of the 

brand and take it over. Part of the chavs intention with adopting the Burberry “checkered 

pattern” was to blend in, infiltrate, and mimic the upper class (Walker, 2005). 

 

User Associations 

User imagery refers to the set of characteristics or traits associated with the 

typical user of a brand (Aaker, 1997). User imagery perceptions typically include visual 

aspects of the user such as age, gender, culture or status (Liu et al., 2012). The adoption 

of a brand by a new subculture could certainly alter the image of the typical brand user in 

the minds of consumers. Thus, all instances of brand appropriation represent some level 

of change in brand user imagery, but that level may vary based on how different 

subculture is from current brand customers. The adoption of Doc Martens boots by the 

skinhead subculture in Great Britain altered the user imagery from blue collar, working 

class professionals, such as factory workers and construction workers (Manzoor, 2010). 

While there was commonality in that the skinhead culture wore the boots as an ode to the 

working class, they brought along their rebellious fashion and behavior. The adoption of 

Tommy Hilfiger within the hip-hop subculture shifted the user imagery of the brand from 

a very young, preppy, suburban consumer to a very urban, edgier consumer, which was 

reflected in wearing the clothes in a baggier, looser fashion (Suddath, 2014). Any 

changes in user imagery of brand have the potential to affect user imagery congruity. 

User imagery congruity specifically refers to the degree of perceived similarity between 
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user image and a consumer’s self-concept (Sirgy, 1982; Liu, Li, Mizerski, & Soh, 2012). 

Consumers generally have strong evaluations of a brand that has user image congruent 

with their own self-image (Kressmann et al., 2006). Brand appropriation can alter user 

imagery, making it less congruent with the self-concept of the firm’s target customers.  

 

Usage Associations 

Beyond just a change in user imagery, a change in usage imagery also occurs 

during brand appropriation. Usage imagery refers to where and the types of situations in 

which a brand may be used (Keller, 1993; Hosany & Martin, 2012). Polo Ralph Lauren 

was appropriated by the Lo-Life gang subculture in New York who wore the brand from 

head to toe as a part of its uniform (McDonnell, 2011). This shifted the environment in 

which the brand was used from the activities of the affluent, such as sailing and polo, to 

the streets, clubs, and subways of inner city New York. The usage of Australian shoe 

brand Dunlop Volley also changed as a result of appropriation by Australian hipsters who 

shifted the brand from an athletic tennis shoe into a retro fashion statement (Dumas, 

2014).  Changes in usage as a result of brand appropriation can eventually lead to issues 

with brand usage imagery congruity, which refers to the association between consumers’ 

perceptions of the typical use of a brand and how the brand is perceived appropriate 

regarding the situation of use. 

 

Functional Benefit 

Benefits are the personal value and meanings consumers attach to product 

attributes (Keller, 2003). Functional benefits are specifically linked with basic intrinsic 
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needs and motivations (such as physiological and safety needs) for brands and correspond 

to product-related attributes (Keller, 1993). Brand appropriation can cause a shift in the 

functionality of a brand to meet different needs. In some instances, brand appropriation 

may represent a very minimal change in functional benefits.  For example, the 

appropriation of Cristal within the extravagant “bling” subculture did not change the 

functional benefit of the brand, as the intrinsic motivation of inebriation is maintained 

(Franklin, 2006). But the appropriation of other brands can offer a higher level of change 

in functional benefits. Sprite has increasingly been appropriated by the drug user 

subculture.  When drug users consume the soft drink as an ingredient to “Lean” or “Dirty 

Sprite,” they alter the benefit of the beverage as a means for thirst reduction into a 

function of a gateway drug (Leinwand, 2006). Carhartt originally designed jackets for 

construction workers to keep them warm. The brand was eventually adopted within the 

drug dealer subculture not only for the intrinsic need of warmth, but also because the 

jacket’s multiple pockets increased the ability to carry a lot of items and packages, 

making it particularly convenient for carrying illegal merchandise (Marriott, 1992).  

 

Symbolic Benefit 

Symbolic benefits of brands, which correspond to non-product-related attributes, 

are linked to extrinsic needs for social approval and personal expression. Changes in the 

symbolic benefits of a brand reflect a difference in how the brand is expressed socially. 

The appropriation of luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton by the hipster and hip-hop 

subcultures generally do not represent a significant change in symbolic benefits. The 

brand appropriation is motivated by a need to express status or prestige, just like the 
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brand’s target market. One luxury brand exception to this is the appropriation of Burberry 

by the chavs, which shifted the symbolic benefit of the brand, because it deliberately took 

away from the view of the brand’s signals of luxury and replaced it with the associations 

of lowlife and hooliganism. The appropriation of Dickies’ work-wear by hipsters also 

lead to a change in symbolic benefits (Earnest, 2003). The change was from expressing a 

blue-collar, working class image to making a hipster fashion statement. 

 

Temporal  

Appropriation can also vary depending on the window frame of time for 

perspective. With some instances of appropriation, a subculture may become long-term 

loyal consumers of the brand, establishing a continual ownership of brand meaning. In 

the late 20th century, Viennese hipsters adopted Russian camera brand, LOMO, and used 

it to create a completely uniquely new form of photography known as “lomography” 

(Burgess, 2006). LOMO cameras were originally just a conventional camera, which 

required no preparation before taking shots. These hipsters actually used the camera to 

take photos that exhibited fast shots, impossible perspectives and anonymity 

(Wipperfurth, 2005). Two decades later, lomography still remains a widely practiced 

artform and keeps the LOMO brand relevant. 

In another context, Timberland has maintained its presence as a staple within the 

hip-hop subculture for nearly two decades. This ultimately moved Timberland to alter its 

product offering and marketing to cater specifically to this new market. Within the same 

hip-hop subculture, Tommy Hilfiger became more of a fashion fad or trend, as the group 

abandoned the brand after a few years. This exhibited an instance of brand appropriation, 
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in which a subculture occupies ownership of a brand for only a temporary period of 

time.   

        Overall, this typology exhibits several characteristics of brand appropriation that 

can ultimately lead to different outcomes. In future theoretical development of brand 

appropriation, it is important to study how the intention of the appropriating group, the 

types of associations altered (user, usage, functional, symbolic), and the length of time in 

which appropriation occurs, lead to different consequences. Developing an understanding 

of such effects will help in predicting response to brand appropriation. Aside from the 

dimensions within this typology and their effects, various other elements of the entire 

brand appropriation process should also be addressed in future research. 

 

Future Research Agenda 

        Brand appropriation does not exist in singularity, as it represents a process of 

meaning transfer. Starting with the original ownership of brand meaning with the firm, 

the transfer of meaning within a subculture, and ultimately the consequential responses of 

both the firm and consumers, this process has many intricacies. To inform the future 

direction of research related to brand appropriation, we develop a framework that 

considers these key components in the process of brand appropriation (Figure 1). 

 

The Dissemination of Firm-Generated Meaning 

The original ownership of brand meaning starts with the firm. Through 

advertising and other marketing communications, the firm seeks to deliver a clear and  
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Figure 1: Brand Appropriation Future Research Agenda 

 
 

consistent message that reflects the brand's identity. The firm attempts to distribute these 

communications through appropriate channels to reach target consumers, with hope that 

the brand’s identity connects with the self-images associations of these consumers. Target 

consumers can further reinforce and spread this firm-intended brand meaning through 

their own communication and consumption. Consumers outside of the firm’s target may 

initially interact with a brand from exposure to firm communications such as advertising 

and social media or may encounter consumer created content or usage. The original firm-

intended brand meaning may not be perceived or interpreted similarly by these non-target 

consumers (Grier & Brumbaugh, 1999). Consumers oftentimes adapt and create 

meanings to fit their own experiences, including their social interactions within a group 
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setting (Ligas & Cotte, 1999). Brand appropriation commences when non-target 

consumers within a particular subculture collectively interpret their own brand meaning. 

Future studies should address exactly why brand appropriation occurs. Consumers 

generally choose brands that are associated with their self-concept and represent a 

congruency between brand-user associations and self-image associations (Escalas & 

Bettman, 2005). Brand appropriation represents a conflicting circumstance in which some 

brand associations may be incongruent with a consumer’s self-image associations, but the 

consumer chooses the brand anyway. Developing an in-depth understanding of the 

mechanisms and motivations, which trigger these non-target subcultures to adopt a brand, 

can be valuable to theory and to firms. It will be useful to discover the characteristics or 

attributes that make a brand more susceptible to be appropriated. Potentially the presence 

or prominence of certain associations causes more room for interpretation by consumers. 

It will also be important to identify specific channels through which these non-target 

subcultures discover and interact with a brand. 

 

Meaning Transfer Within A Subculture 

McCracken’s model of meaning transfer (1986) asserts that meanings can be 

embedded into a brand from the culturally constituted world. Entities such as lifestyle and 

interest groups, media pundits, music artists, journalists, social critics, and movie 

producers, all have the ability to create, clarify, and alter brand meaning, sometimes at 

the expense of overshadowing firm-generated communication (Allen, Fournier, & Miller, 

2008). Subcultures are also a part of the culturally constituted world and embed meaning 

through various rituals and behaviors. Some form of social interaction occurs within a 
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subculture that enables the transfer and spread of this appropriated brand meaning. And 

this new meaning may eventually be transferred to the lives of consumers outside of the 

subculture. This leads to the introduction of incongruent brand associations, creating a 

diffuse brand image and a subsequent battle for prominence of brand associations in the 

minds of consumers. 

In future research it will be important to consider the consumer communication 

channels that transfer cultural meaning within a subculture. Observing the factors that 

affect the speed and spread of brand appropriation within a subculture will also be 

relevant. Furthermore, it will be interesting to identify the points of interaction that 

allows consumers outside of a subculture to discover brand appropriation and ultimately 

leads to their response. 

 

Brand Appropriation Response 

        When brand appropriation occurs, there could be several potential outcomes. It is 

important to consider the responses not only of consumers, but also of the firm. While 

brand appropriation can independently affect the firm and consumers, the responses of 

the firm and consumer can also inform each other. The firm’s initial reaction could be a 

direct response to the brand appropriation, or as a response to the actions of consumers. 

Likewise, consumers may initially act in direct response to brand appropriation or react 

as a response to the decisions of the firm. 
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Consumer Response 

Consumers could engage in several behaviors as a response to brand 

appropriation. They could view the brand less favorably, and as a result reduce 

consumption of that brand or abandon the brand altogether because its meaning no longer 

actively represents their self-concept. They could also view the brand more favorably, 

and maybe even increase their consumption. Or their reaction could be one of 

indifference and their consumption habits could be unaffected. 

There are many different contextual factors to explore that could potentially affect 

consumer response.  How consumers view the new subculture that adopts a brand could 

affect their response. Consumers support certain brands and shy away from others, based 

on the groups who use that brand (White & Dahl, 2007).  An appropriating subculture 

could be viewed as an aspirational or membership group that an individual identifies with 

and is attracted to, or it can be viewed as dissociative reference group with which an 

individual wishes to avoid association (Escalas & Bettman, 2003). Consumers show a 

greater tendency to avoid products and brands associated with dissociative reference 

groups, due to a desire to present a positive self-image to others (White & Dahl, 2006). 

Aside from a consumer’s view of the appropriating group, there may be psychological or 

demographic characteristics inherent to the consumer that influences their response. 

Additionally it is important to address the mediating factors, which underlie consumer 

response. There may be specific emotions or attitudes that explain why a consumer reacts 

to brand appropriation in a particular fashion. While the conditions that produce negative 

responses to brand appropriation may seem most damaging, and alarming to a firm, it is 
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also intriguing, to consider circumstances under which consumers positively receive 

brand appropriation. 

 

Firm Response 

The unpredictability of consumer response makes the future study of brand 

appropriation particularly significant. An increase in sales due to an expanded customer 

base may not always be beneficial. The prospect of only gaining new consumers for a 

temporary period, while losing target consumers in the process, could potentially be 

disadvantageous. Ultimately, when being confronted with brand appropriation, marketing 

decision makers must decide what approach is best to maintain a loyal consumer base in 

the long term. The firm could outwardly express its discontent for this new group, as a 

strategy to appease current customers. The firm could also alter its marketing mix to cater 

to this new group of consumers. This could involve a firm introducing a new brand 

extension, changing its pricing, or altering its marketing communications strategy. But if 

the firm decides to introduce any new strategies as a response, they will have to consider 

the influence of brand permission, consumers’ openness to considering a new brand 

initiative (Meyvis & Dhar, 2008). It may be important to consider the role of timing 

regarding firm response, as consumer response may be dependent on how quickly the 

firm intervenes with a strategy to combat brand appropriation. Also key to studying firm 

response to brand appropriation is identifying measures and constructs that are best suited 

for predicting changes in sales, and other performance outcomes. 
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Theoretical Contributions and Managerial Significance 

Although appropriation is a construct well established in many other disciplines, 

this research represents the first application of appropriation to the branding context. 

While past literature in branding has acknowledged consumers as co-creators of meaning, 

they have generally been studied in the role as invited collaborators, not as participants 

unsolicited by the brand. Previous research has addressed non-target market adoption, but 

has only considered the crossover of culture and brands from minority groups to the 

mainstream, not the possibility of a subculture engaging in non-target market adoption. 

And while the co-creation of brand meaning within consumer collectives has been 

addressed, in instances of brand appropriation, the brand which is being co-created is not 

the central reason or focus for group formation. 

The theoretical development of brand appropriation is of particular significance to 

managers who confront this behavior within the marketplace. Since brand appropriation 

is consumer-created, occurring beyond the control of the firm, it has potentially 

unexpected, if not dangerous consequences. The resultant changes and additions to brand 

meaning from unsought sources can create confusion for current and potential customers. 

While generally the consumer is the reactive recipient of communication about a brand, 

in circumstances of brand appropriation, the firm is now placed in a reactive position. 

Identifying and understanding the antecedents and consequences of this behavior could 

enlighten firms on the appropriate decisions to engage in response, and could also 

encourage them to be more proactive. 
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Discussion 

The introduction of brand appropriation to the marketing literature offers unique 

theoretical insights across multiple areas of research. While there are many practical 

examples of brand appropriation, it is important to establish a theoretical explanation for 

its occurrence and to predict its effects. Many different actors and channels play a role in 

its process and the varying effects of its multi-dimensional nature deserve consideration. 

The introduction of new brand associations as a result of brand appropriation creates a 

shared ownership of brand meaning. This ultimately creates a battle over brand image. 

Which associations will be stronger in the minds of consumers -- the meanings the firm 

intended, or the meanings created by brand appropriation? Moving forward it will be 

critical to assess the implications of this ongoing conflict. 

It is important to understand why this behavior occurs. It will be useful to 

discover the characteristics or attributes that make a brand more susceptible to be 

appropriated. Potentially the presence or use of certain associations in firm generated 

communications could cause more room for interpretation by consumers. It is also 

important to analyze the channels through which non-target market consumers discover a 

brand to appropriate, whether through some specific form of cross cultural contact or 

from certain types of firm generated communications.  Exploring the mechanisms and 

motivations which trigger these non-target consumer groups to adopt a brand, can be 

valuable to theory and to firms. Furthermore, important to understanding the implications 

of this phenomenon is determining how consumers react to brand appropriation. Is their 

reaction positive, negative, or one of indifference? Conventional wisdom would have us 

believe that additional customers means more sales, but it may be possible for some 
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customers to be bad for the brand, so damaging that they discourage other customers 

from buying the brand.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONSUMER RESPONSE TO BRAND APPROPRIATION 

 

For the past two decades, outdoor apparel brand Timberland has received an 

unexpected growth in its customer base. The brand’s popular waterproof leather boots, 

generally marketed for its functional benefits, are being worn as a fashion staple by urban 

youth consumers as a part of the hip-hop subculture (Halzack, 2015).  These new 

consumers want to keep their boots as clean as possible, and some even wear the boots in 

the heat of summer, a contrast to the brand’s traditional rough, messy weather, extreme 

terrain image. In response, Timberland initially attempted to disassociate from this new 

adoption and kept its advertising focused on the brand’s traditional outdoor adventure 

consumers (Ross, 1997), but would eventually acknowledge the positive impact that this 

new consumer group had on its brand (Jopson, 2011). 

Firms do not always welcome the adoption of a brand by a new group. Luxury 

brand Burberry has struggled with its “chavs” association in Great Britain. In the early 

2000s, the chavs, a lower class group associated with rowdiness, hooliganism, and crime, 

adopted the famous Burberry checkered pattern as part of their uniform. This resulted in a 

decrease in brand loyalty of Burberry’s upper-class English customers.  In response, the 

company temporarily discontinued production of the checkered pattern products and 

reduced their reliance on their famous trademark plaid design (Anon, 2011). 

        Each of the aforementioned anecdotes represents examples of brand 

appropriation. Brand appropriation is the altering of brand meaning by non-target 

consumers who belong to a subculture. In this process, these subcultural consumers 
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added unique brand associations, while muting or ignoring other established associations. 

As the aforementioned examples show, firms can have varying responses to this 

phenomenon. A key strategic and research question regarding brand appropriation is how 

should firms respond. In part firm response may be dictated by the reactions of 

consumers, both current customers of the brand, but the marketplace in general. Is 

consumer response positive, negative, or one of indifference? Do the same effects and 

rules apply for all circumstances of appropriation? Conventional wisdom would have us 

believe that additional customers as result of brand appropriation means more sales, but it 

may be possible for some customers to be bad for the brand, so damaging that they 

discourage other customers from buying.   

For the purposes of this paper, I address the potential effect of brand appropriation 

on a consumer’s relationship with the brand. Brand appropriation represents a change in 

user associations of the brand, but also in usage associations of the brand. This paper 

proposes that this new brand usage is only bad when done by brand users. Through four 

experimental studies, the negative effect of this new usage, new user combination is 

tested on consumer’s brand attachment. The emotions of disgust and threat are explored 

as underlying mechanisms of this negative effect. The contextual influence of consumer’s 

need for uniqueness is also considered. These effects are tested in the context of a “fake” 

scenario of appropriation in which the Wrangler jeans brand is adopted by urban youth 

(new user), and worn sagging and below the waist (new usage). 
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Conceptual Background 

Brand meaning represents the collective associations that consumers have about a 

brand. Firms attempt to dictate these brand associations through the meaning embedded 

within its marketing communications. The hope of the firm is that consumers hold certain 

beliefs about the brand and that these beliefs appeal to the self-concept of its target 

consumers. In this respect, the firm also hopes that its brand meaning is stable throughout 

the marketplace. But brand meaning is dynamic and it can altered. All consumers do not 

perceive the firm’s intended brand meanings the same. Individual consumers combine, 

interpret and adapt meanings to fit their own life experience (Holt, 1997; Thompson & 

Haytko, 1997). 

Consumers generally use brands to construct their self-identity. They make brand 

evaluations and choices are based on congruity between brand image and self-image 

(Escalas & Bettman, 2005). With the circumstance of brand appropriation, the 

introduction of new brand associations, compromise the congruity of one’s self-image 

associations and the brand’s associations. This creates potential for a diffused brand 

image, in which incongruent associations are held in the minds of consumers. A diffuse 

brand image can create confusion and increase the likelihood that consumers will 

overlook relevant brand associations in making brand choices (Keller, 1993). The 

original meaning which the firm-intended for its target segment(s) may be less likely to 

be received and accepted, due to the existence of a diffuse brand image.  Thus, it is very 

important to the firm to gain understanding of how consumers respond to such changes in 

brand meaning as a result of appropriation.  
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Consumer Response to Changes in Brand Meaning 

Studying consumer responses to changes in brand meaning is certainly not a new 

area of research. Oftentimes the introduction of new brand associations by the firm has 

been considered. Much research has considered firm-generated changes in brand 

association. The introduction of new brand extensions often leads to a change in brand 

associations, affecting the images and beliefs in consumers’ mind  (Czellar, 2003).  

The use of brand morphing to accommodate, reinforce, and create diverse cultural 

meanings across different international markets can also alter or even create confusion in 

brand meaning (Kates & Goh, 2003). In advertising, the level of congruence between a 

celebrity endorser and a product may affect a consumer’s attitude toward the ad (Choi & 

Rifon, 2012). For instance, incongruity between brand identity and brand endorsers 

(Mittelstaedt et al., 2000), sponsorships (Jagre et al., 2001), and advertising (Dahlen et 

al., 2005) has all been shown to have negative effects. Consumers may engage in some 

level of brand avoidance when the brand image is symbolically incongruent with their 

identity (Lee, Conroy, & Motion, 2009). Brand communities have been shown to react to 

firm-related incongruity through a temporary process of communal coping (Weijo & 

Rintamak, 2014).  Some research has given evidence to positive effects, showing brand 

incongruity can attract attention (Goodstein, 1993) and improve brand evaluations 

(Kirmani & Shiv, 1998) in mature brands. When downward brand extensions are 

introduced, some research has indicated that core consumers of brands can react 

positively when non-target market adopters are “brand tourists”, meaning they do not 

claim membership status to a brand community (Bellezza & Keinan, 2014). 	
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In the case of brand appropriation, the firm is not the source of new associations, 

but rather consumers generate some level of brand image incongruity. Co-creation theory 

acknowledges consumers as collaborators in the creation of brand meaning. The effect or 

response to consumer-generated associations has been studied. The use of consumer 

generated advertising has been shown to enhance attitudes and willingness to pay when 

the ad creator is a member of the same social or psychographic community as the 

message recipient (Thompson & Malaviya, 2011). Consumer-generated new product 

concepts have been shown to influence stronger product evaluations (Poetz & Schreier, 

2012). While most of this previous literature has focused on the creation of unique 

meaning, it largely considers consumers from a brand community or target consumers of 

the brand. Brand appropriation focuses on the study of subcultures that are not the target 

segment of the brand.   

Many types of associations can be changed when a consumer engages in brand 

appropriation. For instance, the symbolic and functional benefits of the brand may 

change. But, probably the most definable elements of any instance of brand 

appropriation, involve a change in brand user, and a change in brand usage. Thus, for the 

purpose of this paper, the focus will be placed on investigating consumer response to 

changes in usage and user imagery. 

 

Usage and User Imagery 

Keller’s (1993) classic framework classifies brand associations into three 

categories: attributes, benefits, and attitudes. Regarding attributes, Keller distinguishes 

between non-product related attributes such as price, packaging, and product related 
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attributes. Two non-product related attributes are user imagery and usage imagery. User 

imagery refers to the set of characteristics or traits associated with the typical user of a 

brand (Aaker, 1997). User imagery perceptions typically include visual aspects of the 

user such as age, gender, culture or status (Liu et al., 2012). The adoption of a brand by a 

new subculture could certainly alter the image of the typical brand user in the minds of 

consumers. Thus, all instances of brand appropriation represent some level of change in 

brand user imagery, but that level may vary based on how different subculture is from 

current brand customers. Beyond just a change in user imagery, a change in usage 

imagery can also occur as a result of brand appropriation. Usage imagery refers to where 

and the types of situations in which a brand may be used (Hosany & Martin, 2012). The 

basic proposition of this paper is that changes in both the user imagery and usage imagery 

of a brand, caused by brand appropriation, creates a diffuse brand image, and ultimately 

results in a negative effect on consumer’s brand attachment. 

 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses specifically focuses on how the combination of both 

usage and user imagery changes affect consumers. Within each study four conditions are 

used to manipulate these varying degrees of brand appropriation, following a 2 (original 

vs. new user) x 2 (original vs. new usage) format. In several hypotheses I propose that 

this combination of user and usage imagery (new user, new usage condition) creates a 

significant negative effect in comparison to the sole change of user imagery (new user, 

old usage condition) in instances of brand appropriation. As contextual factors, I consider 
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the effect of a consumer’s need for uniqueness in the relationship between brand 

appropriation and brand attachment. 

 

Interaction Effect (Usage x User) on Brand Attachment 

The original study of attachment, based in psychology, is concentrated on 

people’s attachments to other individuals, such as an infant’s relationship with their 

mother (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  This concept has been applied in many different 

contexts, as researchers have explored attachment to gifts (Kleine et al., 1995), places of 

residence (Lewicka, 2005) and brands (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995).  

Brand attachment specifically refers to the strength of the bond connecting an 

individual’s self-concept with a particular brand (Thomson et al., 2005).  This bond is 

represents thoughts and feelings about the brand and the brand’s relationship to the 

self.  In this respect, brand attachment is considered to be both cognitive and affective 

and consists of two components brand self-connection and brand prominence (Park et al., 

2010). Brand self-connection reflects the bond connecting a person with the brand. Brand 

prominence reflects the strength of this bond or how accessible the bond is in memory 

(Park et al., 2010). Brand attachment has been measured and studied in many marketing 

contexts, oftentimes considered a driver of brand equity.  

Stronger attachment to a brand generally induces a state of emotion that 

influences behavior (Holmes, 2000); the greater the degree to which a particular brand is 

a part of an individual’s self-concept, the higher the degree of attachment (Malar et al., 

2011). Brand appropriation represents a circumstance in which brand associations are 

altered, potentially challenging the congruity between a brand and one’s self-concept. 
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The effects of change in the usage imagery of a brand, will be compounded by the change 

in the user imagery of the brand, thus further altering the congruity between the brand’s 

associations and an individual’s self concept. If a brand becomes less aligned with an 

individual’s self-concept, then the individual’s attachment to that brand will weaken. 

Existing research shows that brand attachment influences purchase intention, brand 

loyalty, and the willingness to pay a price premium (Rossiter & Bellman, 2012). As a 

proven predictor of purchasing behavior, I chose brand attachment as the focal dependent 

variable within the studies and propose that: 

 
H1: Brand appropriation will have a significant negative effect on brand 

attachment.  New usage of the brand will have a negative effect on brand 

attachment only when done by new users, but not by original users of the brand. 

 

Moderation Mediation: Disgust 

Disgust is an emotional response of revulsion to something considered offensive, 

distasteful, or unpleasant (Argo, Dahl, & Morales, 2006). Both elicitors and effects of 

disgust have been studied in a variety of contexts including food rejection (Rozin, Haidt, 

& Fincher, 2009), fashion (Menninghaus, 2003), animals (Davey, 1994), and disease 

(Oaten, 2009). 

In marketing, the role of disgust in product and advertising evaluations has been 

studied often (Atalay & Press, 2010). Disgust has been shown to influence consumers’ 

disposal of their possessions (Han & Lerner, 2006). The use of disgust in advertisements 

has been shown to lead to more negative attitudes (Dens, Pelsmacker, & Jenssens, 2008). 

But, disgust has also been shown to have positive effects, enhancing the use of fear 
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appeals in advertisements (Morales, Wu, & Fitzsimmons, 2012). The various effects of 

disgust are largely built from theory of contagion.  

The law of contagion suggests that when a source comes in contact with an object 

it transfers its “properties” to that object (Nemeroff & Rozin, 1994). This can apply for 

both positive and negative properties, and as well as physical and non-physical contact 

(Rachman, 2004). Evidence suggests that both consumers and products can be 

contagious. Ratings for a product can be changed depending on the qualities of the people 

who came in previous contact with that product (Argo, Dahl, & Morales, 2008). Product 

contagion often results in strong feelings of contamination. If an object is viewed as 

contaminated, then lower evaluations for the products that are considered “contaminated” 

(Morales & Fitzsimmons, 2007). In general, rejection or lower evaluations of a 

contaminated object occurs due to an emotion of disgust. 

        In the study of brand appropriation we consider the brand and its meaning to be a 

contaminated object. Through their new usage of a brand, these subculture members 

physically “touch” the brand, but in doing so transfer their “properties” or associations to 

the brand. People can also be sources of contamination. Since the lower evaluation of 

contaminated objects can be motivated by disgust, I posit that the change in meaning 

caused by brand appropriation, enhance the emotion of disgust within an individual, and 

this lower evaluations and relationships with the brand. Thus new usage done by new 

users contaminates the brand due to disgust. Therefore I propose: 

H2: Disgust will mediate the negative effect of new usage on brand attachment, but 

only when done by new users, not original users. 
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Moderated Mediation: Identity Threat 

       As mentioned previously, consumer research has long acknowledged that individuals 

use possessions and brands to create their self-concept, seeking congruency with their 

identity. An individual’s identity is generally thought to include two components: 

personal identity, which relates to an individual’s sense of self and social identity, which 

relates to groups to which a person belongs or is affiliated (White, Argo, & Sengupta, 

2012). Instances of brand appropriation, introduce new brand associations specifically as 

it relates to introducing a new brand user. These new brand user associations can 

compromise the congruency of the brand with an individual’s social identity. If the new 

user represents a group that an individual does not want to associate with, or that does not 

reflect their social identity, then it threatens the consistency of that individual’s social 

identity.  

Social identity theory assumes individuals strive to maintain a positive perception 

of their groups and collectives (Turner & Tajfel, 1979). A social identity threat represents 

instances in which these positive perceptions are challenged, causing negative emotions 

or reinforcing behaviors that align with group norms (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Past 

research on social identity threats has shown that members of groups respond either by 

attempting to make the threatening group look or worse, or engaging in action to make 

themselves look better (Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002). One of the mechanisms that a 

group may use to make themselves look better is to avoid a particular brand (White & 

Argo, 2009). Since brand appropriation presents new user imagery to the brand, negative 

evaluations and behaviors (such as a decrease in brand attachment) will result. Therefore 
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the effect of new usage on brand attachment will only be significantly affected for 

consumers exposed to the new user condition.  

Therefore I propose: 

H3: The feeling of threat will mediate the negative effect of new usage on brand 

attachment, but only when done by new users, not original users. 

 

Moderating Effect of Need for Uniqueness 

Consumer’s need for uniqueness (CNFU) refers to their need to pursue 

dissimilarity relative to others through their consumption behavior, for the purpose of 

developing and enhancing one’s self-image and social image (Tian et al., 2001). The 

study of need for uniqueness derives from the field of psychology, theorizing that this 

need is aroused when individuals seem similar to others in their social environment 

(Snyder & Fromkin, 1977). Individuals attempt to reclaim their self-esteem and reduce 

negative affect through self-distinguishing behaviors. Individuals fulfill this need to be 

unique in a variety of ways including through displaying or displacing possessions (Belk, 

1988). In general, being too similar to others can generate a negative emotional reaction 

(Snyder & Fromkin, 1980).  For individuals with higher needs for uniqueness prefer 

brands that are more scarce or differentiated (Lynn & Harris, 1997).  Brand appropriation 

is an instance of brand diffusion, albeit, an unintended one, as the brand is accepted is 

consumed by more consumers. Furthermore, past literature has shown that the seeking of 

differentiation through consumption can be driven by changes in symbolic meaning 

(Berger & Heath, 2007).  
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CNFU is generally operationalized along three dimensions: creative choice 

counter-conformity, unpopular choice counter-conformity, and avoidance of similarity 

(Tian et al., 2001) Creative choice counter-conformity refers to an individual’s need to 

use brands in creating personal styles and expressing self-image in a socially acceptable 

way. Instances of brand appropriation reflect a change in brand image (considerably both 

in user and usage imagery). These changes in image may cause a brand to no longer 

express or reflect an individual's self-image, thus an individual with a high level of 

consumer’s creative choice counter conformity may be more likely to be negatively 

impacted. Unpopular choice counter-conformity refers to consumers’ need to use 

products as a means to deviate from social norms. In general brand appropriation 

represents an increase in overall consumption of a brand, making it a more popular brand 

choice. Due to this increasing social acceptance of a brand, as a result of appropriation, a 

consumer with a high need for unpopular choice counter-conformity, will be more likely 

to be negatively impacted. Avoidance of similarity refers to an individual’s effort to 

avoid using widely adopted, mainstream products. The avoidance of similarity dimension 

of need for uniqueness results in consumers avoiding a product or discontinuing their use 

of a product, as it goes through the product or brand diffusion process (Thompson & 

Haytko, 1997).  Therefore individuals with a high need for uniqueness may be more 

willing to avoid a brand that has been appropriated as means to avoid similarity. 

Therefore I propose: 

H4:  Need for uniqueness will moderate the relationship between brand 

appropriation and brand attachment. The negative effect of new brand usage, by 

new brand users will have a significant negative effect on brand attachment, but 
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only for individuals with a high need for uniqueness not for individuals with a low 

need for uniqueness. 

 
Method and Results 

An experimental approach was used to test the hypotheses. In each study brand 

meaning is manipulated based on two dimensions: user and usage. The stimuli used to 

represent the manipulation were news articles. In each study, participants were randomly 

assigned to read a news article, following a 2 (original user vs. new consumer user) x 2 

(original usage vs. new brand usage) between subjects design. Ultimately the new 

consumer user x new brand usage represents the brand appropriation condition, which is 

of interest. 

 

Study 1: The Interaction Effect of Usage x User 

The first study focused on the main effect of brand appropriation on brand 

attachment. The focal brand in this study is Wrangler Jeans. Wrangler is an American 

manufacturer, which self describes as the genuine source for comfortable jeans and 

western apparel since 1943. In the study, the participant read part of a news story about 

Wrangler Jeans, with the contents of the story reflecting the condition to which the 

participant is assigned. The scenario within this study focuses on the appropriation of 

Wrangler Jeans by the urban youth (new user), who wear the jeans in a different, below 

the waist fashion (new usage). The baseline (original consumer user, original brand 

usage) news scenario for can be read below.  The words in specialized text are 

manipulated for each condition. The words to reflect brand user are in bold, while words 

to reflect brand usage are italicized. 
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Wrangler Jeans Stimuli (Baseline Condition) 

Trend: Wrangler Jeans Sees Increase in Consumption from Middle-Aged, Rural 

Consumers 

"...Over the past year, popular All-American brand Wrangler has enjoyed an increase in 

sales from an expected group of consumers. Increasingly, middle-aged men who live in 

rural areas are buying the brand’s jeans to be worn in a comfortable and rugged fashion. 

The iconic denim brand is known for being 'built tough.' Sales associate Doug Smith, 

noted, 'We’ve seen a huge increase in rural, 40-something men buying Wrangler jeans 

for a rigid straight-leg fit'...” 

 

Wrangler Jeans Manipulations 

Original User: Middle-Aged, Rural 

New User: Young, Urban 

Original Usage: comfortable and rugged, rigid and straight-legged fit 

New Usage: sagging and below the waist, loose and baggy fit 

 

Both prior to, and after viewing the news scenario stimuli, participants completed the 

seven-item brand attachment scale (Park et al., 2010). The difference in brand attachment 

after reading the news scenario is the dependent variable of interest. An additional check 

was used to insure the participants were paying attention, asking towards the end of 

survey, to select the correct brand that was mentioned in the news article. At the end of 

the survey, participants answered several demographic questions. 
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Results 

The first study was conducted with 215 subjects acquired online via Amazon 

Mechanical Turk. Subjects were paid a nominal fee for participation. As stated in the 

methodology, the study followed a 2x2 (original user vs. new user, original usage vs. new 

usage) between subjects design, with participants being assigned to one condition. Again 

the same seven-item scale was used to measure brand attachment both prior to seeing the 

news article stimuli (α=.955) and after seeing the news article stimuli (α=.968). The 

difference between the mean attachment score pre-stimuli and post stimuli, represented 

the dependent variable, and was labelled change in brand attachment. A two-way 

ANOVA is conducted to examine the interaction effect of user and usage on brand 

attachment. One covariate is introduced into the model, Gender, which is a binary 

variable indicated whether the participant is male or female. 

The results of the study show that participants confronted with both new brand 

user and new brand usage exhibit the most negative average change in brand attachment. 

(-.1656) (Table 4). There was statistically significant interaction between the effects of 

user and usage on brand attachment, F(1,209)= 4.2371, p = .0408. Of particular interest 

in the analysis, is the conditional effect of brand usage, with new brands users versus old 

brand users. There is a statistically significant effect of new brand usage on brand 

attachment only when this new usage is done by new users (-.2705,p=.0183). The effect 

of new brand usage when exhibited by the original users of the brand, is not 

significant  (.0523, p=.5529). These results implicate that new usage leads to negative 

effects when done by the new user, confirming the first hypothesis. Applied directly to 
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the scenario in the study, this indicates that consumer attachment to the Wrangler brand, 

significantly decreases due to new usage of the brand (being worn sagging and below the 

waist), but only when done by the new user (urban youth).  

 
Table 4: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment (Study 1) 

Usage Condition Original User New User 
Original Usage -.0643 .1049 

New Usage -.0123 -.1656 
 
 
Figure 2: Interaction Effect (Study 1) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Study 2: Moderation Mediation of Disgust and Threat 

The purpose of the second study was to examine the underlying mechanisms of 

the interaction effect. It seeks to address why new usage of the brand has a significant 

effect on brand attachment, but only when done by new users. This study actually 

considers two mediators to explain this interaction, the feeling of identity being 
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threatened and the emotion of disgust. This study followed the same format as the 

previous studies, but also included additional questions to reflect each mediator. 

Participants were asked to complete a 7-point Likert Scale (Strongly Disagree to Strongly 

Agree) for the follow statements:  “The information presented in the news article made 

me feel disgusted.” and  “The information presented in the news article threatens the 

groups that I belong to.” 

 

Results 

Two hundred thirty participants acquired via Mechanical Turk participated in the 

study. The same covariate from Study 1 was used. Again the most negative mean change 

in brand attachment is found for participants confronted with the new usage, new user 

condition (-.206) (Table 5). Also, the interaction between user and usage is nearly 

statistically significant [F(1,224)= 3.8660, p = .0505]. Also similar to Study 1, a 

significant negative effect of new usage on brand attachment is found but only when done 

by new users (-.2648,p=.0005). For original users, the effect of new usage is not 

significant (-.0573, p=.4425). This corroborates with hypothesis 1.  

 
Table 5: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment (Study 2) 

Usage Condition Original User New User 
Original Usage -.1214 .0588 

New Usage -.1787 -.2060 
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Figure 3: Interaction Effect (Study 2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

To test the moderated mediation effects in hypothesis 2 and 3, a conceptual model 

was tested which including the two mediators (threat and disgust) in parallel. A 

moderated mediation analysis is conducted using the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2012, 

Model 14) is used to test this model. The results of this study (Figure 4) indicate that the 

indirect effect of new usage on brand attachment through disgust is dependent on who is 

engaging in the new usage. The conditional indirect effect is only statistically significant 

when the new usage is done by new brand users, not the original brand users. The 95% 

bootstrap confidence interval for the conditional indirect effect is entirely below zero for 

new users (CI: -.2979,-.0040), but not for original users (CI: -.0736,.0314). There is a 

statistically significant interaction between disgust and user (-.1195, p=.0244) on brand 

attachment. This mediation is only a partial effect, because the effect of new usage on 

brand attachment still remains significant after accounting for the moderation of user, and 
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the mediator of disgust.  This confirms hypothesis 2. The mediating effect of threat did 

not produce significant results.  The 95% bootstrap confidence interval for the 

conditional indirect effect includes zero for new users (CI: -.0110,.1863) and for original 

users (CI: -.0230,.0457). Thus, hypothesis 3 is not confirmed.  

Overall these results show that participants experience a significant negative 

change in brand attachment when confronted by new brand usage, partially due to an 

emotion of disgust, but only with new brand users. This shows that in the appropriation 

by urban youth of the Wrangler Jeans brand leads to a negative change in brand 

attachment due to disgust.  

 

Figure 4: Moderated Mediation Model (Wrangler Jeans) 
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Study 3: Moderating Effect of Need for Uniqueness 

Two hundred participants acquired online via Mechanical Turk participated in the 

study. Participants were paid a nominal fee for participation. The study followed the 

same format as Study 1, with the addition of Ruvio and Shalom (2008) Consumer Need 

for Uniqueness Shortform Scale. As in previous studies there is a significant negative 

effect of new usage, but only when done by new users (-.2592,p=.0173). The effect of 

new usage by original users of the brand is not significant (-.1332, p=.2667).  

 
Table 6: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment (Study 3) 

Usage Condition Original User New User 
Original Usage -.0269 .0134 

New Usage -.1397 -.2196 
 

 
Figure 5: Interaction Effect (Study 3) 
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Regarding the moderating effect of need for uniqueness, a three-way interaction 

of user, usage, and need for uniqueness was measured using the PROCESS macro (Hayes 

2012, Model 3). This three-way interaction was not found to be significant (p=.20) and 

the predicted hypothesis of high need for uniqueness was not confirmed.  In fact, taking a 

closer look at the results shows nearly opposite results of what was predicted. On 

average, participants with a low need for uniqueness, exhibited significant negative 

change in brand attachment, not participants with a high need for uniqueness. For 

instance, at the CNFU level of 2.083 (Figure 6), the effect of usage on brand attachment 

when done by new users is significant (-.7737,p=.002), but not when done by original 

users (-.2884,p=.1585). A similar effect is shown at the CNFU level of 2.833, as again 

there is a significant effect of new usage on brand attachment, but only when done by 

new brand users(-.4636,p=.0004), not when done by original users (-.1919,p=.1510)  

(Table 7). At a much higher need for uniqueness level, 4.330 (Figure 7), there is a 

minimal effect of new brand usage on brand attachment both for new users 

(.0012,p=.9950) and for original users (.0839,p=.5976). 
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Table 7: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment-Need for Uniqueness (Study 3) 
 

CNFU=2.083 Original User New User 

Original Usage -.1708 .0369 

New Usage -.4591 -.7044 
   

CNFU=2.833 Original User New User 

Original Usage -.0765 .0225 

New Usage -.2683 -.4410 
   

CNFU=4.33 Original User New User 

Original Usage .1121 -.0062 

New Usage .1133 .0777 

 

Figure 6: Interaction Effect (CNFU=2.083) 
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Figure 7: Interaction Effect (CNFU=4.330) 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study 4: The Jordan Effect 

While in the previous studies, the focus was on brand appropriation on consumers 

in general, it is very significant, particularly to managers, to consider the effect of brand 

appropriation on current customers of a brand. To replicate earlier results, and to 

specifically focus on current users of a brand, I conducted a study specifically focused on 

the Jordan sneaker brand. This brand is known to have a very strong, loyal consumer base 

of sneakerheads, consumers who buy, collect, and sell collection sneakers. Sneakerheads 

place much value in exclusivity and place effect to keep their sneakers clean. For this 

particular study, the brand appropriation scenario presented is the use of the Jordan brand 

by the gothic subculture (new user), who intentionally dirties up the Jordan sneakers as 

an act of rebellion (new usage). 
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The experimental design followed a very similar format to the previous studies, as 

respondents were presented with one of four conditions following the 2 (original user vs. 

new consumer user) x 2 (original usage vs. new brand usage) between subjects design as 

earlier studies. The baseline condition along with the manipulated words can be found 

below. Words manipulate to reflect user associations are in bold, and words manipulated 

to reflect changes in usage association are underlined. Change in brand attachment again 

was the dependent variable of interest. The same moderator (need for uniqueness) and 

mediators (threat and disgust) used in previous studies were a part of this study.  The 

manipulation check again asked participants which brand was mentioned in the study. 

Additionally a “Jordan quiz” was included to ensure participants truly were a part of the 

Jordan sneakerhead group.  Participants were asked to indicate their favorite pair of 

Jordan sneakers, the number of Jordan sneakers they ever bought, and the price they pay 

on average for a pair of Jordan sneakers. 

 
Brand: Jordan 
 
Original Group, Original Associations 
Trend: Jordan Sees Increase in Consumption from “Sneakerhead” Consumers 
"...Over the past year, popular sneaker brand Jordan has enjoyed an increase in sales from 
an expected group of consumers. Increasingly, members of the “sneakerhead” 
subculture are buying the brand’s shoes to reflect an urban, street style. Shoe store sales 
associate Doug Smith, recently noted, “For these sneakerhead consumers, owning 
Jordan shoes symbolize exclusivity, and they maintain the shoes to look as clean as 
possible.” 
 
Original User: Sneakerhead Culture 
New User: Gothic Culture 
Original Usage: an urban, street style, exclusivity, maintain, clean 
New Usage: a dark, morbid style, rebellion, alter, rough 
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Results 

The results of the study do not replicate the findings from earlier studies. The new 

user, new usage condition does have the largest mean change in brand attachment (-

.1176) (Table 8). But the interaction of new user and new usage is not found to be 

significant [F(1,187)=2.1957,p=.1434]. There is not a significant effect of new usage on 

brand attachment, for new users (.0607,p=.5197)  or original users (.1499, p=.1549). In 

fact new usage leads to a slight increase in brand attachment amongst original users.  

 
Table 8: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment (Study 4) 

Usage Condition Original User New User 
Original Usage -.0640 -.0506 

New Usage .0859 -.1176 
 

Figure 8: Interaction Effect (Study 4) 
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The moderated mediation effects of threat and disgust were still tested, even 

though the interaction between user and usage was not nearly significant. Again the 

model, was analyzed using PROCESS macro (Hayes 2012, Model 14). The results of this 

marco (Figure 9) indicate that there is not a significant conditional indirect effect of new 

usage on brand attachment through either disgust or threat. For disgust, the 95% 

bootstrap confidence interval for the conditional indirect effect includes zero for new 

users (CI: -.0226,.0884) and original users (CI: -.0900,.0207). For threat, the 95% 

bootstrap confidence interval for the conditional indirect effect includes zero for original 

users (CI: -.0181,.0876) and for new users (CI: -.1009,.0344). Thus, hypothesis 2 and 3 

are not confirmed for the Jordan brand scenario.   

 

Figure 9: Moderated Mediation Model (Jordan) 
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Regarding the moderating effect of need for uniqueness, a three-way interaction 

of user, usage, and need for uniqueness was measured again using the PROCESS macro 

(Hayes 2012, Model 3). This interaction was not found to be significant (p=.96) and the 

predicted hypothesis of high need for uniqueness was not confirmed.  At the CNFU level 

of 2.67 (Figure 10), the effect of new usage on brand attachment for original users is (-

.0834,p=.6522) and when done by new users (-.1216,p=.4424). At a much higher need 

for uniqueness level, 4.167 (Figure 11), on average the effect of new brand usage on 

brand attachment is again not significant both for new users (.0138,p=.9367) and for 

original users (.2013,p=.2116).  

 

Table 9: Mean Difference In Brand Attachment-Need For Uniqueness-(Study 4) 
CNFU=2.67 Original User New User 

Original Usage -.1014 -.0364 
New Usage -.0181 -.1580 

   
CNFU=4.167 Original User New User 

Original Usage -.0337 -.0633 
New Usage .1676 -.0495 
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Figure 10: Interaction Effect (CNFU=2.670) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 11: Interaction Effect (CNFU=4.167) 
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Discussion 

The results within this paper provided some interesting findings. The significant 

negative effect of new brand usage by new users in instance of brand appropriation was 

found. Applied directly to the Wrangler scenario, this suggests that wearing of Wrangler 

jeans, sagging and below the waist, has a negative effect on consumers attachment to the 

brand, only when done by urban youth, but not it’s target market of more rugged, rural 

consumers. An indirect effect of new usage on brand attachment through disgust was 

only shown significant when done by new users, but not by original users of the Wrangler 

brand. Instead of consumers high in need for uniqueness exhibiting the predicted effect, it 

was shown for consumers low in need for uniqueness. In the fourth study, which centered 

on the appropriation of the Jordan brand, instead of the Wrangler brand, none of the same 

results were duplicated, potentially showing that the effects of brand appropriation may 

be consequential to the characteristics of a particular brand, and also the characteristics of 

the subcultural group that is “taking” the brand. These are definitely factors, which 

should be considered in future studies. Overall, the results of these studies can help firms 

in identifying or predicting how consumers may react to brand appropriation. 

If firms are aware of how consumers respond to appropriation it will help dictate 

firm response. In the future to further improve on this research, I plan to shift the focus 

from an individual level to more of a brand perspective. As opposed to looking at 

characteristics, motivations, and views of an individual that may affect their response to 

brand appropriation, I would like to shift focus to characteristics and attributes of brands 

that makes them more likely to be appropriated. Instead of considering individual 
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characteristics, the more interesting question may be: What attributes of a brand make it 

more likely to be viewed negatively (or positively) once appropriated? 

Additionally, there are several ways in which experimental design can be 

improved upon. Relating to the social identity threat mediator not producing a significant 

effect, past research has shown that consumers can have varying responses to a threat to 

their social identity, both positive and negative, in part due to their self-construal 

(independent vs. interdependent) (White, Argo, & Sengupta, 2012). This self-construal 

effect was not measured or taken into consideration. The importance of social identity of 

participants also could play a key role in this effect, and that also was not taken into 

consideration. There are many other moderators and mediators that could have been 

taken into consideration as well. Measuring consumer-brand identification, in particular 

for the Jordan example could have presented an interesting effect. Consumers may have 

differing responses to brand appropriation, based on the level at which they feel a brand 

represents their identity.  

I would also look to conduct several complementary, and methodically different 

approaches. For instance to further inspect the true emotions and responses of consumers 

to brand appropriation in many different contexts, I think qualitative research methods 

could be a useful complement. In-depth interviews, ethnographies of very loyal brand 

communities, and many other techniques could be use to gain an even more authentic, 

and well-rounded perspective on consumer response to brand appropriation, and even to 

provide further insight into to some of the findings in this paper. From an experimental 

perspective there are numerous other moderators to consider as well. 
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This research has the potential to contribute to theory development in branding, 

and to contribute practical implications for brand management. The results of these 

studies and the continuation of this research, provides insight into the altering of brand 

meaning by non-target consumers, and the resultant effects of this behavior. 

Theoretically, these studies will be able to extend the implications of non-target market 

adoption, incongruity effects, and co-creation theory. The co-creation literature identifies 

consumers as brand value creators, but brand appropriation considers circumstances 

under which these co-creators work against the brand. The incongruity literature has 

examined the firm as incongruity creators, but brand appropriation introduces the effects 

of consumers as incongruity creators. And the target marketing literature has considered 

non-target market adoption but only from an antecedent perspective; this brand 

appropriation research considers the consequences of non-target market adoption. 

The results of this research can be very vital to brands that are currently confronted with 

brand appropriation. Since brand appropriation is consumer-created, the brand is not in 

control of the inception of this phenomenon, but the brand can partially control the 

response. This research can assist in helping firms decide whether to introduce brand 

extensions or change their marketing to either encourage or alienate these new 

consumers. With the increasing amount of cross-cultural contact, especially with the 

increasing level of social media usage as a means for consumer information (i.e. online 

customer reviews, forums, social networks), brand appropriation is likely to become even 

more of a challenge for firms in the future.  It will become much harder for consumers to 

be ignorant of the views of other consumers, and their usage of their favorite brands. 
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CHAPTER 4 

POUR ME SOME “DIRTY SPRITE”: AN EXPLORATORY ANALYSIS OF 
THE BRAND APPROPRIATION PROCESS 

 

While most consumers may think of Sprite as a soft drink for kids and teenagers  

looking to quench their thirst, to some consumers it takes on a very different use and 

meaning. Dirty Sprite is a common label of a drink resulting from mixing Sprite with 

prescription-strength cough syrup containing codeine and promethazine, and sometimes 

Jolly Ranchers candy. This mixture is the latest recipe in the tradition of “lean” 

consumption, which refers to the recreational drinking of cough syrup. Lean in its 

original form started in Houston, Texas, as far back as the 1960s, as authors, artists, and 

musicians of the time would consume beer with cough syrup as a creative ritual and 

social gathering staple (Patel, 2016). Over time, beer would be replaced with various 

wine and spirits, and eventually Sprite. The consumption of Dirty Sprite (which is also 

know colloquially as purple drank and “sizzurp”) has grown in popularity, expanding 

from its Southern roots, to an international consumption practice (Shek & Lam, 2008).  

The adoption of Sprite within lean consumption presents a compelling example of 

a non-target market subculture altering brand meaning, specifically brand usage. The 

inclusion of Sprite in this mixture is obviously not the original use or meaning that the 

Coca-Cola Company intended for its colorless soda beverage, and Sprite is not 

intentionally marketed to the opiod-induced lean subculture. This unexpected 

consumption of Sprite creates a dilemma for Coca-Cola Company. Coca-Cola’s 

marketing and product managers must decide whether the burgeoning inclusion of Sprite 

within the lean subculture has any potential damaging ramifications on its brand and the 
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overall consumption of Sprite. Should Sprite be concerned about this “dirty” association? 

With this and other examples of brand appropriation, there are several theoretical 

questions that can inform these managerial level considerations. At the root of addressing 

this phenomenon is examining why brand appropriation occurs. Gaining understanding of 

why certain brands are chosen by a subculture to be appropriated could provide 

significant insight that could inform firm response to such behavior. Additionally, 

examining how that meaning proliferates both within and outside of the subculture could 

also be very insightful. Discovering the channels through which this subcultural meaning 

is spread definitely would helps firms understand how to counteract or interact with 

occurrences of brand appropriation. 

This paper looks specifically at brand appropriation through the lens of Dirty 

Sprite, using a multi-method approach. A netnography of consumer forums, a content 

analysis of firm marketing communications, and interviews with multiple groups are used 

to investigate the reasons why the lean subculture specifically adopts Sprite and how 

these factors and associations differ from firm-intended meaning. The paper also reveals 

the channels or instruments through which brand appropriation behavior spreads both 

amongst lean indulgers, but also amongst consumers outside of the potentially dangerous 

subculture. 

 

Conceptual Background 

Subcultures and Brands 

In regards to the study of subcultures, the marketing literature specifically focuses 

on subcultures of consumption, which are formed around either commitment to a brand 
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or a consumption activity (Table 10).  Star “Trekkies” (Kozinets, 2001) and the Harley 

(Davidson) subculture (Schembri, 2009) are examples of brand-based subcultures that 

have been studied in marketing. Brand appropriation is specifically a behavior of 

subcultures that are not brand centric, rather these subcultures are formed around a 

consumption activity. For instance, with the aforementioned appropriation of Timberland 

within the hip-hop subculture, the central formation of the group is around rap music and 

hip-hop culture, not around the use of Timberland. The same identification applies with 

the appropriation of Burberry within the chav subculture, as this collective is not formed 

around wearing Burberry, but rather around engaging in hooligan, criminal activity 

(Mason & Wigley, 2013). With the focal example for this paper, Sprite is not the basis of 

formation in the lean subculture, as cough syrup has been the central element of the 

mixture for decades. Examples of subcultures based around consumption activity that 

have been studied in research, include the gothic subculture (Goulding & Saren, 2009; 

Miklas & Arnold, 1999) and skydiving subculture (Celsi, Rose, & Leigh, 1993). 

Much research on subcultures of consumption focuses on their role in identity 

construction including with members of the heavy rock (Chaney & Goulding, 2016), and 

neo-burlesque (Blanchette, 2014) subcultures. Consumers use brands to represent self and 

social identity (Fournier, 1998; Chan, Berger, & Van Boven, 2012), thus brands have also  

been studied as a part of the identity construction process in subcultures. Brands can be 

sources of subculture ethos and can even gain a worship-like religious status among  

subcultures members such as with Harley Davidson (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). 

Brands can also be used to express authentic membership such as in the MG subculture 

(Leigh, Peters, & Shelton, 2006). But there is much more to be explored regarding the 
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Table 10: Subcultures Of Consumption (Brand Centric vs. Consumption Activity) 

 Brand/Activity Author(Year) 
Brand Centric Star Wars Kozinets (2001) 
 Harley Davidson Schembri (2009) 
 Harley Davidson Schouten & McAlexander (1995) 
 MG Leigh et al. (2006) 
 
Consumption 
Activity 

Tatooing Bengtsson, Ostberg,& Kjeldgaard (2005) 

 Neo-Burlesque Blanchette (2014) 
 Goth Golding & Saren (2009) 
 Skateboarding Charmley, Garry, & Ballentine (2013) 
 Heavy Rock Chaney & Goulding (2016) 
 Skaters, Snowboarders, 

Surfers 
Beverland, Farrelly, & Quester (2010) 

 Running Chalmers & Arthur (2008) 
 Mountain Men Belk & Costa (1998) 
 Windsurfing Wheaton (2000) 
 Rave Goulding, Shankar, & Elliott (2002) 
 File-Sharing Giesler & Pohlmann (2003) 
 

function and role of brands within a subculture. The existing literature on the study of 

brands within subcultures is largely concentrated on brand-based subcultures, where the 

brand is central to subcultural formation. From a broader perspective the role of brands in 

other types of consumption collectives has also been explored. Research has been done 

regarding brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Muniz & Schau, 2005), which 

do not actively differentiate themselves from mainstream society like subcultures, but 

they are another example of a consumption community, which is brand-centric.  
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The Lean Subculture and The Appropriation of Sprite 

“Lean” is a drink that includes the mixture of prescription strength cough syrup 

(containing codeine, which is an opiate and promethazine a strong sedative) with other 

liquid substances (Bradley, 2013).  It can cause an individual to “lean” over, and lead to  

slow, slurred speech, slowed heart rate, drowsiness, seizures, and loss of coordination 

(Peters et al., 2007; Burns & Boyer, 2013). Taking an overdose of the mixture can even 

result in death. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration’s National Survey on Drug Use and Health, an estimated 33 million 

Americans suffer from codeine abuse a year (Abuse, 2014).  

Previous research on subcultures involving drug or illegal substance use is not 

uncommon. The cannabis subculture has been studied extensively (Sandberg, 2013; 

Holm et al., 2014), particularly in regards to the role of rituals within the subculture 

(Harding & Zinberg, 1977). The lean subculture has also been explored, particularly with 

its increasing usage throughout the United States (Golub, Elliott, & Brownstein, 2013).  

The physiological and psychological effects of its consumption have been considered and 

explained (Hou et al., 2011). The study of lean usage on college campuses, showed that 

consumption was more prevalent amongst Native American and Asian American 

students, and was strongly associated with low academic performance and usage of 

marijuana and alcohol (Agnich, Stogner, Miller, & Marcum, 2013). Studying the role of 

brands within drug subcultures, particularly with lean consumption presents a unique 

theoretical approach. Sprite and in some cases Jolly Ranchers are examples of prominent 

brands within the lean subculture. Sprite has been so commonly associated as an 
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ingredient and element of lean consumption, that the concoction has been labeled “Dirty 

Sprite”.  

Sprite is a colorless, lemon and lime flavored, caffeine-free soft drink, created by 

the Coca-Cola Company. Introduced in the United States in 1961, it comes in a primarily 

silver, green, and blue can or a green transparent bottle with a primarily green and yellow 

label. Through the last several decades, the drink has had many different variations or 

spinoffs including Sprite Zero, a sugar free version of the drink and Sprite Remix, a fruit-

flavor infused variety of the drink. Sprite has a recent history of focusing its marketing 

efforts on teenagers, whether through its introduction of new flavors or through its 

inclusion of “teen passion points” such as music, skateboarding, basketball, and film in 

its marketing communications (Zmuda, 2012). In 2007, Sprite specifically launched 

Sprite Yard, an online social network targeting teenagers (Story, 2007). Even dating back 

to the 1990’s, Sprite originally launched the “Obey Your Thirst” to focus on the teenage 

market (Dretzin & Goodman, 2001). 

The inclusion of Sprite within the lean subculture presents a compelling case of 

brand appropriation since the brand’s target market, teenagers, can be active participants 

in lean consumption. And sadly with this consumption of lean by young people, its 

harmful and sometimes fatal consequences have also followed (Xiong, 2012). Roughly 

8.3% of secondary school students in Texas have drunk Dirty Sprite to get high 

(Leinwand, 2006). While Coca-Cola encourages consumption of Sprite, particularly 

amongst young people, Sprite’s association with the lean subculture has brought on 

associations of addiction, overdoses, and death.  
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Ultimately, with Dirty Sprite consumption and other instances of brand 

appropriation, a firm must decide how to address this unexpected consumption behavior. 

In deciphering on firm response, some perspective may lie in understanding exactly why 

a brand is appropriated. Gaining insight into the role of an appropriated brand within a 

subculture, may help in discovering the reasons a brand is susceptible to appropriation. 

Therefore, the first research question that this paper seeks to address entails what 

specifically makes a brand a target for appropriation. In the context of Dirty Sprite 

consumption, why is Sprite specifically a target for appropriation within the lean 

subculture?  

Furthermore to gain additional insight into brand appropriation, it is beneficial to 

understand the process through which meaning is altered and spread from initial 

introduction into the subculture to permeation outside of the subculture into mainstream 

society. This could potentially help a firm take a proactive strategic approach to 

confronting this unexpected and untargeted consumption behavior. Studying the 

movement of brand meaning is not a new area of study. Much literature on the spread of 

brand meaning is based around McCracken’s (1986) model of meaning transfer. 

McCracken proposes that meaning originates from the culturally constituted world. 

Through fashion and firm-generated communications (advertising), this meaning is 

embedded into brands. Then through various instruments and rituals this meaning is 

transferred to consumers. This model has been applied to many contexts including 

celebrity endorsement (McCracken, 1989), event sponsorship (Gwinner & Eaton, 1999) 

and product placement (Russell, 1998). Considering brand meaning transfer in instances 

of brand appropriation does present a new context of such models. This research paper 
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seeks to identify the instruments through which brand appropriation meaning is 

transferred both within a subculture, and also outside of that subculture. Specifically in 

regards to Dirty Sprite consumption, it is meaningful to discover the channels or 

instruments through which this subcultural meaning is spread both within and outside of 

the lean subculture.  

 

Method 

This paper largely follows an interpretivist approach to addressing the research 

questions. While much consumer research follows a positivist approach, using 

experiments and other quantitative methods to examine cause and effect relationships and 

focus on predicting consumer behavior, the research questions for this paper are very 

much focused on developing an intricate understanding of a particular example of 

consumption. An interpretivist approach to research generally uses more qualitative, 

methods such as unstructured interviews or participant observation. An interpretivist 

approach to understanding subcultures has been used in many instances (Schouten & 

McAlexander, 1995; Kozinets 2001; Schiele & Venkatesh, 2016). Thus this paper uses 

qualitative techniques to understand themes and patterns as it relates to consumption 

within the lean subculture.    

Three groups of data are analyzed to investigate the reasons why Sprite is 

appropriated within the lean subculture and to discover the channels through which 

exposure to this appropriation is spread: a netnographic content analysis of online 

discussion forums about lean, a content analysis of firm-generated content about Sprite, 

and interviews with two groups of consumers.   
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Netnography 

Netnography is an interpretive research approach grounded in the observation of 

online cultural websites, blogs, and chatrooms (Kozinets, 2002). This is a more 

unobtrusive methodology than experiments, and surveys, allowing for the collection of 

very in-depth information. This “online ethnography” requires immersion within online 

forums that give an in-depth look at a particular community, which in this case is lean 

consumers. A number of studies have used netnographic methodology to investigate 

consumers' online discussions, and examine consumer behavior patterns online (Muñiz & 

O'Guinn, 2001; Brodie et al., 2011). Several studies have used netnography to 

specifically observe consumer behavior in subcultures (Hamilton & Hewer, 2009). The 

Internet can be a digital meeting place for a subculture, as it serves as a medium for 

expression and affirmation of subcultural identity (McArthur, 2009).   

Several online forums in which past and current users of Dirty Sprite share their 

experiences (Table 11), serve as the focus for this netnography. The study relies on 

textual data as well as images in the forums to help discover the patterns of meaning for 

Sprite within the lean subculture and develop an understanding of how these meanings 

spread. 

With most netnographies, while there is a general process to follow, there should 

always be some nuance in research design based on the research question and the focal 

group being studied. With this particular netnography of the lean subculture, most of the 

process is shaped by the very underground, illicit nature of Dirty Sprite consumption. 

While consuming Sprite or Jolly Ranchers are by no means illegal, the underground sale 

of prescription strength codeine cough syrup is oftentimes linked to Dirty Sprite  
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Table 11: Lean Consumption Forums 
Site Name Description 

Drugs-Forum.com Drugs-forum is a forum where people discuss recreational 
drugs, offering a wealth of information and discussion of 
drug-related politics, in addition to assistance for members 
struggling with addiction. Members include researchers, 
drug users, harm-reduction specialists, concerned parents, 
officials, NGOs, lawyers, doctors, journalists and addiction 
specialists. 

Texastakeover.com An online meeting place for lovers of “screw music” which 
originated in Texas and is often associated with the 
consumption of lean.  

Grasscity.com The Grasscity.com team is a drug community driven 
website which sells smoking related merchandise and serves 
as a resource for people interested in the herb and 
alternative lifestyle discussions. 

Hypebeast.com Hypebeast is an online magazine and e-store for men's 
fashion and streetwear. There are several forums within the 
site dedicated towards recreational drug use including lean 
consumption. 

Bluelight.org Bluelight is a message board that educates the public about 
responsible, recreational drug use, including MDMA and 
lean by promoting free discussion.  
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consumption. So in an effort to produce rich, in-depth results, the research design of this 

netnography caters to the very precarious nature of the lean subculture. 

Level of involvement or participation within a netnography can vary from purely 

observational (Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry, 2003), with no level of personal involvement 

from the researcher, to purely participation. When the researchers totally immerse 

themselves in the online community, this creates a form of “autonetnography” where the 

researchers reflect solely on their own experiences (Kozinets, 2006). Most netnographies 

can fall somewhere in the middle of this spectrum, with some level of pure observation, 

and some level of participation in the interaction and communication within an online 

community. This study of the lean subculture is purely observational in nature. Because 

of the complicated illicit nature of Dirty Sprite consumption and distribution, it is best on 

a personal level to avoid any association or attachment of the researchers to such a group.  

Additionally, while in some netnographies, researchers announce their presence, and state 

their intentions, for this study, this is avoided. There may be a lack of trust from members 

of this community, if they know a researcher or outsider is present, and this can 

ultimately affect what they are willing to say and how they communicate.  

 
Content Analysis of Marketing Communications 

To provide a benchmark for the thematic analysis of the consumer forums, 

additional analysis is conducted with Sprite’s own marketing communications.  A 

thematic analysis is conducted considering the coding patterns identified in the 

netnography of consumer forums. The reasons why Sprite ideally wants its target 

consumers to support the brand, similar, or different from the reasons why Sprite is  
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appropriated within the lean subculture. The marketing communications in the data set 

includes Sprite related press releases from the Coca-Cola Company over a four-year span 

(2012 to 2016), original posts on the company-created Facebook page over a five-year 

span (from 2011 to 2016), and Sprite commercials over a five year span (2011 to 2016). 

 

Interviews  

 In-depth interviews are also used to gain further insight into the channels through 

which brand appropriation is spread particularly outside of the lean subculture. For the 

purposes of this study, in-depth interviews focus on two groups: college students and 

parents. Undergraduate college students are not far removed from being a part of Sprite’s 

target marketing consumers, and they can also presumably contextualize their 

experiences and interactions with lean consumption both as teenagers and young adults in 

an in-depth manner. Students from two universities, an urban and suburban university are 

recruited through online and e-mail listserv announcements. While there are always 

issues of generalization regarding the use of in-depth interviews, a conscientious effort is 

made to have a diverse sample in several aspects.  

Parents oftentimes introduce and influence soda consumption with children 

(Grimm et al., 2004). Thus, parents can have a great deal of influence and serve the role 

as prime agents in the socialization of youth in regards to soda, and specifically Sprite 

consumption. Perhaps the awareness of Dirty Sprite consumption alters the introduction 

of Sprite to children by their parents. This potentially presents a problem for Sprite in 

reaching their target consumers as well. Parents are recruited through online and e-mail 

announcements distributed through community organizations in an urban city and 
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suburban town, with the intent of achieving some level of diversity regarding 

background. 

 For each group, the interviews follow a semi-structured format similar to 

McCracken’s (1988) framework. Using a semi-structured interview allows for a more 

open format in which new or follow up probes may be developed during the interview as 

a result of what a participant says. There is an interview guide prepared, with some 

standard questions to help guide the interview (Figure 12). The guide is structured around 

three groups or categories of questions: general soda consumption, which addresses 

consumption habits in regards to soda and Sprite; Dirty Sprite discovery, which address 

the channels and behaviors through which consumers may have personally discovered 

and interacted with Dirty Sprite consumption; Dirty Sprite response, which briefly 

considers the possible effect of Dirty Sprite consumption on an individual’s overall Sprite  

consumption. Demographic information for each participant is also collected. These 

interviews are conducted either in-person or over the phone and audio recorded. 

Participants were informed that the interviews pertained to their experiences with soda 

consumption and were ensured that their identity would remain confidential. Participants 

were given compensation for their participation in the interviews. An external 

transcription service (Scribie.com) is used to transcribe all of the interviews.  

 

Analysis: Netnography 

In total the dataset of consumer and firm generated content included: 765 

consumer forum posts, 10 press releases, 15 commercials (Appendix C), and 81 

Facebook posts. To investigate this brand appropriation process, emphasis in the thematic  
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Figure 12: In-Depth Interview Question Guide 

General Soda Consumption 
1)How often do you drink soda? 
2)Why do you drink soda? What are your motivations? 
3)How often do you allow your children to drink soda?* 
4)At what age did you start allowing your children to drink soda?* 
5)How does drinking soda make you feel? 
6)Describe a childhood memory you associate with drinking soda. 
7)What brands of soda do you drink? Which are your favorites? 
8)How often do you drink those brands? 
9) Do you mix your soda with any other beverages? 
10) Why do you mix soda with other beverages?  
11) Can you describe a life experience or memory, which you relate with soda? 
consumption.  
12) At what age did you start drinking soda, what do you remember about that 
experience. 
 
Dirty Sprite Discovery 
1) Have you heard about the mixing of Sprite with cough syrup?  
2) Describe what you have heard about what people do, what ingredients they mix.  
3) What do people call this product.  
4) What is the involvement of Sprite in particular.  Have you heard of this mixing 
of soda and dangerous substances involving Sprite.  
5) What does the expression “Dirty Sprite” mean to you? 
6) Describe the imagery that arises in your mind when you think of Dirty Sprite. 
7) Have you heard about this activity through any media – music, movies, tv, 
newspapers, youtube, social media, etc.  If so, provide a few examples.   
8) When do you think you first heard of this? Describe your initial thoughts. 
 
Dirty Sprite Response 
1) How has your awareness of this practice affected your perception of Sprite or 
your attitude about the Sprite brand? 
2) How has your awareness of this practice affected your willingness to buy and 
drink Sprite in the past? In the future? 
3) Does awareness of this activity affect your willingness to expose your children 
to Sprite? 
4) How aware are your parents of this activity?  If they are aware of it, how do you 
think they learned of it and when? 
 
*For Parents only 
***For college students only 
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analysis of consumer-generated content was placed on the role of Sprite within the 

subculture and the role of channels in spreading the subculture. A thematic analysis is 

performed through the process of coding to create, organize, and interpret these patterns. 

The content from the consumer forums and firm marketing communications was 

placed in NVivo, qualitative analysis software, to help organize into themes. Initially, 

open coding was done to classify each of the forum messages as it relates to either a role 

that the brand plays within the subculture, or a channel through which users were 

introduced to lean. Based on these codes the messages were grouped into categories. 

Relationships between these categories were identified and connected with theory, either 

building on existing literature or establishing new theoretical contribution. This allowed 

for the establishing of various major themes and subthemes, which provided nuance to 

the major themes. In NVivo, a node hierarchy was created that allowed for structuring the 

content based on larger themes (parent nodes) to more specific subthemes (child nodes). 

A final review of the themes was done to ensure theoretical saturation, and that the 

research question is appropriately addressed.   

The resulting themes were compared to the meanings and associations within 

Sprite’s marketing communications, to distinguish if these roles were unique to the lean 

subculture. Overall several themes were discovered. These themes relate to elements of 

Sprite’s marketing which lead to its appropriation, roles that Sprite serves within the lean 

subculture to maintain its existence and meaning, and channels that are used to spread 

this subcultural meaning. The first theme explores Sprite as a staple “mix” ingredient 

within the lean subculture and its interrelatedness to Sprite’s own theme of mixing in its 

advertising. The second and third theme references elements of Sprite’s marketing that 
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are used to mask disparaging elements of the lean subculture: accessibility and taste. The 

fourth theme references Sprite’s role as a signal of authenticity. An additional fifth theme 

addressed how the subculture spreads to new users through hip-hop music, and its 

commonality with the infiltration of hip-hop in Sprite’s own marketing communications.  

 

Dirty Sprite and The Shared Meaning of Mixing 

After analyzing themes of discussion within the consumer forums, the foremost 

theme is Sprite as a staple ingredient within the lean recipe mix. While cough syrup is the 

foundational product type of the lean subculture, and Jolly Ranchers are often included, 

Sprite is by far the most consistently referenced and recommended brand name associated 

with lean. As a part of the content analysis, a simple word frequency analysis shows that 

Sprite is the most mentioned brand in the dataset, included in over 23% of the forum 

messages. No other brand is even mentioned in over 5% of the messages. Debate over the 

proper formula, or recipe for lean was a common occurrence in the consumer-generated 

content, but Sprite remained a constant in these mixtures.  As some members within the 

forums simply remarked: “the basic formula is just sprite, jolly ranchers and codeine…” 

and “take sprite pour codiene in it and add jolly ranches shake enjoy.” Although the 

recipe for lean originally started with alcoholic beverages, within the consumer forums, 

these original complements of beer and wine are scantily mentioned. In fact, many users 

acknowledge Sprite as a part of the “original” formula for lean, seemingly ignore the 

historical role of alcohol beverages, and accepting Sprite the mixing ingredient.   
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“To create Lean...you require the following for the original formula: 
-Promethazine w/Codeine VC <- Sizzurp (active ingredient), Original 
Sprite Soda <- Mixing ingredient, , and Jolly rancher candy <- Flavor 
additive...Put it all in a styrofoam cup and enjoy” 
 
“THIS IS THE ORGINAL RECIPE! YOU NEED a bottle of PROMETH 
WITH CODEINE POSPHATE the purple kind RX!! the new/other flavors 
are nasty 1 styraphone cup or more i prefer a nice glass cup  
ice cubes use a little sprite...pours 2 OUNCES of LEAN in a 12 oz 
sprite…” 
 

Another user comments in agreement:	
 

“…that's the exact original Recipe!...i dono bout you but after [name 
redacted] mixes the RX and the Sprite, I like to throw a couple jolly 
ranchers in the cup to get some good flavor, WATERMELON flavored 
jolly ranchers! 

 
Many users not only recommend Sprite as a main ingredient in the mixture, but also 

specify details regarding measurements and portions that are needed for a potent mix:  

“...this is how its done!INGREDIENTS: 
- Take 40-80mgs of your cough syrup WITH CODEINE! (preferably 
cheratussin), Get a 20oz Sprite, Get some Jolly Ranchers, preferably 
CHERRY, AND THAT'S IT!” 
 
 
“Hey guys so 2 of my friends are coming over and one is bringing some 
codine and we are going to make a codine blunt and also drink some 
sizzurp from witch ive heard is sprite mixed with codine and a jolly 
rancher i was wondering how much to put into each sizzurp cup also 
anything else i should know is greatly appreciated…” 
 
Reply: 2oz of syrup, 6oz of sprite 
1 jolly rancher, i wouldnt drink more than 4oz 
2oz = about 120mg of codeine i believe. 

 
 
This presents a really interesting connection to Sprite’s emphasis on “mixing” both 

literally and symbolically in its marketing efforts.  Sprite actively promotes mixing its 

original lemon and lime drink with other flavors through its product offerings and 

consequentially its marketing communications. Over the past few years, Sprite Cranberry 
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has been a product of emphasis in marketing campaigns. This new drink, takes the 

original lemon and lime Sprite and infuses it with a cranberry flavor. As mentioned in a 

TV ad spot: “The magic is in the mix. Sprite Cranberry is back in time for the holidays.” 

Also according to press release, in 2016, Sprite brought back its Sprite tropical mix, 

which gives the soda strawberry and pineapple flavors. In its partnership with NBA 

superstar Lebron James, Sprite LeBron’s Mix, which features an orange and cherry 

flavor. In its social media, there was the constant use of the hashtag #Lebronsmix 

throughout 2015. There is also a symbolic theme of mix, with Sprite’s partnerships with 

regional deejays, which were apart of its 2015 #ObeyYourThirst campaign, which was 

heavily features on social media. Sprite was also an option in the Coca-Cola Freestyle 

machine, which encouraged the mixing of Sprite with other Coca-Cola sodas. 

Throughout its marketing, Sprite suggests that its original lemon and lime flavor can be 

“re-mixed”. 

The lean subculture takes on this mixing association, and provides a completely 

different mixing counterpart, which is not featured in Sprite’s marketing. Contrary to 

Sprite’s marketing, these lean consumers remix the drink’s flavor by mixing it with 

cough syrup. The use of Sprite also is a “remix” of the original lean recipe of cough syrup 

with beer. It is useful to consider what exactly makes Sprite the appropriate mixing 

complement within the lean subculture. Additional associations and attributes within 

Sprite’s marketing help make it a target for appropriation. These associations mask 

disparaging elements of the lean subculture that may be met with disapproval in society. 

Brands as a medium for social approval is certainly an unexplored role within 

subcultures. Subcultures of consumption are characterized by their mainstream 
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subversion, but Sprite serves as a way to counteract this demarcation in a few aspects. 

Specifically, the accessibility and taste of Sprite make it a useful complement, not only 

for mixing purposes, but also to help combat the difficulty that comes with accessing 

prescription strength cough syrup and also with absorbing or slowing down the affects of 

medicinal overdose, respectively.   

 

Dirty Sprite and (In)Accessibility 

While Sprite’s established role as a staple mixing ingredient give rise to purpose 

of the brand in the subculture, it useful to consider attributes or associations about Sprite 

which made it a suitable cough syrup complement. One of those factors, which served as 

very pronounced theme throughout the consumer forums, was the importance of 

accessibility. Sprite is a readily available in numerous stores and retailers around the 

world. Accessibility is certainly a theme in Sprite’s marketing. In its most recent “Pick A 

Can” television commercial campaign, a young boy is featured entering a local corner or 

bodega store, contemplating his choice of dozens of Sprite cans, which feature music 

lyrics on them. This commercial exhibits Sprite’s accessibility from both a location and 

time of day availability standpoint. Not only is Sprite a very available brand from a 

tangible, distribution standpoint but also from a psychological perspective. It is a 

recognizable brand name, which is lodged in the associative memory network of many 

consumers. It is one of the top 100 most valuable brands in the world, and is the market 

leader of lemon and lime carbonated beverages.   

The accessibility indicated in Sprite’s marketing is in juxtaposition to a lean 

consumer forum theme of the inaccessibility of prescription strength cough syrup. The 
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usage and retrieval of Sprite can be done very overtly, whereas the access to cough syrup 

is oftentimes done covertly and illegally. This problem regarding legal accessibility is in 

part due to the requirement of a prescription, but also compounded by the associated 

financial costs. As one user exclaims: “Dirty sprite. Easily the most expensive drink I've 

ever drank.” Another individual exclaims using secret methods to gain access around this 

cost: “its real expensive unless you know a doctor or something, or you could write a 

fake prescription, get it they hire anybody to work at the pharmacy.” 

There were many threads within the consumer forums specifically focused on 

ways to access the most potent forms of cough syrups for this mixture without having a 

legal prescription. Several users identify and share ways to discreetly retrieve codeine, so 

that they can use it for the unintended purpose of lean creation and consumption. This 

includes deceiving physicians and stealing from relatives who already have a legal 

prescription. 

“Alrite heres how to get and how to enjoy that lean....goto your doctor and 
say you wake up in the middle of the nite coughing up blood and that you 
have dry throat every nite, and say u tried ur grandpas promethazine with 
codeine once and it worked good...now for the formula....this is wat i 
recommend for ur first time leanin..-2 oz of the prometh (this equals 
exactly 4 tablespoons) -20oz sprite with ice-a jolly rancher or 2.” 
 
“....grandma was gettin her bi weekly scripts back in winter 09' i was still 
in hs at the time mane all she needed was a tablespoon n she was outta 
there so i left what she needed took the rest.” 

 
Even for those who gain access to the prescription strength cough syrup through less 

shady or controversial means, oftentimes ask about the proper formula for lean, and again 

Sprite is a consistently recommended component:  
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“…was given a prescription for bronchitis of hydrocodone chlorpheniram. 
I have a good amount left over. I know syzzurp typically uses 
promethazine....am I able to make a similar concoction with what I have? 
if so, whats recommended TBSP to add?” 
 
Reply: “Essentially....if you have some of it left over, just mix two to three 
times the recommended dose on the bottle (for your obvious recreational 
reasons) into a glass of sprite. It is the safest way to know your dose, and 
get the taste of the "lean" drink. So let's say the bottle says one tbsp. Use 
three instead.” 
 
Reply: “If you put the recommended doses of these two together and no 
more, then add some sprite and a few jolly ranchers, you will probably 
feel something…” 

 
While accessibility may make Sprite a target of appropriation because of convenience, it 

is also important to question why Sprite is chosen over other equally accessible sodas and 

drinks. This leaves wonder about what is intrinsic to Sprite that makes it such a desired 

complement in the lean recipe. The answer to this falls in the aspect of taste. 

 

Dirty Sprite and Carbonated Taste 

Solely drinking cough syrup can be an unpleasant taste. As one user comments 

about just drinking codeine: “It felt like medicine and it tasted like it too I never mixed it 

with anything before I just drink it out of the bottle.” With the consumption of lean, 

Sprite adds flavor to the mixture to help make the taste more tolerable. A few forum 

members proclaim, “It does not taste like cough syrup b/c it is mixed with sprite... It 

actually has a really great taste.” And  “[They use] soda, because they are American. And 

because it tastes better than the syrup, too.” This better taste is largely due to carbonation, 

as one forum member notices:“…the soda gives the syrup a much better taste, carbonates 

the syrup and it mixes together to become a very delicious drink.” Carbonation causes the 

fizz and bubbles in Sprite and other carbonated beverages. Bubbles within the drink also 
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convey aromatic compounds up to the drinker’s nose, thereby creating a heightened 

perception of flavor. The bubbles rising through liquid in the mouth also create a 

pleasant, tingly sensation on the tongue (Chandrashekar, 2009).  

Sprite’s own marketing features this element of taste specifically as it relates to 

carbonation. In its press releases for the Lebron Mix and Tropical Mix, Sprite mentions 

the “refreshing taste” experienced by its sodas. Each of Sprite’s recent commercials are 

filled with images of the bubbles and fizz created by the soda. Sometimes these images 

are featured in multiple Sprite bottles in one frame. Sonically in the commercials you can 

hear the fizz as well.  Another interesting juxtaposition regarding taste, is the Coca-Cola 

stresses on its own website that the functional benefit of Sprite is it’s “crisp, clean taste”. 

This definitely presents a contradictory element to the “dirty” association of the lean 

subculture. Jolly Ranchers serves a similar role regarding flavor and taste in the mixture 

when used:   

“4oz of prometh/codeine in a 20oz bottle of sprite (some people say 4oz in 
a 2 liter bottle but i say [redacted]) jolly ranchers for flavor…” 
 
“get a Styrofoam cup and put the sprite in the cup, and then slowly pour 
2.oz of the codeine/promethazine syrup in the cup. some people add ice 
cubes, and some add a few jolly ranchers to add flavor.” 

 
 While the accessibility and taste of Sprite help mask or counteract unpleasant 

elements of lean consumption, its use also serves a key role to the subculture in regards to 

establishing and communicating authenticity. Past research has shown that consumers 

seek authenticity within subcultures because of a desire for self and social identity 

construction (Beverland, Farrelly, & Quester, 2010). While authenticity within 

subcultures has been studied, it largely has only considered brands in brand-centric 
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subcultures of consumption. This analysis of Sprite within the lean subculture considers a 

brand that is not the reason for the subcultural formation. 

 

The “Real” Lean: Sprite as A Signal of Authenticity 

Sprite is constantly portrayed as a signal of authenticity within the consumer 

forums.  Lean is not “real” or “authentic” unless it includes Sprite. Several users boldly 

reclaim only one, true recipe for lean, and they all include Sprite. As one user asks:  

“What exactly is lean/Dirty Sprite?” 

Reply: “Lean must contain the following in order to be authentic. 
Promethazine and Codeine cough syrup and Sprite.” 
 
Reply: “Lean is lean as long as you have the right syrup and sprite.” 
 

 

Authenticity within a subculture can also be established through the basis of authority 

(Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry, 2003; Kozinets, 2001). In the lean subculture, this authority 

is not only expressed through experience, both also based on region, with particular 

priority given to subcultural members from the south.  

 “Here is EXACTLY how to make true LEAN (and I grew up in VA, the 
rest of my fam is in Tennessee, WV and Mississippi!..... Get a 20oz 
Sprite…” 
 
“I use to live in Houston and the sub culture of sippin this "drank" as it is 
called is huge. In all of the drug community in houston the drank is 
probally as acceptable as pot. The desired way to drink it mainstream 
style…Sprite is mixed in always from a bottle” 
 
“ Where i originally came from Houston tons of people drank lean; all the 
recipe calls for was codeine/promethazine syrup with Sprite; i do not see 
any point of you tossing bubble gum and jolly ranchers in that crap.”	
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Many consumers seeking entry into the subculture ask for advice on what to do in trying 

lean for the first time, both regarding ingredients, measurements, potency, and effects, 

and Sprite remains a constant.  

“First time doing it just get a 20 oz of sprite put about 3-4 zips of codeine 
in it then jollies and shake let it sit for a few min like 2-3 and shake again 
then [pour] up” 
 
“now for the formula....this is wat i recommend for ur first time leanin.-2 
oz of the prometh (this equals exactly 4 tablespoons) 
-20oz sprite with ice -a jolly rancher or 2” 

 
Some first timers already perceive entry into the subculture, with preconceived notion of 

Sprite’s inclusion in the mixture. As one new user of lean inquires: “Im gonna hit up 4 tbl 

spoons of this (2oz) and a 20 oz sprite with some jolly ranchers is that good for a first 

timer?” Several users assert their authority and confirm this inclination:  

 
“Ok ive been sippin forever. I gots the knowledge you need on this one.  
Get a measuring cup from your kitchen and pour it all in there. 
Your gonna want half a cup which is 4 ounces of lean a (fo) EDIT-for first 
timer 3 ounces. Then you go buy the big 1 liter sprite and mix the 3oz 
with it” 
 

Brand avoidance can also be a behavior to mark authenticity with a subculture 

(Charmley, Garry, & Ballentine, 2013). While potential soda substitutes for Sprite are 

considered, the inclusion of Sprite, lends to the authenticity of the drink. One user asks:  

“I wanted to know if anyone knew how to make some good lean or know 
any good substitutes or anything that's just gone have you fucked up.that I 
could possibly find in memphis?” 
 
“You don't 'make it', you just mix prescription cough syrup with Sprite.” 

 
Several members are chided for including another soda or substitute ingredients in the 

mix. New users are warned not to use other brands such as Coca-Cola: “Some people like 

to add more than 2oz. of the "syrup" to the sprite...but don't use soda's like coca-cola.” 
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Brand alternatives and choices for cough syrup are questioned far more often, than 

alternatives for soda. And even as the cough syrup brand alternates, the inclusion of 

Sprite is still a compliment to the mix. One some users exclaim:  

“Wouldnt this essentially work with just a benadryl syrup with nothing 
else in it to ? Thats what there zzzquill is made out of, I dont take benadryl 
to often and sort of get "leaned" when I take a few of the pills 
 
“Actually nyquil cough...I drank about 3/5 of the bottle in a cup with some 
sprite and I was spinning” 

 
 

Hip-Hop and Subcultural Transmission 

While one goal of this paper involves analyzing why Sprite is appropriated, it is 

also to significant to address the how, considering the channels through which this 

phenomenon spreads. This phenomenon has grown well beyond its original Southern 

roots, and is internationally practiced. If not’s Sprite’s marketing, how exactly are 

consumer discovering or confronting Dirty Sprite consumption? Through the consumer 

forums, hip-hop music arises as a main catalyst that introduces consumers to the lean 

subculture. Interestingly, hip-hop has been a very integral part of Sprite’s marketing 

efforts within the last five years. Sprite’s most recent advertising campaign, “Obey Your 

Verse” (a wordplay on its usual “Obey Your Thirst” slogan) centers around the 

placement of hip-hop lyrics on Sprite cans (Appendix D). A majority of Sprite’s 

Facebook posts in 2016 feature the #obeyyourverse hashtag.  Recent Sprite commercials 

feature cameos from hip-hop artists such as Rakim, B.O.B. and Missy Elliott and there 

are also recent Sprite sponsorships of rap “freestyle” battles to symbolize this connection 

to hip-hop music.  In the recent “Pick A Can” commercial, music by hip-hop legend 2Pac 
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is playing in the background. Sprite has openly embraced this hip-hop subculture in 

multiple points of its marketing.  

But, a central theme in the consumer content was the role of hip-hop in the spread 

of the Dirty Sprite consumption thus presenting a very interesting commonality with 

Sprite’s marketing. Several commenters within the forums, who present themselves as 

first-timers with inquires, unashamedly pronounce that hip-hop motivated their interest. 

Users ask: “How to make that purple drank stuff that rappers talk about ?”, “How do i 

make that stuff that [rapper] lil wayne always drinks and pimp c died from (i think)?” 

Many experienced users attribute their introduction to the lean subculture through music 

as well:  “I heard it in all the music...my partner po'd me up some barren sprite... Thirst 

was real after that.” 

 
“Lean is a mixed drink originating in the Southern Rap culture. It is a 
mixture of Promethazine and Codeine cough syrup and a soft drink such 
as Sprite (usually). While other soft drinks may be used, Sprite was the 
original.” 

 
 
Relating back to the theme of authenticity, especially as it relates to regional authority, 

many discussions referred to the historical significance of southern rap in the spread of 

the lean subculture. 

“You can go back to the 90s and Houstonians made songs about it. You 
had other rappers from different cities dedicating songs to Houston about 
lean (Beanie Siegel from Philly, Three Six Mafia from Memphis, Ludacris 
from Atlanta) and a few more.” 
 
“I live in houston texas for 2 years or so...the whole chopped and screwed 
rap scene REALLY sparked the whole codeine scene. I should also 
mention that prescription opioids are EXTREMELY abundant in the south 
(which is typically where most of the whole sizzurp scene originates from) 
so its not like the people drinking syrup are as unexposed to stronger 
narcotics.” 
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Some even blame hip-hop’s role in expanding the subculture’s popularity, as a 
reason for its increased price:  
 

“Why do people pay so much money for codeine syrup when you could 
get so many stronger opiates for significantly less money? Oh yeah. Rap.” 
 
“In Houston where unfortunately some of the rap artist have made it big 
its almost completely impossible to get it. I grew up in Houston. The 
prices for this purple drank have tripled since the explosion of rap artist...” 
 

With the spread of hip-hop music serving as a subcultural introduction to lean consumers, 

it begs for investigation whether Sprite’s target non-drug using consumers are being 

introduced to this phenomenon through this same channel, or through any other mediums. 

If so the possibility could exist that this behavior affects overall consumption of Sprite. 

In-depth interviews are used to further explore this aspect of the brand appropriation 

process.  

Analysis: Interviews  

The analysis of the consumer forums partially gives credence to the role of hip-

hop music within the lean subculture, but there is cause for deeper exploration. To 

capture further interpretations of the channels through which consumers discover and 

interact with brand appropriation outside of the lean subculture, in-depth interviews are 

used.  Sixteen students (16) from two universities and nine (9) parents of high school 

students were interviewed (Table 12, Table 13). A majority of interview participants had 

heard of the mixture before (12 of 16 students, 6 of 9 parents). A descriptive and 

demographic background of each of the participants can be found in Table 4. The sample 

size of the interviews was determined based on the perspectives presented reaching a 

point of saturation. Saturation occurs when adding more participants to the study does not  
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Table 12: Interview Participants (Students) 
 

Name  Year Gender Race 

Student 1 So. F W 

Student 2 Jr. M W 

Student 3 Jr. M W 

Student 4 So. F W 

Student 5 So. F B 

Student 6 Sr. M B 

Student 7 Fr. F W 

Student 8 So.  F B 

Student 9 Sr. M B 

Student 10 Sr. F H 

Student 11 Sr. F W 

Student 12 Jr.  F W 

Student 13 Sr. F W 

Student 14 Sr. F B 

Student 15 Fr. M W 

Student 16 So. M W 

 
Gender 
M=Male 
F=Female 
 
Race 
B=Black or African-American 
W=White 
H=Hispanic 
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Table 13: Interview Participants (Parents) 
 

Name  Parent or Student # of Kids (Age) Parent’s Age 

Parent 1 Dad 2 (8,15) 41 

Parent 2 Mom 2(13,21) 40 

Parent 3 Mom 1(14) 38 

Parent 4 Dad 3(5,6,15) 53 

Parent 5 Mom 2 (12,14) 43 

Parent 6 Mom 1(14) 36 

Parent 7 Dad 1(15) 40 

Parent 8 Mom 2 (9,16) 38 

Parent 9 Dad 2(6,14) 43 
 
 

result in additional perspectives or information (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The answers to 

a majority of the questions started to reach a point of saturation once I reached the sample 

size of 25 participants. Interviews were recorded using the digital recording program 

Audacity. 

For both groups a similar analysis technique is used. Analyzing the interviews 

followed a very similar process to McCracken’s (1988) long interview framework. This 

framework follows a five-step process towards identifying themes from interviews. The 

first step involved initial, preliminary note-taking as the interview takes place, and doing 

preliminary coding of the transcripts, 24-48 hours after the interview. This initial analysis 

after each interview allowed the responses to influence, inform, and improve subsequent 

interview questions. The intent of this initial coding was also to preliminarily identify 
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common themes mentioned in the interviews. In the second stage of analysis, these 

themes were developed into preliminary interpretive categories based on the content of 

the transcripts, and addressing these specific research questions. Focus was placed on 

identifying the mediums or channels through which participants discover, learn about, 

and interact with the lean subculture. In the third stage of analysis these preliminary 

codes were examined in order to identify any connecting patterns and commonalities, 

ultimately organizing quotes into large groups. The fourth stage of analysis involved a 

determination of basic themes by examining these larger clusters of content. From this 

basic theme development, a more official coding scheme was created. At this point of 

analysis the interview content was also placed into NVivo software, which again allows 

for selecting and organizing content based on ideas or themes. Content from each 

interview were re-coded into a node hierarchy, based on the established coding scheme. 

Content that did not seem to fall into this sort of categorization with excluded from the 

data set. Furthermore initial notes from stage one were re-read to ensure that any relevant 

passages were not being overlooked. In the final stage, the resultant themes and their 

associated quotes were examined and organized them to ensure that they appropriately 

addressed the research questions.  

From this analysis, not only was the role of rap music again discovered to a major 

theme in introducing consumers to the lean subculture, and Dirty Sprite consumption, but 

many forms of media served as vehicles to reinforce the content produced in rap music. 

Additionally several themes were discovered that reconfirmed earlier insight into why 

Sprite is used as a mixing component for this Dirty Sprite mixture. Finally some 
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commonality was found in participant response as to whether Sprite’s inclusion affects 

their perception and consumption of the Sprite brand. 

 

Rap Music and Lean Introduction 

For those who had previously heard of lean or Dirty Sprite, both parents, and 

students, there was a common theme of discovering the phenomenon through music, 

particularly rap music. This supports a theme that was common for users within the 

online lean forums who had discovered the mixture through rap music. One extension of 

McCracken’s model of meaning transfer does consider the role of the music industry as 

an instrument in the transfer of meaning (Hogg & Banister, 2000). This model 

specifically focuses on the transfer of pop star imagery and meaning from pop music to 

young consumers. In this case, music magazines, songs, and music videos are all 

considered to be instruments involved in the flow of meaning. Similar modes of meaning 

transfer in regards can be found in the spread of Dirty Sprite phenomenon through rap 

music and hip-hop culture.  

Many students remarked about being introduced to the subculture, at least in 

terminology, in their high school years (Table 14).  Several parents who knew of the 

mixture, and had engaged in conversation with their children about its usage, also 

concurred that discovery of lean consumption oftentimes happened around the age of 

thirteen (13) or (14).  
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Table 14: When Was The First Time You Heard About Dirty Sprite? 
 

Student 3 • 14 or 15, in high school, early high school 
• Friends just talking about it, singing a song  
• Most people joke around about it, don't necessarily talked about 

it natively, not talked about doing it, but just talked about as a 
fun thing to do  

Student 5 • In 11th grade  
• Dirty Sprite just because of the album itself 

Student 6 • I was 14. I used to go to this church called Spirit of Faith and 
we had a youth program, me and my sister would go. We were 
all sitting in a circle. That's really one of the first times I heard 
about Lean, 'cause this kid was like, "Yeah, this kid up the street 
mixed promethazine with Sprite and he sells it off to people. He 
makes it in his house." I was like, "Man, 
that's crazy." I heard about it music, but I hadn’t heard about 
within my friends and things like that but that was the first time 
I actually knew someone who knows about Lean personally.” 

Student 7 • Not that long ago, probably a year, or a year or two max, that I 
have first heard about it. I was 17 

• I had heard friends talking about it, it was always in a joking 
manner, or while they were talking about a song. Never the 
actual use or making of Lean. 

Student 9 • Maybe 13,14 years old 
• “Lil Wayne said it in a song, I didn't think anything of it 'cause I 

wasn't really into picking apart lyrics back then. But I heard him 
say it and I was like, Alright Lean, whatever, I didn't think of  
anything, think anything of it” 
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Many participants expressed that their original encounter with the lean subculture 

and “Dirty Sprite” was rooted in hearing about the mixture through rap music: 

 
“I think probably in like music references, like rap songs, I think that I've 
come across that a couple of times. I've never actually heard anyone 
personally talking about doing that, but I've heard references to it.”-
Student 7 
 
“I don’t much about it besides it was a pop culture, like a rapper thing….”-
Student 10 

 

When asked about the specific phrase “Dirty Sprite”, many participants, especially 

students, immediately expressed association with rapper “Future” who has an album of 

that title: “I mean, Future had two albums called Dirty Sprite, I think. He has two. I think 

it's called again, Dirty Sprite 2. I think he has a Dirty Sprite 1 album,” said Student 11. 

Student 2 responded similarly: “Well, I know that it's a Future album. Also, I don't know 

if this fact or not, but I think it originated in the south.” Other rappers were also 

mentioned by participants: 

“Everybody knows Wayne is pretty much a flag bearer for Lean 
consumption. So those two, definitely, 'cause they're some of my favorite 
artists, I hear a lot of that stuff about Lean in their music. And also, I grew 
up on southern rap, so I knew about Pimp C dying, with UGK, and stuff 
like that. And he was a big Lean user as well.”- Student 6 

 
Oftentimes the mention of the mixture in rap lyrics lead participants to inquire more bout 

the practice and subculture:  

“Yeah, it's known as Lean. Rappers will be like, "Pour a four." I actually 
looked it up on Urban Dictionary, pouring a four he's pouring up the 
Lean.” –Student 6 
 
“I heard about it after hearing a Lil’ Wayne song, and talking about the 
song with my friends at school, so I googled more about it. I google 
everything.”-Student 15 
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But being a rap fan was not a prerequisite for knowing about Dirty Sprite. In fact 

many respondents asserted that they were familiar with and had listened to music by 

artists had mentioned Dirty Sprite consumption, such as Lil Wayne, Future, and Drake, 

but strongly asserted that had never heard of the mixture prior to the interview. Some 

simply suggested that they had not listened intently to the lyrical content of the music.   

“No, I really can't. I feel like it was almost subliminal messaging, and then 
it [Dirty Sprite] was brought up later after the song coming out and after it 
being a popular thing. Because I feel like people don't necessarily listen to 
the lyrics, or break them down….”-Student 10 

 

One parent described hearing the phrases “lean” and “Dirty Sprite” before but didn’t 

know what they referred to: 

“I’ve heard the expression Dirty Sprite, but I don’t know what is, I’ve 
heard it in rap music, but a lot of times I don’t know what they’re saying I 
just like the beat…” -Parent 5 

 

When Student 5 expounded upon their interactions and exposure to Dirty Sprite, they not 

only answered with references to popular rap artists, but also mentioned the role of visual 

content in creating certain visual associations:  

“I know it was very popular in the early 2000's, 'cause that's what would 
be in a lot of music videos, with Lil Jon, and people like that. So that's 
what I associated it with.” 

 
This answer also gave rise to another key theme in the interview with the importance of 

imagery, which mainly came from music videos. 
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Music Videos and Imagery 

 While the mention of lean within music, provided an introduction to the existence 

of Dirty Sprite, music videos give rise to even clearer imagery on the consumption of 

Sprite as a part of the lean subculture, giving more insight regarding the user and usage of 

Sprite within this subculture. Both parent and student participants were asked what 

imagery comes to mind when they hear the expression “Dirty Sprite”. Several 

participants expressed that music videos provided that imagery: 

“Just from I guess from music videos I've seen…in strip clubs, clubs. I've 
seen, there's a term called bando, which is like, they call them crack 
houses, where guys deal drugs out of. They'll drink it in there. more so in 
urban settings…Those three settings where actually the consumption's 
happening, at least in the music videos. I've never personally seen any 
consumption of Lean myself.”-Student 7 

 

Being exposed to Dirty Sprite consumption via music videos, was not just limited to the 

students. As Parent 7 proclaimed: “Amongst the music videos, the entertainers or rappers, 

they include the drinking or tis mixture in their lyrics…I remember specifically a UGK 

video I saw online, where they had those cups.” The source of this imagery was not 

limited to music videos, as the presence and prominence of lean usage in other visual 

content on television provided further context. 

 

Television/News and Imagery 

This imagery is only compounded by the inclusion of lean consumption in 

television shows, as well as stories on the phenomenon in news programming. 

“I think of a colored substance inside of a white cup. That's what Lil 
Wayne used to drink it out of. He actually had an interview with Katie 
Couric like, "Don't ask me what's in my cup." I remember watching that 
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when I was younger. That's what I think of when I think about Dirty 
Sprite, when I hear that. That's the visual I get….that Katie Couric 
interview when Wayne really opened up about his Lean usage, it was eye 
opening. That's national news.“-Student 6 

 
Student 9, who was also initially introduced to the Dirty Sprite usage through hip-hop 

music, expressed gaining a more in-depth picture of its usage and effects, through a 

documentary-style television show (which was later discovered to be entitled “Black 

Market”): 

“It's a TV show, I really can't remember the name. But basically he [actor 
Michael K. Williams] would go to various locations across the US, where 
there was drugs, or something illegal was going on. And he would 
investigate whatever the culture was, so if it's just straight drugs, or Lean, 
or gun running, car jackings, all types of various illegal activity. For this 
episode….they were in the South. But in the show, they spoke about the 
country as a whole so it wasn't just like a South thing. I learned how 
people could die from it 'cause it makes their body... The respiratory 
system shuts down. So, people go to sleep then they would forget to 
breathe while they were asleep and then they would die. And how, I guess 
how it got into certain cultures like hip hop, it became a social thing. So, 
people would drink Lean and rap about it. It became cool to do, but the 
consequences were really not good.” 
 
“I learned about this from a television show, I heard about it and 
researched it. It was about three years ago. There was talk in the media 
about Lil Wayne always walking around with this cup, and of course with 
him being so popular amongst the youth I did a little research. After 
hearing about that I saw a few articles on the Internet…I certainly had a 
conversation with my son after doing this research, just with any other 
issue of substance abuse we try to make him aware…”-Parent 3 

 
Parent 1, described the reinforcement of these images, through the usage or placement of 

lean, and references of “Dirty Sprite” in television shows, many of which have some 

level of hip-hop as the theme: “I'm thinking even in popular television shows, so when 

you're looking at shows like Empire or you're looking at shows like Power, they make 

references to the drink on there.” 
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Social Media 
 

Some participants recalled the reinforcement of imagery related to Dirty Sprite, 

being seen on social media. As Student 3 mentioned: “Social media. I've seen videos on 

Facebook where guys brag about drinking Lean or whatever, like Worldstar Hip Hop, 

stuff like that.” But even on social media, the exposure to the lean subculture is 

happening through the lens of conversation about rap music:  

“I would say social media, but it was around the hip hop artists that spoke 
about Lean. And recently, Future with his Dirty Sprite mix tapes, but that 
was Future tweeting about his Dirty Sprite mix tapes and other people 
tweeting about that. So, it's still centered around hip hop, it was just in the 
social media platform, but it's still the same content more or less” 
-Student 9 
 
“I was 16 I just kind of heard about it through, back then I used to have a 
Twitter account, so I think I would see it... I'd see people mention it on 
Twitter in song lyrics or when they were referring to Future. I didn't know 
anyone in person who drank it or took it, but I just kinda heard about it 
through pop culture.”-Student 8 

 

Sprite as A Mixing Ingredient 

Not only did the interviews provide insight into the mediums through which 

consumers discover lean consumption, outside of the subculture, particularly through rap 

music, but they also gave further credence to some of the other themes discovered from 

the netnography. Particularly, regarding being a mix ingredient, several participants 

remarked about their own personal experiences mixing Sprite with other (non-cough 

syrup) substances. 

“Definitely at Christmas time at home, we use Sprite inside of punch to 
make the punch. We'll combine it with cranberry juice and orange juice 
and lemonade. Oh, yeah. To give it fizz, I don't have a better word for it. 
To give it a little bit of kick, some fizz, to give it body, I guess, like a base 
something.”-Student 13 
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“I think it does a better job at lowering that bitter taste, or that aftertaste. 
Because the Coke, it doesn't do it as much. The initial flavor isn't bad, but 
it leaves an aftertaste. The Sprite, at least, I personally don't see it as 
much.”-Student 16 

 
This theme of Sprite usage with alcohol and other sodas, also gave prudence to possible 

reasons why Sprite is a good mix ingredient with cough syrup:  

“With Sprite being a lemon-lime drink it has a very light taste, it’s not 
heavy like Pepsi, it makes the taste very manipulative, when you mix it 
with other stuff like alcohol”-Parent 7 

 
A few participants were asked why they mix Sprite with alcohol and they mentioned: 

 
“To cut the bitterness and the harshness of the alcohol”-Student 10 
 
“Yeah, it takes away the strong taste of the alcohol.”-Student 11 
 
“I'm not particularly sure, but I have hunch. I think because Sprite is just a 
standard, kind of amorphous soda. You can manipulate the flavor of it 
really easily which is why they like to put a Jolly Rancher in there with the 
promethazine, and mix it all together. You can force the flavor of Sprite, 
so to speak, rather than with Coke and some of these other flavored sodas, 
you can't really do that.”-Student 6 
 
“I feel like cough syrup normally has a flavor like fruity cherry, or 
whatever, and I feel like that's the most common mixer with Sprite, Sprite 
is kind of light. Coke isn't, neither is Dr Pepper….”-Student 11 

 
 
Consumer Response 
 

Additional questions were asked to participants regarding how being aware of 

Dirty Sprite consumption affected their perception of Sprite as a brand, and their overall 

opinion on Sprite’s involvement and role in the lean subculture. Regarding whether 

Sprite influenced their perception, there seemed to be a general theme of indifference 

from both parents and students. This response was fairly universal even for participants 

who had just heard of Dirty Sprite or lean for the first time in the interviews: 
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“Well, no. No, not necessarily. I've always been a fan of Sprite, even since 
I was younger.”-Student 5 
 
“No it doesn’t affect my perception of Sprite. Only because it's not how I 
drink Sprite I guess. It's not how I would view it in general, it's just what 
other people do.”-Student 1 
 
“As a brand not really, I don't think... The company obviously doesn't 
have any impact over that, it's a personal decision and I don't really have 
any ties to Dirty Sprite so I don't have... It doesn't really influence, I guess, 
my thoughts about Sprite at all.”-Student 13 
 
“No, to be honest, I already consider Sprite, sodas, to be unhealthy, 
because they have a lot of sugar, I already tell my kids to stay away from 
sodas…I maybe drink soda once a week, my consumption is minimal, so 
my perception of Sprite doesn’t change”-Parent 4 
 

This sentiment was shared by the parents: 

It did not affect my overall perception of Sprite. Myself and many other 
people have enjoyed Sprite for years. Just because it’s becoming a part of 
that mixture, it doesn’t have an impact on I feel about Sprite, my 
consumption of it…I didn’t think twice about my consumption of Sprite or 
my son’s consumption…”-Parent 3 

 

Considering whether Sprite (Coca-Cola) deserves any responsibility or culpability in the 

proliferation of this (mis)usage, many participants cited the firms lack of control over 

what consumers mix Sprite with: 

 
 “I don't think it's Sprite's responsibility because if Sprite was trying to 
chase every single person down who was misusing their product, then they 
would be weary themselves. It's up to a person's responsibility. Even when 
people sell beer they say, "Drink responsibly." So beer companies don't 
feel the responsibility or aren't responsible for people who get drunk and 
kill people because they were drunk and driving etcetera. So I'd say no, 
Sprite doesn't have the responsibility, it's up to people themselves…”-
Student 8 
 
“I honestly don't. I think that if it wasn't Sprite it would be orange juice. If 
it wasn't orange juice, it'd be Coke. I mean, I don't think there's really 
anything these companies can do to dissuade people from using their 
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drinks however they want. I'm sure people use Sprite as a mixer with 
alcohol and I'm sure that can be damaging sometimes too, so I don't really 
think it's Sprite's responsibility. Especially, because it's a nonalcoholic 
drink anyway and most people don't use it for dangerous purposes. I don't 
think they have any responsibility to put a tagline on their soda that says, 
"Use responsibly." Or, "Drink responsibly." I think it's really up to the 
individual user to discern whether or not they wanna damage themselves 
by adding Sprite to something damaging.”-Student 7 
 
“I can't say it's a negative thing on them. It's not like they're advertising 
like, "Hey, we go good with cough syrup."-Student 2 
 
“It's not Sprite itself that's doing the harmful thing. I think the cough 
medicine...they should have the liability.”-Student 10 

 
 
For parents, had very little impact on their exposure of Sprite to their children.  

 
“I haven't thought about it, nor really considered it in that manner. I never 
associate my son or my daughter with Sprite and Lean, and I never 
associate Benadryl or prescription drugs with Lean neither.”-Parent 8 
 
“It did not affect my overall perception of Sprite. Myself and many other 
people have enjoyed Sprite for years. Just because it’s becoming a part of 
that mixture, it doesn’t have an impact on I feel about Sprite, my 
consumption of it…I didn’t think twice about my consumption of Sprite or 
my son’s consumption…”-Parent 3 

 

Some parents who had never heard of the mixture prior to the interview, did comment 

that being now enlightened on lean consumption, that they would have a conversation 

with their child about it.  

“I think parents definitely have a responsibility to talk about this. Now that 
I’m aware of what it is, I’m definitely going to ask my son, we’re going to 
have a talk…I rank it up there with weed, other drugs.”-Parent 5 

 
 
Discussion 
 

Overall, the findings of this paper gives greater understanding to the process of 

brand appropriation, while making unique contributions to both theory and practice.  
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Brand appropriation represents the process of a brand moving into a subculture, a largely 

unaddressed context in marketing, as the study of brands spreading outside of subculture 

is far more common. Brand appropriation also considers the role of brands within a non-

brand centric subculture, a difference from much previous work on subcultures of 

consumption, which primarily addresses brands that are central to group formation. 

Focusing on appropriation within the lean subculture, also consider a subculture, which 

has minimally been considered in the marketing literature. 

The thematic analysis of consumer-generated forums, firm-marketing 

communications, and in-depth interviews shows that there is much commonality between 

the attributes which Sprite features in its own marketing and the role in which Sprite 

functions within the lean subculture. The lean subculture uses Sprite because of its 

mixing association, subjected by its manipulative taste, and because of its accessibility. 

But Sprite is not an accomplice in the lean subculture’s dissent or pervasion to 

mainstream society, but rather these Sprite attributes are used to mask the group’s 

disgusting and damaging elements. The brand also functions in roles that are specific to 

the lean subculture. Sprite is also a symbol of authenticity, which legitimizes subcultural 

capital and membership with the lean subculture. Previously, a brand’s ability to signal 

authenticity had only being considered in the brand-centric context.  

The interviews gave more insight into the spread or dissemination of Sprite’s 

involvement in the lean subculture. While again rap music was discovered as a major 

agent of subcultural meaning transfer, this meaning permeated beyond just the audio 

form of music. The use in music videos, television news stories with rap artists, television 

shows with rap music as a thematic backdrop all help in the spread of this Dirty Sprite 
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meaning. Additionally the advancement of technologically, which allow for the rapid 

spreading of information, music, and images through social media, also has played a role 

in disseminating the use of Dirty Sprite outside of the lean subculture. The emphasis of 

these instruments being a part of the dissemination of subcultural meaning bears much 

resemblance to the Hogg and Banister (2000) model of meaning transfer in pop music 

culture.  

Nevertheless, this seems to have little impact on consumers’ perceptions of Sprite, 

because they view Sprite as a secondary complement in the lean drink mixture. Both 

parents and students are more cognizant and bothered by the overdosing and misuse of 

the cough syrup than Sprite’s inclusion. In this regard, many do not fault or claim Sprite 

responsible for its involvement, citing the firm’s lack of control over how consumers use 

their product.    

This research not only informs theory but also helps improve managerial 

understanding of the phenomenon. Gaining insight into the process behind brand 

appropriation, certainly informs firm decision making in how to counteract this 

phenomenon. The study of brand appropriation is beneficial to managers, and specifically 

with Dirty Sprite also useful for consumers and policymakers. From a consumer health 

and welfare perspective, the increasing usage and proliferation of Dirty Sprite 

consumption, presents an increasing danger that from a business and societal perspective 

must be addressed.  Past research has already shown that lyrics, situations, and images 

consonant with marijuana, alcohol, and cigarette frequently found on music video 

channels and in popular music as a whole can encourage and socialize adolescents to 

engage in drug abuse consumption (Primack et al., 2008). The presence and mention of 
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Sprite within music content about lean may only increase the association of the soda 

brand with the encouragement of this detrimental consumption.  

There are also several limitations and points of future consideration regarding this 

study. Consideration can be given for an additional interviewer to given even more 

credence to the findings of this paper. There exist potential for issuers related to an 

interviewer effect, as participants may have been less willing to give completely 

revealing answers as a means to not offend the interviewer. Having a second interviewer 

in the future can help counteract this issue. Focusing on Sprite with the lean subculture, 

does suggest a limitation, as it is one, very specific case of brand appropriation. The study 

of additional brands will certainly provide more insight to this analysis as it relates to 

brand appropriation in general. Specifically, it might be intriguing within the Sprite 

example to study more about the role of the other brands in the lean mix. Although not 

mentioned or associated as much as Sprite, maybe Nyquil, Tussinex, Robotussin, along 

with Jolly Ranchers should be considered as appropriated brands within the lean 

subculture.  In the future it may be even intriguing to consider other forms and sources of 

consumer-generated content, including online consumer-created videos (such as those 

found on Worldstar Hip-Hop) and documentaries (such as the Black Market show 

mentioned). The interpretation and study of this content could potentially lead to even 

richer findings.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

Overall this dissertation provides insight into a phenomenon that is theoretically 

unique and managerially relevant. This dissertation fundamentally addresses three key 

questions. What is brand appropriation? How do consumers respond to brand 

appropriation? Why are certain brands appropriated? 

While appropriation has been studied in many different disciplines, particularly in 

the social sciences, it has not been applied to a branding context. The introduction of this 

construct within the marketing domain, advances theory from a variety of perspectives. 

Fundamentals of service-dominant logic acknowledge that consumers can be active co-

creators of brand meaning. At times there can be a communal creation of brand meaning, 

where members of consumer collectives such as brand communities and tribes, develop a 

unique, shared meaning that reflects the values and rituals of the group. Subcultures have 

also been examined as a form of communal meaning maker, but oftentimes only from the 

perspective of a brand-centric subculture. The subcultures that participate in brand 

appropriation are non-brand centric, as the brand not the central reason for group 

formation.  

An important theoretical caveat of brand appropriation is that it represents a 

circumstance of uninvited co-creation.  Subcultures who engage in this behavior are not 

the primary target consumer of the firm. While in some instances the firm may 

intentionally engage with its target consumers to co-create value and meaning, 

subcultures engaging in brand appropriation are unsolicited participants who insert 
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themselves in the meaning making process.  The adoption of brands by non-target 

consumers has been studied previously as literature on crossover and co-optation theory 

addresses the movement of brands from minority groups or subgroups and into 

mainstream culture. Brand appropriation differentiates from this past research because it 

reflects the movement of brands into a subculture, as opposed to leaving out of a 

subculture.  

Each essay within the dissertation helps in providing depth to the theoretical 

understanding of brand appropriation. Chapter 2 defines this phenomenon, exhibiting its 

theoretical foundation from multiple streams of research including sociology, 

anthropology, and several areas of marketing. This essay also offers a typology exhibiting 

some of the dimensions on which brand appropriation can vary. The nature of intent, the 

types of associations changed, along with the period of time are all a part of this 

typology. Supporting examples of brand appropriation are given for each of these 

dimensions. Furthermore, a conceptual framework is introduced, which sets precedent for 

an expansive future research agenda around this phenomenon. A part of this future 

research agenda includes gaining a better understanding of consumer response to brand 

appropriation.  

Chapter 3 uses an experimental approach to address how brand appropriation can 

affect consumer’s relationship with a brand. These experiments focus on the effect of two 

types of meaning change (user imagery and usage imagery) in instances of brand 

appropriation. Hypothetical scenarios of brand appropriation are used in the experiments. 

The change in usage of Wrangler Jeans (worn saggy and below the waist) is shown to 

lead to a significant decrease in brand attachment, but only when appropriated by new 
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users (urban youth). The underlying mechanism of this effect is shown to be the emotion 

of disgust. A similar effect is tested on the hypothetical appropriation of Jordan brand 

sneakers by the gothic subculture. Unfortunately, this effect is not replicated for 

sneakerhead consumers who are confronted with the appropriation of Jordan brand 

sneakers by the gothic subculture. This shows that the effects of brand appropriation may 

differ, depending on the context.  

Chapter 4 is used to develop a better overall understanding of the entire brand 

appropriation process, specifically through the lens of Dirty Sprite consumption. From 

the analysis of both a netnography and in-depth interviews, this study gives insight into 

the role of an appropriated brand (Sprite) within a subculture and helps identify the 

channels through which this subcultural brand meaning is spread. It is discovered that 

many of the associations that Sprite illuminates in its marketing, make it an object of 

appropriation. Sprite in particular is appropriated within the lean subculture because of its 

mixing association, because of its manipulative taste, and because of its accessibility. 

These Sprite attributes oftentimes serve as masking agents to the lean’s subcultures 

pervasive and damaging elements. This study also gives regard to a brand’s ability to 

signal authenticity in non-brand centric subculture, as Sprite legitimizes subcultural 

capital and membership with the lean subculture. Furthermore, regarding the spread of 

this subcultural meaning both within and beyond the subculture, the findings build off of 

McCracken’s model of meaning transfer (1986), exposing the instruments through which 

brand appropriation spreads, with particular emphasis on the role hip-hop music and 

culture. Some preliminary insight is also made into the implications of brand 

appropriation on the firm, based on the perspective of consumers outside of the 
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subculture. Specifically within the lean subculture, Sprite is viewed as a secondary 

element, and relatedly, study participants are seemingly unhinged by Sprite’s inclusion in 

the mixture.  

Beyond the dissertation, this area of research has much room for future 

exploration. As the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 2 already shows, there 

are many research questions to be addressed regarding brand appropriation. Furthermore 

there are many other variables and constructs which could have been considered, 

showing the potential complexity in predicting effects of brand appropriation.  Gaining 

further understanding of consumer response to brand appropriation can ultimately help 

inform firm response. The study of the Dirty Sprite phenomenon within the lean 

subculture, gave insight into the attributes and factors that may influence a particular 

brand being appropriated, but there are many other brand appropriation examples that can 

be studied to gain a well-rounded understanding of why brand appropriation occurs.  

The ultimate long-term study of brand appropriation effects on sales is also off 

importance, as well as the contextual factors which influence this effect.   

From understanding its occurrence, to deciphering the context of its implications 

and effects, brand appropriation, needs to be further inspected from multiple perspectives. 

The essays in this dissertation provide a great starting point, but does not nearly represent 

the full scope and nuance necessary to completely explain this phenomenon. 

Furthermore, researching brand appropriation initiates future study for other examples in 

which consumers may corrupt the co-creation of a brand. This dissertation is just a start 

to the advancement that I hope to contribute within the marketing field regarding this 

“dark side” of consumer co-creation. Since brand appropriation is consumer-created, 
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occurring beyond the control of the firm, it has potentially unexpected, if not dangerous 

implications. The resultant changes and additions to brand meaning from unsolicited 

sources can create confusion for current and potential customers. The rapid advancement 

of various social media and mobile technologies empower consumers to create their own 

personalized meanings and share them faster and with more people than ever before, thus 

only heightening the problems that meaning corruption, like brand appropriation can 

cause. It presents a compelling dilemma that must be addressed. Identifying and 

understanding this phenomenon through research is not only theoretically relevant, but 

also managerially current. 
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX A: BRAND ATTACHMENT SCALE 
 
1. The brand and I are perfect for each other’, 
2. Really love the brand’ 
3.‘Thought of not being able to use this brand disturbs me’. 
4. I am very loyal to the brand’ 
5. I am ‘Willing to make sacrifices to keep using the brand’ 
6. I have unique feelings for this brand. 
7. This brand causes me to ignore alternatives.  
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APPENDIX B: CONSUMER NEED FOR UNIQUENESS SHORTFORM SCALE  
 
Creative choice  
1. I often combine possessions in such a way that I create a personal image that cannot be 
duplicated.  
2. I often try to find a more interesting version of run-of-the-mill products because I 
enjoy being original.  
3. I actively seek to develop my personal uniqueness by buying special products or 
brands.  
4. Having an eye for products that are interesting and unusual assists me in establishing a 
distinctive image.  
 
Unpopular choice  
5. When it comes to the products I buy and the situations in which I use them, I have 
broken customs and rules 
6. I have often violated the understood rules of my social group regarding what to buy or 
own.  
7. I have often gone against the understood rules of my social group regarding when and 
how certain products are properly used.  
8. I enjoy challenging the prevailing taste of people I know by buying something they 
would not seem to accept.  
 
Avoidance of similarity  
9. When a product I own becomes popular among the general population, I begin to use it 
less.  
10. I often try to avoid products or brands that I know are bought by the general 
population.  
11. As a rule, I dislike products or brands that are customarily bought by everyone.  
12. The more commonplace a product or brand is among the general population, the less 
interested I am in buying it. 
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APPENDIX C: SPRITE COMMERCIALS 
Title  Last Air Date (Year) 
 
Sprite 2016 Lyrical Collection TV Spot, 
'Pick a Can' Song by 2Pac 

2016 

Sprite TV Spot, 'Bubbles' Song by B.O.B. 2016 
 
Sprite TV Spot, 'Keep Up' Featuring Eddie 
Huang 

2016 

 
Sprite Cranberry TV Spot, 'The Legend of 
St. Rick' Featuring Eddie Huang 

2016 

Sprite TV Spot, 'The Spark' Featuring Drake 2014 
Sprite Lyrical Collection TV Spot, 'Obey 
Your Verse ' Feat. Drake, Nas 

2016 

Sprite TV Spot, 'Corner Store' Featuring 
Vince Staples 

2015 

Sprite LeBron's Mix TV Spot, 'About Right' 2015 
Sprite TV Commercial 'Lebron Face' 
Featuring Lebron James 

2013 

Sprite TV Spot, 'LeBron's First Home Game' 
Featuring LeBron James 

2014 

Sprite TV Spot, 'For the People' Song by 
Danger Mouse & Jemini 

2015 

 
Sprite TV Spot, 'Legacy' Featuring Vince 
Staples 

2016 

Sprite TV Spot, 'I Am Winnie' Featuring 
Chantelle Winnie 

2016 

Sprite TV Spot, 'Sprite Films' 2014 
Sprite TV Commercial For Intense Featuring 
Phil Davis 

2013 

Source:ispot.tv 
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APPENDIX D: SPRITE’S “OBEY YOUR VERSE” CAMPAIGN 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Source: Pitchfork.com (Monroe, 2015) 


