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ABSTRACT 

 

Social contagion—the spread and adoption of affects, behaviors, cognitions, and 

desires within a social group due to peer influence—is a widely studied phenomenon that 

continues to have a significant impact on commerce. When social contagion occurs 

within a culture of consumption, brands and branded products are not only adopted by the 

community, but they are also normalized and elevated from a strictly utilitarian function 

to identity-markers. Brands become important components of cultural meaning. Despite 

this impact, the specific details of the processes of social contagion are still relatively 

unknown. This dissertation studied social contagion within the hip hop culture of 

consumption, a multi-billion dollar marketplace. Using data from the Reddit social 

networking platform, the research provided empirical evidence that non-linear social 

contagion exists within the hop hip community for multiple brands. A netnography 

determined the processes by which brands and branded products spread within the hip 

hop community. Building on the established social processes of evaluation and 

legitimation that are known to drive the community coordination necessary for social 

contagion, the research uncovered four underlying mechanisms—responding, 

recontextualizing, reconciling, and reinforcing. These four mechanisms of evaluation and 

legitimation not only provide a richer understanding of social contagion but also enable 

the embedding of brands into culture and culture into brands. This theory-grounded 

empirical analysis of social contagion and meaning-making in the hip hop culture of 

consumption provides practical insights to marketers on how to better curate signals and 

communications to drive cultural meaning. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Back in the days when I was a teenager,  
before I had status and before I had a pager,  

you could find The Abstract listening to hip-hop.  
My pops used to say it reminded him of be-bop.” 

 

- A Tribe Called Quest, Excursions, 1991 

 
Social contagion of brands and branded products within a defined and accessible 

culture of consumption is a marketer’s dream. Members of a culture of consumption 

collectively decide brand appraisal—which brands and products are cool and which are 

not—and consumption norms, based on the cultural characteristics of the community. 

The brands and branded products that are adopted by the culture of consumption become 

imbued with cultural meaning that represent the styles and ideologies of community 

members (Hebdige, 1979; Kinsey, 1982; Schwendinger & Schwendinger, 1985), 

elevating the brands and branded products from their strictly utilitarian function to totem 

status (McCracken, 1986). The adoption of specific brands and branded products is 

shared between, and imitated by, the members of a culture of consumption, which 

translates into collective, and often loyal, consumption behaviors. Furthermore, the 

consumption activities of the community are known to diffuse—a term often used 

interchangeably with the phenomenon of social contagion—beyond the members of the 

culture of consumption. At times, these consumption activities become imitated by larger 

audiences (Fox, 1987; Klein, 1985) and marketed for mass consumption (Blair & Hatala, 

1991; Schwendinger & Schwendinger, 1985).  
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Although defined by consumption activity, the ties that bind members of a 

cultures of consumption extend beyond their shared commitment to brands and branded 

products. The tribal nature of a culture of consumption is governed by an “identifiable, 

hierarchical social structure; a distinctive ethos, or set of shared beliefs and values; and 

unique jargons, rituals, and modes of symbolic expression” (Schouten & McAlexander, 

1995, p. 43), which are constructed by its members. In some cases, the influence of 

certain cultures of consumption has extended beyond demographic segments (Pearson, 

1987), racial and ethnic demarcations (Klein, 1985), social class rankings (Harris, 1985), 

and even national borders (Stratton, 1985).  

No greater example of this can be seen than that of the hip hop culture of 

consumption, which has become a multi-billion-dollar industry and has influenced 

consumption activities across such varied areas as music, automotive, fashion, sport, 

marketing, and technology (Taylor & Taylor, 2004). Hip hop is a large, well-defined, 

valuable, and growing culture of consumption with a set of beliefs, norms, artifacts, and 

language that govern the behaviors of this tribal collective and the social structure 

thereof. The construction of these governing cultural characteristics is highly visible and 

accessible by social media and other channels of communication. The spread of these 

cultural characteristics has had a significant impact on the commercial viability of brands 

and branded products that have been adopted by this collective, as seen in the prevalence 

of Beats By Dre headphones, Adidas’ Yeezy sneakers, and Cristal champagne. The ever-

expanding influence of hip hop on consumption behavior has made it a pressing area of 

interest for marketers who aim to better understand how brands and branded products 
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from across a variety of industries, are adopted and, subsequently, normalized in this 

consumption-positive community. 

Despite its importance, there has been little systematic research done to examine 

how social contagion happens within the hip hop culture of consumption. The aim of this 

research, therefore, is to generate a grounded understanding of the processes of social 

contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. To achieve this aim, I investigated 

the mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation—two critical social processes that drive 

the community coordination necessary for social contagion to manifest—to address the 

following questions: (Q1) How are brand and branded product evaluations collectively 

negotiated and constructed when social contagion occurs among members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption? Said differently, how are objects judged by community members 

within the culture of consumption? (Q2) How does the exchange and spread of cultural 

text between members of the hip hop culture of consumption translate into the 

legitimation of cultural characteristics within the community? That is to say, how are 

brands and branded products deemed acceptable within the hip hop culture of 

consumption. In order to answer these questions, I conducted a netnography in which I 

analyzed user-postings from hip hop community forums on Reddit to explore social 

contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. 

This dissertation consists of four chapters, including this introduction. Chapter 

Two of the dissertation begins with an overview of the history and growth of hip hop. In 

order to situate the research within the broader cultural-historical hip hop context, it must 

first understand and appreciate the relationship between culture and consumption among 

its members as a means of foundational context-setting. This brief history is followed by 
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a review of the relevant extant academic research on (1) social contagion, (2) cultures of 

consumption, and (3) hip hop. The literature is then connected to a preliminary study, and 

subsequent methodology, that lays the groundwork for the broader research aim—what 

are the processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the research findings from the preliminary study 

which informs the netnographic investigation of evaluation and legitimation. Chapter 

Three introduces the netnography, beginning with a theoretical foundation that links 

evaluation and legitimation to the broader research aim, followed by the associated 

research design of the netnography. The chapter continues with a presentation of the 

results from the netnography and a discussion of its findings. Chapter Four discusses the 

broader aim of this dissertation and its implications for theory and practice, followed by a 

discussion about research limitations and future research. The chapter concludes with 

final thoughts on the research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EVIDENCE OF SOCIAL CONTAGION IN HIP HOP 

 

A Brief History of Hip Hop 

Hip hop began in the housing projects of the South Bronx, NY, where residents 

not only faced poverty but also crime and racial injustice. These challenges led to an 

infestation of drugs, a proliferation of street crime, and the adverse effects of a crumbling 

city infrastructure. Chang (2005) refers to this as a byproduct of deindustrialization in 

American cities, whereby a loss of manufacturing and blue-collar jobs led to an erosion 

in tax revenues that once funded education and youth services—all of which led to the 

criminalizing of inner-city youths and subsequent “tough on crime” political rhetorical.  

These conditions produced a natural aspiration for something greater than what 

the South Bronx offered its residents. Hip hop emerged as a response to these economic 

and rhetorical phenomena (Chang, 2005). It became a cultural force of creativity and 

social protest (Rose, 1994) that provided an avenue for self-expression and a political 

voice to the disenfranchised Black and Latino youths of the Bronx, who wanted 

something more for themselves. As Mahon (2000) posited, "expressive culture has 

always been a way for people with limited access to mainstream institutions to produce 

political critique” (p. 479). Furthermore, the cultural product of hip hop provided a 

vehicle for both literal and figurative escapism—a way for the youths within the 

community to connect to the world (Brown, 2010; Emdin, 2010). In this way, hip hop 

honed their capacity to channel natural talent into creative expression, generating 

embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and a source of optimism.  
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By the 1980s, most people who subscribed to hip hop culture were producing or 

participating in the hip hop cultural product, across the four foundational building blocks 

of the culture—“emceeing” (rapping or rhythmic and melodious spoken word over 

music), “deejaying” (the sampling and scratching of records or musical recordings), 

“breaking” (breakdancing), and “tagging” (graffiti art) (Ferguson & Burkhalter, 2015). 

Throughout the decade, emcees rapped at parties, deejays searched for breaks (the 

instrumental section of a song that deejays would play in repetition), breakdancers 

developed new dance moves, and graffiti artists painted tags on subway cars (George, 

1998; Hunter, 2014). Over time, emcees went to greater lengths to compose rap lyrics 

with wittier wordplay to best their peers. Tagging, deejaying, and breaking followed suit, 

where graffiti artists tried to outdo one another with more elaborate pieces on bigger 

canvases across the city, deejays strove to orchestrate bigger parties, and breakdancers 

worked to create increasingly impressive moves that seemingly defied the laws of 

physics. These endeavors were all performed to gain cultural capital and achieve higher 

social status. However, skill would soon after be complemented by consumption as a 

means of objectified cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) among the hip hop collective. 

Emcees were not only expected to sound good on the microphone; they had to look good 

in front of a crowd also. 

It was not long before hip hop reverberated across state lines and found a home in 

cities that mirrored the social tensions of the South Bronx. Disenfranchised youths across 

America clung to hip hop as a way to escape, rebel, and elevate their social status. 

Emcees—the storytellers of hip hop—used their art form to narrate the realities of their 

environments as social currency (Rose, 1994) in stories that were relatable to audiences, 
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many of which also came from similar environments—both domestically and 

internationally. The gravitational pull of hip hop culture in the United States has had a 

similar effect across the world. Although the environments of those outside of the South 

Bronx manifested differently, the same disenfranchisement that was felt in the streets of 

the South Bronx—poverty, crime, and racial injustice–could also be felt in the streets of 

South Africa, for example. The anecdotes narrated in the music of hip hop (rap) tell a 

story of universal experiences, and the proliferation of the internet both exposed 

international audiences to hip hop culture and facilitated interactions among hip hop 

consumers. These universal experiences—what Osumare (2001) refers to as connective 

marginalities—are part of what made hip hop so attractive: they reveal a shared sense of 

marginalization, frustration, and rebellion against oppression around the world (Motley & 

Henderson, 2008).  

Over time, hip hop culture diffused beyond the inner-cities and moved out into the 

suburbs, impregnating the popular culture and influencing peripheral markets. As Chang 

(2006, p. 545) describes, “the ubiquity of an art form developed by Black and Latino 

youths well exemplifies the theoretical observation that what is socially marginalized 

often becomes culturally centered." The runaway success of the Broadway musical, 

Hamilton—which tells the life story of the American founding father, Alexander 

Hamilton—is evidence of hip hop’s permeation into the dominant culture. The entire 2 

hour and 45-minute show is performed in a rap-styled cadence (New York Times, 2016), 

and Hamilton has performed to sold-out audiences, coast to coast, night after night, since 

its debut in 2015. More recently, breakdancing has been provisionally approved as an 

Olympic Sport for the 2024 games in Paris, France (Vice, 2019). 
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Not only is hip hop relatable, but it is also accessible. Hip hop’s primary musical 

instrumentation is supplied by “sampling,” where musical elements are borrowed from 

other artists’ compositions, looped, and spoken over. Most forms of music require 

instruments, which can be expensive and unaffordable for marginalized groups 

(particularly those who are also impoverished). In contrast, hip hop is completely 

democratized, requiring nothing more than the human voice in some cases, which lowers 

the barrier to entry for its adopters. With no instruments or equipment necessary to 

participate in the musical art form, literally, anyone can contribute to the culture; and the 

same can be said of breaking and tagging. Such an easy on-ramp creates a wide door to 

membership in the hip hop collective. This is akin to the accessibility of sports like soccer 

and basketball. To play soccer, one only needs a ball and a field; to play basketball, one 

only needs a ball and a spherical ring. Likewise, to creatively contribute to hip hop 

culture, one only needs the voice and rhythm (to emcee), or cardboard and music (to 

break-dance), or spray paint and a canvas (to tag). The result of this ease of entry 

simultaneously drives creation and consumption, enabling anyone who subscribes to the 

ethos of hip hop to contribute culture product to the community, and influence its cultural 

characteristics. 

Today, hip hop is the most consumed music genre in the United States (Forbes, 

2017), and hip hop fashion, vernacular, attitudes, and body language have been adopted 

throughout the country and beyond. From France (Mitchell, 2001) to Tanzania (Fenn & 

Perullo, 2000), Germany (Cheeseman, 1998) to Japan (Condry, 2001), Singapore (Mattar, 

2003) to Australia (Maxwell, 1997), hip hop has become a global phenomenon. The 

spread of rap music has led to the adoption of hip hop culture the world over—spanning 
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ethnic, linguistic, and geographic boundaries (Motley and Henderson, 2008). Unlike any 

other music genres with associated cultural elements—such as punk, electronic dance 

music, heavy metal, or country—the pervasiveness of hip hop continues to drive 

ravenous cultural consumption due to its relatability and accessibility. The hip hop 

culture of consumption is not only critical to the music industry but also to the clothing, 

fashion, sport, quick service restaurants, beauty, consumer packaged goods, and 

technology industries. Understanding the processes by which brands and branded 

products diffuse through this collective could be of great interest to marketers in service 

to new product development, advertising, sponsorships, and product placements.  

 

Literature Review 

The emergence and subsequent growth of hip hop makes a compelling case study 

for social contagion. Indeed, what started as an inner-city community practice has 

become a global cultural and commercial force. What do we know, however, about social 

contagion? The purpose of this section is to examine the relevant extant academic 

research on social contagion, focusing on five specifics areas of contagion to place the 

hip hop culture of consumption into the context of this study: (1) the origins of social 

contagion, (2) the definition of social contagion, (3) the convergence of social contagion 

and marketing, (4) the interaction between social contagion and network structures, and 

(5) discourse on social contagion. 
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Origins of Social Contagion 

The origins of social contagion can be found in its Latin roots, meaning 

“touching” (Mernick, 2002), which is naturally associated with social transmission—

contagious diseases, for example, which spread from person to person by way of touch. 

This association extends beyond the medical context, instead encompassing the many 

communicable exchanges that occur between people. Mernick (2002) notes that even 

Geoffrey Chaucer, the famed English poet from the Middle Ages, described social 

transmission in the context of affects (e.g., grief and enthusiasm) and behaviors (e.g., sin 

and loyalty). Adam Smith (1759), the father of economics, furthered this notion that 

affects such as grief and joy are transmitted by way of social transmission: 

When we see a stroke aimed and just ready to fall upon the leg or arm of another 
person, we naturally shrink and draw back our own leg or our own arm; and when 
it does fall, we feel it in some measure, and are hurt by it as well as the sufferer. 
The mob, when they are gazing at a dancer on the slack rope, naturally writhe and 
twist and balance their own bodies, as they see him do, and as they feel that they 
themselves must do if in his situation. ... The passions, upon some occasions, may 
seem to be transfused from one man to another, instantaneously and antecedent to 
any knowledge of what excited them in the person principally concerned. Grief 
and joy, for example, strongly expressed in the look and gestures of any one, at 
once affect the spectator with some degree of a like painful or agreeable emotion. 
A smiling face is, to everybody that sees it, a cheerful object; as a sorrowful 
countenance, on the other hand, is a melancholy one. (I.i.) 

Scholars have long contended that social transmission amounts to more than just 

information exchange. However, contagion gained prominence as a social phenomenon 

in the late nineteenth century through the work of Baldwin (1894) and Le Bon (1895). 

Baldwin studied contagion as a means of evolutionary development, and referred social 

contagion as subconscious imitation. Le Bon's seminal writing on crowd behavior, by 

contrast, widened the aperture of social contagion to account for the propagation of 

opinions and beliefs among crowds of people. In this context, social contagion explains 
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the spread of mood, attitude, and behavior from one person to a whole group, or even 

from one group to another group (Le Bon, 1895). This scholarly dialogue triggered what 

would amount to more than a century of research on the subject, particularly with regard 

to consumer behavior.  

Organized by academic discipline, Table 1 captures some of the most seminal 

work on social contagion from the behavioral sciences to medicine, communications, and 

marketing. Furthermore, the research that is highlighted here examines social contagion 

across a myriad of contexts, thereby demonstrating the diverse nature social contagion 

and the context within which it occurs. However, though social contagion has been 

observed through different lenses for quite some time, there is still much to discover. 
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Table 1. Literature Review of Social Contagion. 

AUTHOR(S) 
PRIMARY 

ACADEMIC 
DISCIPLINE 

DEFINITION OF SOCIAL 
CONTAGION 

CONTEXT 

Baldwin, 1894 Psychology 
Stimulus-repeating reaction 

which is "secondary-automatic" 
or subconscious imitation 

Natural 
ecosystems and 

social order 

Le Bon, 1895 Psychology 

Propagation of opinions and 
beliefs, which explains the 

spread of affects and behavior 
from one person to a group 

Behavior of 
crowds 

Durkhiem,1897 Sociology 
Behavior originates in one or 

two individual cases and is then 
repeated by others 

Suicide 

Tarde, 1903 Sociology 
A form of imitation where 

inventions diffuse as a means of 
socialization 

Diffusion of 
innovation 

Durkhiem, 
1912 

Sociology 
The social propagation of 
religious ideas and rituals, 

referred to as sacred contagion 
Religion 

Coleman, Katz, 
Mendzel, 1957 

Sociology 
"Snowball" or "chain-reaction" 

of social influence 

Diffusion of 
medical 

innovation 

Burt, 1987 Sociology 
The transmission between people 

proximate in social structure 

Diffusion of 
medical 

innovation 

Granovetter, 
1973 

Sociology 
The interactions of small social 
groups aggregate to form large-

scale patterns 
Mob riots 

Watts, 2011 Sociology 
The spread of information and 

influence along network ties like 
an infectious disease 

Network 
models 

Christakis and 
Fowler, 2012 

Medicine 
The spread of peer effects and 

interpersonal influence 
Cardio health 

Rogers, 1962 Communications 
The process by which an 

innovation is communicated over 
time among participants 

Diffusion of 
innovation 

Bass, 1969 Marketing 
Adoption influenced by the 

pressures of the social system 

Purchase of 
consumer 
products 

Watts & 
Dodds, 2007 

Marketing 
Large-scale cascades of social 

influence 
Network 
models 

Godes & 
Mayzlin, 2009 

Marketing 
The impact of word-of-mouth on 
consumers’ actions, preferences, 

and choices 

Word-of-mouth 
campaigns 

This Research Marketing 

The spread and adoption of 
affects, behaviors, cognitions, 

and desires within a social 
group due to peer influence 

Culture of 
consumption  
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Social Contagion Defined 

Though the effects of social contagion, as a result of social transmission, are 

commonly accepted in many areas of study, the nomenclature used to describe the 

phenomenon is fairly inconsistent. Levy and Nail (1993) specify that contagion happens 

when there is no perception of intentionality in the transmission from one person to 

another. That is to say, contagion happens when Person A is not aware that he/she was 

influential to Person B, who is similarly unaware that he/she has been influenced. 

Otherwise, as Katz (2006) argues, the result of social transmission would be categorized 

under a different operational term such as persuasion, imitation, or manipulation. For the 

purposes of this research, however, this differentiation largely amounts to hairsplitting. 

With regard to social contagion, intentionality is neither here nor there. Whether a person 

is aware or unaware of his/her imitation, the “touch” of another person still influences 

his/her affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires (ABCDs), which speaks to the effects 

of social contagion. Furthermore, the motivation behind contagion is not the focal point 

of consideration—regardless of intent, contagion still occurs. Hence, debating whether it 

is intentional or unintentional is beyond the scope of this research.   

Akin to the dialogue with regard to nomenclature, scholars have criticized the 

lack of consensus on a definition of social contagion throughout the literature (Marsden, 

1998). Even as early as Tarde (1903), who is considered one of the founding fathers of 

diffusion research, there was criticism of his use of the term “imitation” to describe the 

repetitious outcome of social diffusion (Katz, 2006). Tarde holds that beliefs and desires 

were responsible for motivating social interactions—insisting that social phenomena 

should be analyzed at the micro-level—and, therefore, social contagion would constitute 
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people imitating beliefs, desires, and motivations which are transmitted from one 

individual to another (Tarde, 1903). Bass (1969) refers to social contagion as adoption 

which is influenced by the pressures of the social system. Asch (1956) considers 

contagion as the way in which group actions become forces which drive people to 

cooperate with or resist those induced by the group environment, while Watts and Dodds 

(2007) refer to contagion as large-scale cascades of social influence.  

There are also variations in how social contagion is defined in different scientific 

disciplines of study. In the worlds of information systems and operations management, 

for example, social contagion has been defined as the systematic network propagation of 

peer influence—by way of word-of-mouth—throughout consumer populations, which 

ultimately generate peer adoption (Aral & Walker, 2011). This description echoes the 

notion that social contagion is more than just the spread of information, it is both the 

spread of information and its subsequent adoption. Social contagion is also referenced as 

such in the medical literature, where it is defined as the spread of peer effects and 

interpersonal influence (Christakis & Fowler, 2012). Again, the focus here is on the 

adoption of ABCDs, not the mere spread of information. A facsimile of this also appears 

in psychology research, where social contagion is detailed as the acquisition of behavior 

among a social group (Crandall, 1988), and in the sociology literature, which refers to 

social contagion as the diffusion of behavior among a populace (Papachristos, Wildeman, 

& Roberto, 2015). Over and over, scholarly writing discusses social contagion with 

regard to the effects of social influence (Shalizi & Thomas, 2011). Aral (2011) 

profoundly declares: 

To be influential, individuals must cause behavior change in the network rather 
than simply being connected to or passing information on to a significant number 
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of people…A peer need not be activated on the focal behavior in question to 
influence her peers to adopt the focal behavior. This contrasts with more 
traditional marketing assumptions about innovation diffusion (Peres et al. 2010) 
and allows for correlated or complementary behaviors to transmit peer influence 
and social contagion.  For example, if my friend adopts a diet program, it may 
influence me to join a gym, which in turn may influence my friends to go on a 
diet. Although I do not adopt the focal behavior, which in this case is going on a 
diet, influence is transferred through a system of complementary behaviors that 
link diet and exercise. (p. 218-219) 

 

Likewise, Van den Bulte and Stremersch (2004) describe social contagion as an 

act of adoption where one’s choosing was a function of his/her exposure to another 

actor’s knowledge, attitudes, or behaviors. One clear and inclusive definition, used by 

Marsden (1998), is taken from the Handbook of Social Psychology (Lindzey & Aronsson, 

1985), which defines social contagion as "the spread of affect or behavior from one 

crowd participant to another; one person serves as the stimulus for the imitative actions of 

another" (p. 1147). This definition captures (1) the spread beyond information pass-along 

and (2) the adoption thereof. Marsden also notes that social contagion is not restricted to 

crowds alone, but can be facilitated through alternative vehicles, such as mass media, 

which reach wide collectives. This point is underscored by the advances of more 

contemporary media, like social networking platforms, which allow participants to 

observe, and be stimulated by, the actions of many other participants, without 

geographical boundaries.  

Accordingly, for the purposes of this research, social contagion is defined as the 

spread and adoption of affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires within a social 

group due to peer influence. Social contagion is present when Person 1 transmits 

information (directly or indirectly, intentionally or unintentionally) to Person 2 and 
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subsequently influences Person 2 to adopt similar ABCDs — and on to Person 3, Person 

4, and so on. 

 

Social Contagion and Marketing 

The interest in social contagion among practitioners and researchers alike has 

centered around how social transmission impacts the consumption of brands and branded 

products. In the world of marketing, the phenomenon of social contagion is more 

commonly known by the idiom “going viral,” and it has led to various tactics which 

collectively fall under the moniker of “viral marketing.” Although borrowing language 

from epidemiology, the practice of viral marketing concerns itself with the spread of 

content, memes, and information as opposed to biological-based pathogens. Viral 

marketing offers a compelling benefit for marketers in today’s hyper-connected world. 

With a modest investment and proper seeding, a small idea can potentially ripple out to 

reach millions of people without additional investment (Watts & Dodds, 2007). Watts 

and Dodds (2007) refer to viral marketing as the “ultimate free lunch” for anyone with a 

message, idea, or product that they would like to spread. What marketer would not want 

that?  

Moreover, the smaller transaction costs afforded by social networking platforms 

like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram provide consumers with the ability to rapidly 

exchange ideas and information about brands and branded products. In other words, these 

platforms act as vehicles that accelerate the propagation and influence of word-of-mouth, 

the conversations which occur naturally among consumers as a function of their 

experiences with products (Godes & Mayzlin, 2009), which is widely believed to drive 
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product adoption and sales (Aral & Walker, 2011). Anecdotally, word-of-mouth is 

popularly credited for the rapid adoption of contemporary products like the popular 

Canada Goose parka in 2016, the mass viewing of the Netflix-exclusive movie Bird Box 

in 2018 (Complex, 2018), and the wide consumption of Popeye’s chicken sandwich in 

2019. 

The account of these phenomena, and many others like them, have become a 

thing of lore in the marketing community. Consequently, marketers have developed a 

great interest in “going viral” and its apparent effects on consumer behavior. The problem 

with this logic, however, is that virality connotes the simple transmission of a pathogen 

(Centola, 2018)—in this case, a piece of content or information about a brand or branded 

product. But marketers seek more than information pass-along. Marketers long for the 

affective, behavioral, cognitive, and desirous efforts that are said to be the results of 

word-of-mouth. Therefore, it is not enough for information about brands and branded 

products to spread from person to person. Marketers want this information to influence 

subsequent consumer ABCDs.     

The distinction between viral pass-along and adoption creates a line of 

demarcation between the spread of information and the influence thereof. It is one thing 

for information to spread between people, but another thing for that information to 

influence another person’s ABCDs. The phenomenon of interest here is less about the 

rapid pass-along of information, but more about understanding how pass-along changes 

the affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires of others as a result of social contagion. 
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Social Contagion and Network Structures 

The literature on social contagion and its effect on consumer behavior spans a 

variety of interests, such as diffusion of innovation (Tarde, 1895; Coleman, Katz, & 

Mendzel, 1957; Rogers, 1962; Aral, 2011), purchases of consumer products (Bass, 1969; 

Du & Kamakura, 2011), word-of-mouth marketing campaigns (Godes & Mayzlin, 2009), 

influencers (Watts & Dodds, 2007; Iyengar, Van den Bulte, & Valente, 2011), and binge 

eating (Crandall, 1988). Throughout this body of work, significant breakthroughs have 

been made with regard to the study of social contagion.  Ron Burt (1987), the American 

sociologist, argues that social structure is responsible for social contagion, not 

cohesion—the product of frequent and empathetic communication between individuals. 

Burt's study (which drew from Granovetter’s (1973) earlier work on weak-ties) asserts 

that novel information flows through weak-ties (measured by the frequency of contact), 

not strong-ties, which allows new ideas, products, and behaviors to spread from one 

social group to another. The interaction of social networks in aggregate, bridged through 

weak-ties, is said to drive the diffusion process, a synonym that is often used to describe 

social contagion. The result of these findings introduced network analyses as a means to 

systematically study how social structures affect imitation and conformity—both of 

which are considered outcomes of social contagion. 

 Van den Bulte and Stremersch (2004) insist that network data and individual-level 

adoption data are necessary to study social contagion accurately, otherwise the 

phenomenon can be easily confounded with other forces that exhibit seemingly similar 

results. This provocation—potential confounding—and other challenges have sparked 



 
 

19 

debate around social contagion. The literature on this discourse will be discussed in more 

detail in the next section. 

 

Social Contagion Discourse 

The growing body of interdisciplinary literature on social contagion has 

introduced new findings, and with them also a healthy amount of debate. Hartman and 

Johnson (1989), for example, question Burt’s assertion that structure was superior to 

cohesion with regard to social contagion, and argue that these elements are not binary. 

Instead, cohesion and network structures are weighted predictors of social contagion.  

More pointedly, the existence of social contagion itself has been called into 

question, suggesting that perhaps some other phenomenon altogether is at work. Burt 

(1987), for example, proposes that the dominating factor driving Coleman et al.’s (1957) 

observation in the groundbreaking research on the diffusion of tetracycline among 

physicians’ prescriptions was not, in fact, social contagion to which it has so commonly 

been referred (Burt, 1987). Instead, Burt asserts that where there was contagion, there 

was also “personal preference at work,” diminishing the potential effects of social 

contagion.  

Likewise, researchers Bapna and Umyarov (2012) question the potential 

misdiagnoses of social contagion for other probable explanations during their 

investigation of the potential effects of social influence with regard to adoption of online 

freemium products. The question at hand is whether or not the cause of one person’s 

behavior, which seemingly influenced another person’s behavior, is the result of (a) 

social contagion or (b) homophily—the tendency that people are inclined to connect with 
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people who are like themselves (Kossinets & Watts, 2009). However, homophily and 

contagion are not mutually exclusive; both processes can work simultaneously (Bapna & 

Umyarov, 2012) and are complementary in many ways. People are inclined to connect 

with people who are like themselves, and people are influenced by the behavior of other 

people around them—as described by Cialdini’s work on social proof (1984). Much 

dialogue has been exchanged with regard to the confounding nature of social contagion 

and homophily. However, Iyengar, Van den Bulte, and Valente's (2011) work on 

adoption and diffusion shows evidence that contagion exists even after controlling for 

many possible confounding variables.  

This is a longstanding debate in the social contagion literature where a definitive 

consensus has not yet been reached. The aim of this research, however, does not set out 

to contribute to this theoretical debate. Realizing that it is possible for both peer influence 

and homophily to appear in observed social clustering, this research aims to identify 

whether social contagion exists within the hip hop culture of consumption, even if peer 

influence is only one part of the explanation of behavior clustering.  

While there has been much written on social contagion and its effect on consumer 

behavior, the literature primarily focuses on whether or not it exists (Perrin & Spencer, 

1981), what causes it (Berger & Heath, 2007; Berger & Le Mens, 2009; Berger & 

Schwartz, 2011; Berger & Milkman, 2012), its outcomes (Christakis & Fowler, 2009, 

2014) and whether or not it is a misdiagnosis for something else (Shalizi & Thomas, 

2011; Iyengar, Van den Bulte, & Valente, 2011, Bapna & Umyarov, 2015). As such, 

limited research has been dedicated to understanding the underlying processes of social 

contagion (Marsden, 1998), particularly with regard to how brands and branded products 
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are propagated and adopted within a specific community. Said differently, the process by 

which consumption ABCDs become socially contagious is still unclear. In the context of 

hip hop, specifically, how do ABCDs spread and take hold in the hip hop culture of 

consumption?  

 

Cultures of Consumption 

Tarde (1890, 1903) argues that innovations are often modified in the process of 

diffusion to be appropriated for the current cultural and contextual environment. Indeed, 

people rework and reinterpret brands and branded products to fit their own cultural 

meanings and norms during the process of social contagion. This implies, therefore, that 

social contagion with regard to consumption, is affected by cultural forces, which inform 

various configurations of imitation—custom-imitation, fashion-imitation, sympathy-

imitation, obedience-imitation, precept-imitation, education-imitation, native-imitation, 

and deliberate-imitation (Tarde, 1903). The sociology literature commonly refers to 

culture as a system of symbols, beliefs, and values from which groups of people, and 

their corresponding roles and norms, are established (Peacock, 1981). When a set of 

beliefs, artifacts, behaviors, and language are adopted by a population, the alchemy of 

these inputs is said to represent their culture. Durkheim (1893), widely considered one of 

the founding fathers of sociology, argues that members who subscribe to a particular 

culture act in concert to promote social solidarity among them. Thus, the effects of 

culture reflect the byproducts that are associated with the dynamics of social solidarity, 

and, consequently, manifests what Tarde describes as the cultural forces which drive 

consumption.  
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Furthermore, within the context of consumption and culture, Bourdieu (1990) 

likened this dynamic to a game where individuals improvise within the constraints of a 

set of rules. This illustrates how social transmission and adoption are framed by the 

affects, behavioral norms, and constructed meanings within the culture to which someone 

subscribes (Thompson & Hirschman 1995; Holt, 1997; Kozinets, 2002). By extension, 

consumption itself is a cultural act that spreads through social transmission—via social 

contagion. Davis (2002) likens culture and contagion as being interchangeable with 

regard to exchange, communication, and contact. Similarly, Dawkins (1976) coined the 

term “meme,” from the French word for “same,” to illustrate cultural replication through 

the imitation of ideas, fashions, and beliefs. The psychological and emotional 

programming that is coded into memetic diffusion determines attitudes and behaviors 

(Chau et al., 2002), and significantly influences consumption choices (Aaker & Williams, 

1998; Wei & Yu, 2012). This perspective introduces cultural consumption as a 

compelling research context for the exploration of the nature and processes of social 

contagion. 

The origins of cultural consumption is often associated with the French 

sociologist Michel Maffesoli, who argues that elective groups which share emotional 

solidarity—where the feelings of members associated with the group identify by a range 

of values to styles of dress to common enthusiasms and hobbies—form stronger bonds 

than civic associations (Maffesoli, 1996, 1988). In sociological terms, these cultural 

groups are achieved rather than ascribed, meaning that the strong sense of belonging for 

members within the group solidarity and the subsequent rules which have a strong hold 

over individuals, are elected—where one chooses to join or leave—as opposed to given, 
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as family or social class is bestowed (Southerton, 2011). Maffesoli refers to these cultural 

groups as neotribes (Maffesoli,1996, 1988)—“new tribes”—to connote the idea that 

humans are wired to live in tribal collectives as opposed to mass societies. Consumption 

patterns within these collectives are akin to Durkheim's notion of collective 

effervescence, where a people come together and participate collectively in the same 

action (Durkheim, 1893). The marketing literature discusses this in many different terms, 

like consumer tribes (Cova, Kozinets, & Shankar, 2007), social collectives (Holt, 1997), 

brand communities (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001), fan communities (O’Guinn, 2000), and 

consumption worlds (Holt, 1994). This research will refer to these communities as 

cultures of consumption—groups to which individuals self-identify and self-select on the 

basis of shared consumption activity and corresponding cultural characteristics (Schouten 

& McAlexander, 1995). Irrespective of the terminology, membership in the collective is 

volitional, reflecting the unique dispositions and behaviors of the people who subscribe to 

it, much like the neotribes of culture that are observed in the sociology literature. 

Kozinets (2001) explored this phenomenon among Burning Man attendees, Holt 

(1995) studied this phenomenon with regard to baseball spectatorship, and Schouten and 

McAlexander (1995) lived this phenomenon as participants in the Harley Davidson 

Owners Group—commonly known as “HOGs.” The repeatedly observed, cross-

discipline evidence of this phenomenon throughout the literature has led to the 

development of what is referred to as consumer culture theory (CCT). This field of study 

explores how consumers rework and transform the symbolic meaning of brands, 

products, advertisements, and other marketing (and nonmarketing) objects as a 

manifestation of their identity and lifestyle goals (Grayson & Martinec, 2004; Kozinets 
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2002, 2001; Mick and Buhl, 1992; Penaloza, 2000; Arnould & Thompson, 2005). In this 

way, members of a particular culture of consumption use brands, branded products, and 

other marketing endeavors to communicate their cultural affiliation, like a badge of 

identity, which diffuses throughout the community through social contagion.  

The hip hop culture of consumption in particular uses brands and branded 

products as points of comparison—whether to uplift their own status or to belittle the 

status of another—as reflected in the music of hip hop and its subsequent attitudes 

(Ferguson & Burkhalter, 2015). The reworking and transformation of brands and branded 

products are at the heart of hip hop’s ethos; indeed, they are often used as a means of 

cultural capital among the community. Hip hop is a textbook example of a culture of 

consumption as per Schouten and McAlexander’s (1995) definition. The literature 

suggests that consumption activities within a culture of consumption foster collective 

identifications which are grounded in shared beliefs, meanings, mythologies, rituals, 

social practices, and status systems (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Considering the 

frequent use of material gain and commercialization—as a means of status and cultural 

capital—within the hip hop culture of consumption, it is surprising how under-researched 

hip hop is in the CCT literature, and in the business and management literature more 

broadly. This gap in knowledge creates a whitespace for further exploration and sets the 

stage for this research to contribute to the marketing-focused literature of CCT. 

 

Hip Hop 

Though commonly thought of as a style of music, hip hop has become far more. 

As mentioned previously, the roots of hip hop reside in four creative building blocks: 
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“emceeing”, “deejaying”, “breaking”, and “tagging” (Ferguson & Burkhalter, 2015). Rap 

is the music, and hip hop is the culture (Rose, 1994). This perspective is widely accepted 

throughout the cross-disciplinary literature on hip hop, as summarized in Table 2. From 

Tricia Rose (1994), an academic, to Jeff Chang (2006), a historian, to Steve Stoute 

(2011), a marketing practitioner, there is a broadening consensus on this matter. Table 2 

goes further to underscore the research that has been done on hip hop as a culture and its 

relationship to consumption and marketing. This research sets the stage for the 

exploration of hip hop from the perspective of cultural consumption. 

Since its birth in the early 1970s, hip hop has evolved into fashion and style 

(artifacts), colloquialisms (lexicon/language), a code of ethics and attitudes (beliefs), and 

expectations of acceptable behavior (norms) (Kitwana, 2003). This evolution has come to 

constitute hip hop as a culture, a system of identity. The production of music, art, and 

dance in hip hop are often used to express individuality, and these artifacts are also used 

to establish homogeneity within the community by expressing the norms and beliefs of 

the people in the community (Chang & Chen, 1998). Much like folklore and religion, hip 

hop uses the vehicle of storytelling—in the form of song—to communicate the shared 

values of the individuals who make up the community and subscribe to hip hop culture. 

As a result, the members who subscribe their identity to the community act in concert to 

promote social solidarity, like Durkheim’s (1893) idea of collective effervescence, 

adhering to the cultural norms which have been negotiated and constructed among the 

collective. 
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What makes hip hop uniquely compelling for marketers is the importance that 

consumption plays in the community. A driving ethos within the hip hop culture of 

consumption can be colloquially described as “I came from nothing to something, now 

watch me shine.” Considering its roots, it is no surprise that the ethos of hip hop culture 

would be driven by aspirational consumption. The accumulation of wealth, as evidenced 

by consumption, provides a tangible way to signal one’s status and success at one’s craft. 

Table 2. Literature Review of Hip Hop 

AUTHOR 
& YEAR DISCIPLINE 

HIP HOP 
AS 

CULTURE 
HIP HOP + 

CONSUMPTION 
HIP HOP + 

MARKETING 
HIP HOP + 

SOCIAL 
CONTAGION 

  

Hip hop as 
culture, 
not just 
music 

Consumer 
behavior within 
hip hop culture 

Marketing 
messages 
within hop 

culture 

Social 
contagion 
within hip 

hop culture 

Rose, 1994 Africana 
Studies X X   

George, 
2005 

American 
Culture X X   

Quinn, 
2005 

Popular 
Culture X X X  

Chang, 
2006 

Cultural 
Studies X    

Chang, 
2007 English X    

Woldu, 
2010 Musicology X    

Stoute, 
2011 Marketing X X X  

Wilson, 
2011 Marketing X X X  

Burkhalter 
& 

Thornton, 
2014 

Marketing X X X  

Hunter, 
2014 Sociology X X X  

Ferguson & 
Burkhalte, 

2015 
Advertising X X X  

Craig, 
Flynn, & 
Holody, 

2017 

Advertising X X X  

This 
research Marketing X X X X 
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Hip hop’s legendary artist, The Notorious B.I.G., boasts in his classic, modern-day “rags 

to riches” anthem, Juicy, “I made a change from common thief to up close and personal 

with Robin Leach, and I’m far from cheap.” He refers to his proximity to Robin Leach, of 

Life Styles of the Rich and Famous notoriety, as a receipt of achievement, having “made 

it”—escaping the perils of the inner-city. In the same way, members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption adorn themselves in fashion—sneakers with no laces, saggy 

pants, and oversized brand logos—to not only express their sense of style as an extension 

of their artistry, but also as a receipt of success. That is to say, within the hip hop culture 

of consumption, it is not enough for one to be good at his/her craft, he/she must also have 

the most coveted sneakers, the newest jacket, or the coolest accessories to generate the 

most social currency.  

Consumption and the accumulation of material goods became a chevron of status 

within the hip hop culture of consumption. This is supported by the literature on 

innovation and adoption, which asserts that the diffusion of new products is motivated by 

the pursuit of social reward found in early adoption behavior (Simmel 1904; Arnould 

1989; McCracken 1988). Branded products have become a mainstay in the overwhelming 

majority of rap music lyrics (Craig, Flynn, & Holody, 2017), which, as Wilson (2010) 

attests, is “a part of the collaborative negotiation process that serves to support the 

identities and personalities of individuals [within a collective]” (p. 92). This process also 

helps determine which brands and branded products are “in” and which ones are “out,” 

establishing norms and acceptable consumption behavior among members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption. Understanding how this process is negotiated and constructed, 
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consequently, is critically important for marketers who aim to be relevant to this 

consumption-positive community.     

The emergence of consumption as a part of hip hop culture created a tension that 

continues to push its evolution today. Its origin story consists of a population of people 

who navigated the harsh realities of poverty in search of a way out, and observed the 

indulgences of American capitalism—displayed at its highest fidelity possible, no less, by 

the titans of industry in the neighboring borough, Manhattan. This contextual backdrop 

created a dichotomy which simultaneously inspired a rebellion against the hegemony, and 

also a celebration of it—by “turning the social costs of urban poverty, violence, and 

social isolation into an asset” (Quinn, 2005, p. 548). Hip hop provided a means for social 

commentary that detailed the plight of a people who felt excluded from the American 

dream, while also using the trappings of the American dream as a means of comparison 

among its own community members. As the iconic Chicago hip hop artist, Kanye West, 

articulates in his song All Falls Down, “I spent 400 bucks on this, just to be like n***ga 

you ain’t up on this. And I can't even go to the grocery store without some ‘ones’ that’s 

clean and a shirt with a team. It seems we [are] livin’ the American dream.” Consumption 

within hip hop culture not only provided a means of status among its members, but also 

created a sense of belonging within the social world that was constructed by White 

America.  

Marketers have long invested in music as a means to commercialize their brands 

and branded products. Like advertising (McCracken, 1986), music and music videos 

serve as a vehicle for the expression and transference of cultural meaning from brands 

and branded products to consumers (Burkhalter & Thornton, 2012). Rap music, in 



 
 

29 

particular, has been of interest to marketers because of the receptiveness that rap 

recording artists have had toward brands and branded products, and because of the high 

level of influence that these artists exert on the hip hop culture of consumption (Motely & 

Henderson, 2008). Most rap artists incorporate brands and branded products into their 

music, music videos, and public life to signal identity (Kiley 2005), which consequently 

signals cultural meaning to the members of the hip hop culture of consumption. 

Consequently, these brands and branded products not only benefit from the exposure that 

is provided by rap music and music videos, but also from the transference of equity from 

artist-to-brand which subsequently can influence consumption behavior.   

Although hip hop culture consists of more than just music, the rap music product 

of hip hop culture is often the gateway into the culture. This is because the mythology of 

the culture is largely expressed through its music, which socializes the cultural 

characteristics of the community. The brands and branded products with which rap 

recording artists associate themselves benefit not only from the added brand awareness 

that they get from being spotlighted in rap songs and music videos, but also from the 

inferences that the hip hop culture of consumption makes with regard to these brands and 

branded products. The artists act as an endorser of the brand or branded product, 

signaling that they are accepted by, and of value to, the hip hop culture of consumption—

which may inform consumption activity as a result of reference group influence and norm 

constructing (Burkhalter & Thornton, 2012). Brands like McDonalds, Apple, Adidas, 

General Motors, and Beats By Dre, among others, have incorporated elements of hip hop 

culture into their marketing and branding efforts to benefit from this normative effect.   
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Conceptual Foundation and Research Questions 

The spread and adoption of brands and branded products within the hip hop 

culture of consumption have been the subject of great lore among marketers. However, 

this phenomenon, while coveted, has predominately been supported through anecdotal 

evidence only, leaving marketers hesitant about investing in this population as a potential 

target segment. Therefore, if this research is to uncover a richer understanding of the 

processes of social contagion, it must first examine if there is indeed evidence of social 

contagion within this culture of consumption. 

As previously defined in the literature review, the concept of social influence 

refers to the extent to which the observation of someone’s expressed attitudes, behaviors, 

cognitions, or desires (ABCDs) influences the observer. Considering that members of a 

culture of consumption act in concert to promote solidarity among themselves 

(Durkheim, 1893), it is likely, therefore, that social contagion occurs within the 

community. To identify the occurrence of social contagion, there must first be evidence 

that a brand or branded product is spreading within the community. In this context, 

spread is defined as the process whereby information or an object disseminates within in 

a population at a non-linear rate. Brand or branded product spread is measured or 

indicated by an increase in the number of people mentioning a particular brand or 

branded product, or an increase in people consuming a particular brand or branded 

product over a particular time period. If there is no occurrence of brand or branded 

product spread, then there is likely no occurrence of social contagion. The first question 

of this preliminary study, therefore, asks:  
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Question 1. Is there verification that the brand or branded product of interest is 

spreading throughout the community? Said differently, are things spreading 

within the community? This question seeks to find evidence of a non-linear 

increase in mentions of a brand or branded product among community members.  

 

The observation of spread can be easily mistaken for other confounding 

explanations that exhibit similar temporal changes in adoption speed (Van den Bulte & 

Stremersch, 2004). Perhaps this spread is caused by the same people talking more 

prolifically about the object of interest, not because new people are mentioning it. 

Therefore, the preliminary study must satisfy an additional question:  

Question 2. Is the observed spread of a brand or branded product the result of 

new people mentioning it? That is to say, are these the same people talking about 

the brand or branded product, or are there new people joining the conversation?    

 

Social contagion is a byproduct of peer influence. Social contagion theory posits 

that occurrence happens through observation and adoption of another person’s expressed 

dispositions and idiosyncrasies. In the realm of CCT literature, consumers forge feelings 

of social solidarity by reworking and coproducing meaning for brands and branded 

products among peers within the culture of consumption (Schouten & McAlexander, 

2005). This meaning-making process enables community members to leverage cultural 

production systems, like advertising and fashion (McCracken, 1986), to systematically 

predispose the collective toward particular identity projects (Schouten & McAlexander, 

2005) through collaboratively negotiated and constructed evaluation. A tenet of CCT is 
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that community members are active co-producers of culture who socially process the 

generation and propagation of shared understandings and meanings—expressed through 

their collective ABCDs. For these reasons, it is unlikely that an explanation of shared 

interests alone would best account for the spread of an object within a culture of 

consumption (where new people engage). Considering the collaborative meaning-making 

process that takes place within a culture of consumption, it is more plausible that this 

spread is due (at least in part) to social contagion. Therefore, to strengthen that the most 

likely explanation of the observed spread—resulting in new people engaging in the object 

of interest—is social contagion, the preliminary study must consider the relationships 

between the contributors and inquire: 

Question 3. Do the social ties between the individuals who discuss the object of 

interest reflect connections like that of a community? Restated, are the people 

talking in these conversations connected beyond this particular conversation about 

the brand or branded product? 

 

The questions for this preliminary study draw on the solid theoretical foundation 

of social contagion and social influence and build on past research. They also enable a 

practical examination of the socially and economically relevant context of hip hop 

culture. The following section details the methodological approach to answering the 

questions of this preliminary study.   

 

Preliminary Study Research Methodology 

The research methodology for this preliminary study was developed to address 

the questions from the previous section. Although an experimental study might be able to 
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account for potential confounding variables that might provide alternative explanations 

for any observation that is perceived to be social contagion among community members, 

nuanced cultural dynamics that take place in a culture of consumption are not easily 

accessible or replicable through experiments (Schouten & McAlexander, 2005). 

Therefore, this preliminary study was conducted “in the wild” to examine potential social 

contagion of brands and branded products within the hip hop culture of consumption. The 

methodology will be described in multiple sections, including research design, data 

collection, and data analysis. 

 The Research Site: Reddit 

In choosing a research site for this study, it was essential that the site was 

representative of the social group of interest. Or to put it another way, the site needed to 

be indicative of the hip hop culture of consumption. There were many options, 

considering that the discussion and display of hip hop culture transpires across multiple 

platforms, including blogs (like complex.com and uproxx.com) and social media 

networks (like facebook.com, twitter.com), each of which has advantages and 

disadvantages as a research site. 

Hip hop's salience in popular culture created a need for this preliminary study to 

be judicious about identifying what the community is and is not. Hunter (2014) argues 

that hip hop's growth was due to a shift from cultural production to consumption, in and 

of itself, as a result of mass marketing hip hop (rap music in particular) to larger and 

whiter audiences in the United States of America (Kitwana 2005; Lena 2006). What was 

once a cultural practice of black and Latino youths throughout the country’s 

impoverished inner-cities has now evolved into a commodity — based on hyperbolic 
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depictions of ghetto-life and rap music (Hunter 2014). This commodity has since been 

sold to consumers in the suburbs to benefit and profit music executives (Hunter 2014). As 

the popularity of rap music has skyrocketed over the last decade (Forbes, 2017), 

consumption of the music alone does not constitute membership. In other words, not 

everyone who likes rap music is considered to be a part of the hip hop culture of 

consumption; instead, membership is subscribed based on a person’s cultural identity. 

Tajfel (1981) describes cultural identity as "that part of an individual's self-concept which 

derives from knowledge of [self] membership of a social group (or groups) together with 

the value and emotional significance attached to that membership." (p. 50) Thus, 

members of the hip hop culture of consumption self-identify as such by way of their 

beliefs, actions, and mannerisms which align to the cultural characteristics of hip hop.  

Considering this, the research site needed to be representative of the hip hop 

culture of consumption in its purest form, where members of this community “practice” 

the culture. Furthermore, in accordance with this study, the research site also needed to 

illuminate how the community regards brands and branded products, and how this regard 

has changed (or sustained) over a period of time.  

Of the many places where the hip hop community is assembled and engaged in 

exchanges, Reddit seemed to be the most appropriate as the research site. Reddit is a 

community-based online platform that refers to itself as the ‘the front page of the 

internet’, suggesting that it is a gateway to the most interesting and relevant content on 

the internet (Ohanian, 2013). The content on Reddit is submitted by users and voted on 

by the community—via up-votes and down-votes—based on its interest and relevance to 

the community. Up-votes signal to the community that user-submitted content is valued 
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by the community and credentialed as having been vetted by the community and 

representative of its collective approval, while down-votes signal the opposite. The 

content on Reddit often becomes the catalyst for topics, discoveries, and memes that are 

later exchanged and discussed on other popular platforms like Facebook and Twitter.  

Reddit is home to over 350 million monthly active users who spend an average of 

30 minutes or more per day on the platform (Reddit, 2019). These users congregate in 

“subreddits” that are, in effect, communities of people who are dedicated to different 

topics of interest. These subreddits are managed and supervised by a moderator who 

ensures that the conversations are on topic and aligned to the norms of the community. 

Moderators also post questions to the subreddit community to inspire dialogue among 

their members. In this way, Reddit is a ‘community of communities’ (Mashable, 2013) 

whose members construct and negotiate the cultural characteristics of the communities.  

There are over 150,000 subreddit communities on Reddit, of which many are 

dedicated to hip hop (Reddit, 2019). One subreddit in particular, r/HipHopHeads, consists 

of 1.8 million members who discuss contemporary topics in hip hop, such as music, 

fashion, and even parenting within the hip hop culture (Reddit, 2019). Researchers have 

previously conducted netnography analyses on Reddit to investigate the negotiation of 

technological and culture codes (Van der Nagel, 2013), the rhetorical construction of 

communities (Potts & Harrison, 2013), the participatory culture of gaming (Massanari, 

2015), the identification of social roles within a community, and gender negotiations 

(Darwin, 2017).  

There are many discussions available across the many hip hop subreddits on 

Reddit, which could provide a rich understanding of the dynamics of hip hop culture 
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through an academically rigorous investigation. Therefore, I studied a collection of the 

most active and densely populated hip hop subreddits which best represent the hip hop 

culture of consumption. These subreddits were chosen based on the following criteria: (1) 

themes and discussion topics comprise of at least two elements of hip hop culture—

beyond just rap music, (2) content and threads have been posted within the last three 

months to signify activity and currency, (3) subreddits that specifically focus on hip hop 

outside of the United States — like r/AussieHipHop or r/UKHipHopHeads, for 

instance—were not be included in the analysis though they may have met the standards 

of criteria (1) and (2). This is in line with what netnography researchers, who study 

cultural dynamics among online communities, have considered “suitable for 

investigation” (Kozinets, 2002). 

To reiterate, the aim of this preliminary study was to address the foundational 

question: is there evidence of social contagion within the hip hop culture of 

consumption? This question was addressed by analyzing the interactions and exchanges 

within the subreddits that meet these criteria, and the subsequent exchanges between its 

members. The observation and analysis of these interchanges within the hip hop culture 

of consumption could determine if brands and branded products spread among its 

member, which could be of great benefit to marketers who seek confidence in their desire 

to leverage the power of cultural consumption within the context of hip hop culture. 

 

Data Collection Process 

The study unobtrusively observed the conversations and exchanges between 

members of the hip hop culture of consumption by way of a public-data scrape as a non-
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participant on Reddit.com. The following seven subreddits were included in the research 

study: r/HipHopHeads, r/HipHopCircleJerk, r/HipHopImages, r/Kanye, r/Sneakers, 

r/Streetwear, and r/OFWGKA. These subreddits were chosen because they meet the 

curation criteria and offer a window into the world of the hip hop culture of consumption. 

Observations were conducted online, recording community activity across the 

aforementioned subreddits from 2016 to 2019. At no stage in the investigation did the 

research intervene in these discussions, as the aim is to observe the naturally occurring 

behavior among members of the subreddit and reduce bias (Kozinets, 2002).  

Forty months of historical data—spanning from June 1, 2016 to Oct 1, 2019 and 

consisting of all the conversations and exchanges of community members within the 

seven curated subreddits, amounting to over 12 million lines of text and 4.8 GB of data—

were scraped on October 9, 2019 using Reddit’s public advance protocol interface (API) 

to access all the interactions which take place on the social networking site. Figure 1 

provides an example of the collected data. The raw data from these interactions were 

organized by subreddit (represented as “original url” in Figure 1) and listed in 

chronological order (by timestamp and date) to reflect the conversations’ natural flow and 

capture the meta-context of the conversations within the hip hop culture of consumption. 

Each exchange among the community members—within their respective subreddit 

(represented as “title” in Figure 1)—is associated with their unique, pseudonymous 

username (also known as their “handle” and represented as “author” in Figure 1), 

exported in full (represented as “full text” in Figure 1), and downloaded for interpretive 

analysis.   
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Figure 1. Sample of Collected Data 
 

Data Analysis Process 

At the time of the data collection, there were six means by which users take action 

on the Reddit platform: (1) users could “upvote” content that has been posted by another 

user—which serves as a sign of agreement, or (2) “downvote” another user’s content—

which serves as a sign of disagreement, or (3) respond to another user’s content within a 

topic of conversation—known as a “thread” on the platform, or (4) start a new thread, or 

(5) start a new community—known as a subreddit, or (6) start an “ask me anything” 

event—a time-sensitive dialogue, known as an “AMA,” where a Reddit user can solicit 

questions from other users on the platform for a real-time response. Of the six action 

options available to users, exchanges between individuals within a subreddit thread 

(option # 3) provides the best means to observe potential occurrences social contagion 

and investigate the processes by which it happens.  

While “upvotes” and “downvotes” may signal popularity, which one could argue 

suggests a brand’s relevance within the community, these actions do not provide insight 

with regard to the chronological order of user posts and the presence of social 

influence—a driving inquiry in this research’s investigation. Therefore, the action of 
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interest for this research will focus exclusively on user-content exchanges as an 

assumption of intent and adoption within the hip hop culture of consumption.        

 

Analysis and Results 

The main question driving this preliminary was: is there evidence of social 

contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption? This required a three-step analysis. 

Step one was a verification that the objects of interest (brands and branded products) are 

spreading throughout the population. Step two was an investigation that determines if 

new people are contributing to the objects’ spread or an increase of the same people 

talking. Step three aimed to achieve evidentiary standards that the observed spread was a 

result of social influence.    

 

Analysis Step One: Determination of Brand and Branded Product Spread 

Step one involved a descriptive analysis that examined if objects (i.e., ideas, 

branded products, news stories, etc.) spread in the timeframe among members of the hip 

hop culture of consumption as represented through hip hop-related subreddits. This initial 

step made no claims about influence or contagion. Rather, it simply asked “are things 

spreading among these people.” In particular, the process was to observe whether or not 

brands or branded products were spreading within the population. The unit of 

measurement for this study was defined as the number of brand or branded product 

mentions among the community—an object of interest in the socially evaluative 

negotiation and construction process of “what’s in” and “what’s out.” To do this, I 

analyzed the accumulated number of brand and branded product mentions within the 
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aggregate of collected Reddit conversations, as a function of time, to see if the plotting of 

this relationship resembled an S-shape curve.  

According to the diffusion literature, sigmoid (S-shaped) curves are widely 

considered a strong indication of social contagion within a population (Rogers, 1962; 

Bass, 1969; Watts, 2007) and have long been a mainstay in the marketing literature (Van 

den Bulte & Stremersch, 2004). Burt (1987, p, 1301) refers to this as a “textbook 

exemplar in mathematical sociology.” These curves take on an S-shape form as a result 

of a community’s response to an ‘exogenous shock to the system’—the reaction to 

something that happens outside of the social system like a new product release, new 

music, or breaking news in the media, for example—which has been first introduced by a 

relatively small number people. Once the object has been adopted and established within 

the community, more people are introduced to it through word-of-mouth exposure and 

the rate of transmission increases. Over time, the number of unexposed people within the 

population decreases, so the rate of transmission decreases. When the distribution of 

objects over time take the form of an S-shape curve, one can conclude that social 

contagion is a dominate factor of its spread (Burt, 1987). Likewise, for this study, if the 

number of branded product mentions, as a function of time, resembles the S-shape 

diffusion curve, then the study can confidently conclude that the object was spreading 

within the population in a contagious-like fashion.  

The S-shape diffusion curve analysis was conducted using Python software to 

conduct LOESS non-parametric regression procedures. The LOESS procedure—an 

acronym for ‘local regression’—is the preferred method to test for S-shape diffusion 

curve resemblance within a data set because LOESS provides a graphical representation 
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of the data which “allows most the data to speak for themselves” (Jacoby, 2000). The 

non-parametric nature of LOESS enabled the curve to fit the data in their organic, 

empirical form based on the complexity of the relationship between the variables of 

interest. This allowed for S-shape diffusion curves to manifest in the data analysis if there 

was indeed spread happening among the community with regard to the mention of a 

particular brand or branded product. 

Considering the unstructured nature of the data, and the volume thereof, it was 

critical that I narrowed the focus of the analysis by earmarking which brands and branded 

products would be investigated before undergoing the LOESS procedure. It is well 

established in the hip hop literature that rap music, among other things, often 

communicates the mythology of hip hop culture. With this understanding, I used the 

lyrics of rap music to identify a list of brands and branded products to analyze. This list 

was compiled by aggregating some of the most referenced brands in rap lyrics during the 

research period of 6/1/16 to 10/1/19, sourced by Genius.com—the lyric and content 

annotation website—and the Billboard hip hop charts. The brands and branded products 

on the list spanned across a myriad of industries like fashion (Adidas, Yeezy, Champion 

Brand, Fila, Off-white, Carhartt, Supreme, Balenciaga, Gucci, Wranglers, Versace, and 

Christian Louboutin), tech (Instagram, Beats By Dre, StockX, Airpods, DMs–direct 

messaging, and FaceTime), auto (Tesla and Jeep), medicine (Xanax), alcohol (Hennessy), 

and gaming (Fortnite). The full list of brands and branded products of interest is provided 

below in Table 3.  
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Table 3.  
Brands and Branded Products of Interest  

Adidas AirPods Balenciaga Beats by Dre Carhartt Champion 

Christian 
Louboutin 

DM FaceTime Fila Fortnite Golden State 
Warriors 

Gucci Hennessy Instagram Jeep Off-White StockX 

Supreme Tesla Versace Wrangler Xanax Yeezy 

 

A brief search on Reddit revealed that these brands and branded products showed 

up in the conversations that take place within the curated hip hop-related subreddits as 

well. Therefore, I used this list in the LOESS procedure to establish whether these brands 

and branded products have spread within the hip hop culture of consumption as observed 

through the resemblance of S-shape diffusion curves. The exact names of these brands, as 

well as their colloquial monikers and common misspellings—which is important because 

of the nature of this research and its investigation of textual data—were used as the 

coding keywords in Python for the LOESS producer. The glossary of brands and branded 

products used in the study is provided below in Table 4.  
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Table 4.  
Coding Glossary For S-Shape Curve Analysis
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Analysis Step Two: Determination of Unique Contributors 

Although S-shape curves provide a strong indication of social contagion, some 

researchers have produced evidence that suggests S-shaped curves can be produced when 

social contagion does not occur at all (Van den Bulte & Stremersch, 2004). For instance, 

the observed spread could be a result of the same individuals mentioning the brand or 

branded product more frequently. Therefore, once it has been established that an object (a 

brand or branded product) is spreading within the community, step two of the analysis 

seeks to determine whether the spread of the object is potentially due to social influence. 

Said differently, are people talking about the brand or branded product because other 

people are talking about it?  

The identification of social influence requires preliminary evidence that the 

increase in mentions of brands and branded products is primarily due to an increase in 

new individuals joining the conversation. Because the increase in mentions could be due 

to the same individuals talking about the brand or branded product more frequently, this 

possibility needs to be ruled out. Therefore, step two sought to analyze how unique the 

contributors of the spread truly are.    

This analysis of the individuals who contributed to the spread involved an 

investigation of the inflection points on the S-shaped curves. The inflection points on the 

convex and concave bends of the S-shape curves signify changes in the rate of 

transmission and give the curve its unique shape. Observing the inflections points also 

enabled me to view the temporal nature of the conversations between individuals, based 

on the chronological occurrence of brand or branded product mentions within the 

subreddit. In other words, did person A within the network talk about brand X on day 1, 
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and did Person B start talking about brand X afterwards? These inflection points were 

investigated to determine whether the increase in mentions of brands and branded 

products is a result of an increase in new individuals who joined the conversation.  

The number of brand or branded product mentions, and the number of unique 

individuals (identified by unique Reddit handles) who made the mention during the bends 

of the curve, were tabulated and recorded for each inflection point of the S-shape curve. 

The ratio of unique individuals to the number of mentions, within the bend range of a 

specific inflection point, reveals the degree to which new people entered the conversation 

about the brand or branded product. This was used as the indicator to determine whether 

new people are entering the discussion of the brands or branded products that are 

spreading within the community. For example, a ratio of 1.0 indicates that each mention 

was made by a unique individual, underscoring the conclusion that the brand or branded 

product is indeed spreading within the population. However, a 1.0 value is not necessary 

to indicate spread. For the sake of this research, a 0.5 value will be used as the 

measurement threshold to sufficiently determine that spread has occurred when at least 

half of the people entering the conversation are new. Said differently, for every one 

person that mentions the brand or branded product, a new person mentions the brand or 

branded product as a signal of adoption. To perform this investigation, each mention of 

the brand or branded product that exhibited an S-shape curve resemblance during step 

one was manually identified, hand-counted, and flagged for repeated mentions by 

previous commenters (individuals).  
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Analysis Step Three: Determination of Social Influence 

Determining social influence requires a level of evidentiary standard beyond the 

uniqueness of contributors that was established in step two. While the aggregate patterns 

in step one and step two provide some indication of whether or not influence has taken 

place, to accurately identify peer influence the research much also consider the 

relationship between the contributors as well. This provocation draws on insights from 

Van den Bulte and Stremersch (2004) who assert that data associated with diffusion—a 

synonym often used to describe social contagion—should be analyzed at the individual-

level network. Therefore, step three sought out to examine the connections between the 

unique contributors through a network analysis to determine if the observed spread is due 

in-part to social influence.  

The social contagion literature stresses the importance of network structures as a 

means to glean insights on social influence and the systematic study of the ways in which 

network proximity creates social pressures and influences conformity (Burt, 1987). To 

that end, Christakis and Fowler (2011) note that researchers must map the network to 

ascertain the dynamics of contagion. Therefore, step three involved a social network 

analysis of the Reddit users who participated in the brand and branded product 

conversations that resembled S-shaped diffusion curves identified in step one.  

The notion of using network map analyses as a companion to the study of online 

social conversations is not novel. For example, researchers, Buntain and Golbek (2014), 

used a third-party tool to crawl specific Reddit communities for user comments, and then 

mapped the community’s social structure using the NetworkX Python software package 

to identify social roles among users of Reddit. However, there has yet been a study which 
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combines the analysis of online social data and social network mapping within the 

context of hip hop research that leads to insights on social contagion and contemporary 

marketing practices. 

This endeavor utilized Crimson Hexagon, an AI-powered consumer insights 

software, to visualize the unstructured social data from the Reddit scrape and analyze the 

network structures of the individuals who engage with each other. The connectedness 

between the individuals (unique handles) who mentioned the brand or branded product is 

determined by conversations (text exchanges) that took place between each other, within 

the subreddit, beyond the thread where the brand or branded product was mentioned. The 

rationale is that if these people, who are bounded by a self-selected subreddit, have 

mentioned the brand or branded product and have talked to each other beyond that 

conversion (subreddit thread) then it could be concluded that the observed spread of the 

brand or branded product among these individuals is due in-part to peer influence. 

Moreover, this network analysis was complemented by the temporality of the individual’s 

text exchanges which was documented in chronological order.  

A high degree of connectedness would manifest in the network map visualization 

by way of dense ties (referred to as “edges” in network theory literature). The more ties 

that exist between the users, the more dense the visualization of the network map will be 

and, consequently, the more connected the individuals are—especially those who are 

positioned within the centermost part of the network. This would be the indicator that the 

social ties that exist between these individuals reflects that these people are a community 

of peers. A dense network map visualization not only reflects that these individuals have 

engaged in social exchanges with one another beyond the mention of the brand or 
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branded product of interest (captured as brand and branded product spread in step one), 

but also signals that these individuals are peers. These connections were measured 

qualitatively by the visual degree of density that are represented in the network maps.  

The outcome of this analysis would enable the study to meet a higher evidentiary 

standard in its suggestion that the observed spread of brands and branded products was 

in-part a result of peer influence. Moreover, the sequential outcomes of step one through 

three would confidently address the research question—is there evidence of social 

contagion with regard to brands and branded products within the selected hip hop-related 

subreddits?  

 

Results: Determination of Brand and Branded Product Spread 

A LOESS non-parametric regression analysis was conducted on a data scrape of 

social text that was exchanged between community members on seven hip hop-related 

subreddits. One hundred and sixty eight analyses were performed to assess whether or not 

the aggregated mentions of 24 brands and branded products exhibited S-shape curve 

resemblances—a common indicator that an object is spreading within a population. This 

undertaking was done to address step one of the study: Is there verification that there are 

objects spreading among the community? Of the 24 brands analyzed, nine (9) brands 

visibly exhibited S-shape curve resemblances.  

These brands and branded products were Adidas, AirPods, Carhartt, Fortnite, Off-

White, Supreme, Tesla, Xanax, and Yeezy. The subreddits where these brand and 

branded product mentions exhibited S-shape curve resemblances were the following: 

r/HipHopHeads for Adidas, r/Kanye for AirPods, r/Sneakers for Carhartt, r/Kanye for 
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Fortnite, r/Kanye for Off-White, r/Kanye for Supreme, r/Sneakers for Tesla, r/Kanye for 

Xanax, and r/HipHopHeads for Yeezy. Figure 2 illustrates the visual representation of the 

aggregated mentions of the brands and branded products that resembled S-shape curves, 

and the corresponding subreddits where they appeared. Each of these nine (9) curves 

manifested two inflection point bends (one convex and a latter one concaved), which 

signified the unique form of an S-shape curve. Conversely, Figure 3 presents a 

contrasting view illustrating a sample of brands and branded products that did not 

produce S-shape curves during the analysis period as identified by the absence of the two 

distinct inflection points.     
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Figure 2. Resemblance of S-Shaped Curve Formation. 
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Figure 3. No Presence of S-Shaped Curve Formation 
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Results: Determination of Unique Contributors 

The range of inflection point bends, associated with the accumulated mentions of 

each brand or branded product, happened at different points in time within the research 

period, for different lengths of time, with a variance in conversation volume—as defined 

by the number of brand and branded product mentions. For instance, the estimated 

inflection points for Adidas took place on 3/26/18 (Inflection Point 1) and 10/1/18 

(Inflection Point 2), accumulating 1,085 mentions and 1,997 mentions, respectively, 

throughout the range of the inflection point bends. Comparatively, Xanax’s estimated 

inflection points took place on 4/23/18 (Inflection Point 1) and 1/19/19 (Inflection Point 

2), accumulating 84 mentions and 254 mentions, respectively, throughout the range of the 

inflection point bends. Table 5 displays the inflection point bend ranges for all nine (9) 

brands and branded products that exhibited S-shape curve resemblances.  

 

Table 5.  
 
Inflection Bend Ranges 
  

Inflection Point 1 Inflection Point 2 

Brand Subreddit 
Date of 

Inflection 
point 

Start of 
bend 

End of 
bend 

Accumulated 
#of Mentions Date Start of 

bend End of bend Accumulated 
#of Mentions 

Adidas HipHopHeads 3/26/18 12/26/17 6/26/18 1,085 10/1/18 8/26/18 3/13/19 1,997 

AirPods Kanye 12/19/18 10/1/18 1/3/19 22 4/15/19 2/8/19 5/21/19 87 

Carhartt Sneakers 9/8/18 6/6/18 10/10/18 160 2/13/19 12/16/18 6/8/19 545 

Fortnite Kanye 3/27/18 3/14/18 4/20/18 17 2/24/19 1/19/19 3/17/19 430 

Off-
White 

Kanye 3/15/18 2/26/18 6/22/18 35 2/24/19 1/24/19 4/21/19 62 

Supreme Kanye 2/26/18 12/3/17 4/29/18 40 12/2/18 10/1/18 4/5/19 133 

Tesla Sneakers 1/20/19 10/2/18 2/4/19 69 5/26/19 3/16/19 6/5/19 114 

Xanax Kanye 4/23/18 1/1/18 6/17/18 84 1/19/19 12.14.18 3/18/19 254 

Yeezy HipHopHeads 3/29/18 1/24/18 6/26/18 536 10/21/18 8/26/18 1/15/19 1,210 
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A further investigation into the bends of the inflection points revealed the number 

of unique handles (individuals) that participated in the brand or branded product 

conversations during the range of the curve’s bends. Table 6 displays the date of both 

inflection points for each S-shape curve, the number of unique handles that mentioned the 

brand or branded products, and the aggregate number of brand and branded product 

mentions within the population during the time horizon of the study. At no point within 

the inflection point bend range was the ratio of unique individuals to number of mentions 

(the ration of uniqueness) less than 0.71 for any of the nine (9) brands: Adidas (IP1 = 

0.71, IP2 = 0.75), AirPods (IP1 = 1.0, IP2 = 0.86), Carhartt (IP1 = 0.86, IP2 = 0.84), 

Fortnite (IP1 = 0.94, IP2 = 0.90), Off-White (IP1 = 1.0, IP2 = 1.0), Supreme (IP1 = 0.80, 

IP2 = 0.91), Tesla (IP1 = 0.96, IP2 = 0.92), Xanax (IP1 = 1.0, IP2 = 0.93), Yeezy (IP1 = 

0.9, IP2 = 0.77). 
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Table 6.  
 
Inflection Point Bend Investigation 

 

 

  
Inflection Point Inflection Point 2 

Total 
Spread 

  

Total 
Spread 

  

Brand Subreddit 
Date of 

Inflection 
Point 

# of 
Mentions 

# of Unique 
Contributors 

Ratio of 
Uniqueness 

Date of 
Inflection 

Point 
# of 

Mentions 
# of Unique 

Contributors 
Ratio of 

Uniqueness 
Total # of 
Mentions 

% of 
Inflection 

Point 
Mentions 
to Total 

Mentions 
Adidas HipHopHeads 3/26/18 923 655 0.71 10/1/18 605 455 0.75 2,303 48% 

AirPods Kanye 12/19/18 13 13 1.0 4/15/19 29 25 0.86 453 8% 

Carhartt Sneakers 9/8/18 71 61 0.86 2/13/19 247 207 0.84 607 44% 

Fortnite Kanye 3/27/18 16 15 0.94 2/24/19 48 43 0.90 453 13% 

Off-

White 
Kanye 3/15/18 25 25 1.0 2/24/19 13 13 1.0 79 49% 

Supreme Kanye 2/26/18 15 12 0.80 12/2/18 43 39 0.91 160 32% 

Tesla Sneakers 1/20/19 45 43 0.96 5/26/19 26 24 0.92 135 50% 

Xanax Kanye 4/23/18 49 49 1.0 1/19/19 74 69 0.93 287 41% 

Yeezy HipHopHeads 3/29/18 296 265 0.9 10/21/18 510 395 0.77 1,635 40% 
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In some cases, the number of brand and branded product mentions that occurred 

during the inflection point bends of the S-shape curve resemblance accounted for 40% or 

more of the total object mentions during the observed spread. This percent measurement 

is significant because it indicates the density of conversations that took place when the 

momentum of the spread was at its highest. For example, the mentions during the 

inflection point bends of the Adidas S-shape curve resemblance constituted 48% of total 

object mentions, whereas the mentions for AirPods, accounted for only 8%. The 

implication of a 48% measurement means that almost half of Adidas brand mentions 

happened when the rate of spread was at its highest and, likely, the conversations around 

the brand was most active. This is meaningful because an analysis of brand and branded 

product conversations with significant percentage of inflection point mentions to total 

mentions could likely yield rich insights. The percent of inflection point mentions to total 

mentions is displayed, in-full, in Table 6.  

 

Results: Determination of Social Influence 

A network mapping analysis was conducted to evaluate whether or not the 

observed spread of each of the nine (9) brands and branded products that exhibited S-

shape curve resemblances during step one of Study 1 was a result of social influence. As 

reflected in Figures 4-12, eight (8) of the nine (9) analyzed brands and branded products 

produced dense network map visualizations. The network map visualization for Off-

White (Fig. 8) appeared to be less dense than that of the other brands and branded 

products. As a reminder, the maps presented here are a visualization of the connections 

between the people that have participated in the spread of brands and branded products. 
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Each node in the graph is a Reddit user within the subreddit. These nodes (individual 

Reddit users) are connected by edges of those users who participated in the same thread 

beyond the mention of interest.  

 

 
Figure 4. Adidas (r/HipHopHeads) Network Map 

 
 
 

 
Figure 5. AirPods (r/Kanye) Network Map 
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Figure 6. Carhartt (r/Sneakers) Network Map 

 

 
Figure 7. Fortnite (r/Kanye) Network Map 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Off-White (r/Kanye) Network Map 
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Figure 9. Supreme (r/Kanye) Network Map 

 

 
Figure 10. Tesla (r/Sneakers) Network Map 

 
 

 
Figure 11. Xanax (r/Kanye) Network Map 
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Figure 12. Yeezy (r/HipHopHeads) Network Map 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 The aim of this preliminary study was to address a foundational question: is there 

evidence of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption? This inquiry 

required a three-step analysis to meet the study’s rigorous ambitions. The findings of 

these analyses are discussed below and followed with concluding thoughts.  

 

Determination of Brand and Branded Product Spread Discussion 

Step one sought to verify that objects were spreading among the population of 

interest by way of a LOESS non-parametric regression analysis. Nine (9) of the 24 brands 

and branded products that were analyzed exhibited an S-shape curve resemblance—a tell-

tale sign that something is indeed spreading. However, the degree to which the curves 

bend (giving the curve its unique “S” shape, noted here as its “S-ness”), however, were 

not uniform. Some curves, like AirPods, exhibited pronounced bends at the inflection 

points along the S-shape curve, whereas other curves, like Fortnite, exhibited softer 

bends. These bends dictate the adoption rate of community members that mentioned the 

brand or branded product. Pronounced bends equate to a more accelerated adoption over 
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time than that of a more gradual bend. Although this observation suggests that some 

brands and branded products spread faster than others, this distinction is outside of the 

scope of this analysis.  

The aim of step one was to verify spread, not to differentiate the rate of spread for 

these objects. Consequently, this research can conclude that there was indeed evidence of 

spread within the hip hop culture of consumption from 6/1/19 to 10/1/19 for the 

following brands and branded products: Adidas, AirPods, Carhartt, Fortnite, Off-White, 

Supreme, Tesla, Xanax, and Yeezy. Though it is possible that the remaining 15 brands 

exhibited spread at some point within this community, the phenomenon was not observed 

during the window of the research period; hence, they were excluded from the proceeding 

analysis. 

It also should be noted that the brands and branded products that exhibited S-

shape curves within their respective subreddit were not as congruent as one might have 

intuitively expected. For instance, the Adidas brand, which primary produces sneakers, 

showed evidence of spread in the r/HipHopHeads subreddit, whereas Carhartt, a producer 

of work apparel, exhibited an S-shape curve resemblance in the r/Sneaker subreddit. 

Likewise, the Adidas + Kanye West branded product, Yeezy, showed signs of spreading 

within the r/HipHopHeads subreddit but not the r/Kanye subreddit. This observation 

mitigates the potential explanation that the brands and branded products that generated S-

shaped curves were a result of a popularity confound that generated temporal changes in 

adoption speed (Van den Bultle & Stremersch, 2004). That is to say, if Yeezy (the 

branded product) was spreading because Kanye West (the hip hop artist) was spreading 

then surely Yeezy would have exhibited an S-shape curve in the r/Kanye subreddit where 
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people have joined a community associated with the artist. That was not the case, which 

adds credence to the notion that the observed spread is possibly a result of social 

influence.        

 

Determination of Unique Contributors Discussion 

The aim of step two was to determine the degree to which the spread was driven 

by unique contributors. This data would provide an indication of social influence by 

observing an increase in new individuals joining the conversation about the brand or 

branded product. To do this, an inflection point investigation was conducted along the 

bend ranges of the S-curve, which produced evidence that the rate of unique contributors 

to the conversation, relative to total contributions, was at its highest 1.0 and its lowest 

0.71. This suggests that the majority of mentions that took place during the increased rate 

of brand or branded product mentions was a result of new people entering the 

conversation.  

Moreover, this rules out the possibility that the increase in mentions was due to 

the same individuals talking about the brand or branded product more frequently. This 

determination was critical to the study’s ability to make claims about whether social 

contagion occurred within the population. If it were the case that the inflection points 

were due to the same people talking more frequently, then the S-shape curve resemblance 

would be considered a false-positive representation of contagion because there would be 

no indication of social influence to unique contributors. Consequently, this research can 

confidently conclude that the spread of the nine (9) brands and branded products was a 

result of new people entering the conversation. 
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 Notably, the ratio of inflection point mentions to total mentions reveals some 

insight with regard to the extent of spread within the population. This metric indicates 

how much of the observed conversation took place during the highest rate of social 

transmission of the object during the period of the research—arguably the most contagion 

moments of the spread. Of the nine (9) brands and branded products analyzed in step two, 

six (6) of these objects—Adidas, Carhartt, Off-White, Tesla, Xanax, and Yeezy—

produced percentages of 40% or higher, which represents a significant portion of the total 

conversations. This suggests that the spread of these objects were more contagious than 

the objects that produced lower percentages—AirPods (8%), Fortnite (13%), and 

Supreme (32%). That is to say, two-thirds of the analyzed brands in step two exhibited a 

significant degree of spread during the research period. This notation is not to diminish 

the spread of any of the nine (9) brands but, rather, to glean an understanding about the 

extent to which social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of consumption.  

 

Determination of Social Influence Discussion 

Step three, the final analysis, aimed to achieve a level of evidentiary standard, 

beyond what was reached in step two. Meeting this standard would allow the study to 

conclude that the spread observed in step one was in fact a result of social influence. A 

network map analysis was conducted to evaluate the connectedness of the individuals 

who contributed to the conversations about the brand or branded product. The map is a 

representation of the connectedness between the individual contributors observed in step 

two. Each node in the network map represents an individual (by handle), within the 
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subreddit, who mentioned the brand or branded product. The ties (edges) between the 

nodes represent a relationship.  

The relationship, in this case, is defined by the presence of interactions between 

the two individuals beyond the thread of the observed mention. Put simply, the network 

map identifies whether two people who mentioned a brand or branded product in a given 

thread within the same subreddit have participated in conversations in a different thread 

within the same subreddit. Considering these two individuals are a part of a self-selected 

community on Reddit (the subreddit) and have engaged in social interactions beyond the 

observed brand mention, it can be reasonably inferred that these individuals are peers. A 

tie between the two individual nodes—the contributors—in the network map is used to 

denote their connectedness and an indication that the spread of brands and branded 

products within the network was in-part a result of peer influence.  

Burt (1987) argues that the structural cohesion between individuals in the 

network, the extent to which people have the same pattern of relations with others in the 

network, is a predictor of social contagion because people are tied to each other and 

similarly tied to other people. Therefore, the presence of dense ties among contributors 

within the network denotes more structural connectedness among the contributors and a 

strong indicator that social contagion is present. The result of this connectedness creates a 

dense, cluster of social ties (“hairball”) within the network map visualization, which was 

used as the primary indicator for the network analysis.  

 Of the nine (9) brands and branded products that were analyzed, all but one—

Off-White—generated network maps that expressed a meaningful level of connectedness 

between the individual contributors that met the rigor needed to confidently conclude that 
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social contagion occurred within this population. Fig. 4E visualizes the structure of the 

Off-White network map. The appearance of the map is far less dense than that of Adidas 

(Fig 4A) and Yeezy (Fig 4I), for instance. While there are indeed ties between the 

individual contributors within the Off-White network map, its lack of a “hairball” cluster 

disqualifies the brand from being counted among the brands and branded products that 

achieved the evidentiary standard desired to conclude that the observed spread in step one 

was a result of social influence.   

 

Conclusions 

 I sought out to investigate whether there is evidence of social contagion within the 

hip hop culture of consumption. The three questions driving this preliminary study were: 

(1) Is there verification that the brand or branded product of interest is spreading 

throughout the community? Said differently, are things spreading within the community? 

(2) Is the observed spread of a brand or branded product the result of new people 

mentioning it? That is to say, are these the same people talking about the brand or 

branded product, or are there new people joining the conversation? (3) Do the social ties 

between the individuals who discuss the object of interest reflect connections like that of 

a community? Restated, are the people talking in these conversations connected beyond 

this particular conversation about the brand or branded product?   

The result of this undertaking offers evidence that social contagion occurs—at 

least in-part—within the hip hop culture of consumption. This conclusion is supported by 

the observed spread of brands and branded products within hip hop communities on 

Reddit and the relationship between the unique individuals who contributed to the social 
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conversations exchanged among them. The ties that connect these individuals are 

plenteous, creating a dense network within the community that enables ample opportunity 

for objects to pass from one social actor to another—facilitating social contagion.  

Furthermore, the findings from the preliminary study revealed that the extent to 

which social contagion occurs within this population can account for 40% or more of the 

conversations about a brand or branded product among individuals in the community. 

This implies that the phenomenon not only happens within the hip hop culture of 

consumption but that it happens to a significant degree when it does. The evidence 

presented here is significant for managers who are inquisitive about the commercial 

impact of hip hop on their business but too reluctant to explore the possibilities further. It 

should also be noted that the identification of social contagion with regards Adidas, 

AirPods, Carhartt, Fortnite, Supreme, Tesla, Xanax, and Yeezy was observed during a 

particular time frame. That does not, however, conclude that the remaining 16 brands and 

branded products that did not show evidence of social contagion during the research time 

frame did not exhibit social contagion at different time frame that was not captured 

during the time horizon of the study.  

Some uncertainty still lingers with regard to the potential confound that might 

present an alternative explanation of the evidence found in this study. A possible 

interpretation, one might argue, of what drove the observed spread and network cohesion 

could be that of consumer similarity in taste and interest. The perspective is based on the 

premise that these people have common interests and, therefore, they likely talk about the 

object and are connected as a result of this. However, this potential perspective assumes 

that all the conversations were homogenous in their evaluation of the topic, which has not 
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been substantiated at this point in the research. Even if it were the case that the 

conversations were congruent in their appraisal of the object, the CCT literature provides 

a different perspective as to why that might be.  

CCT is focused on consumer identity projections, and from this perspective, 

consumer culture “frames the consumers’ horizons of conceivable actions, feeling, and 

thought, making certain patterns of behavior and sense-making interpretations more 

likely than others” (Arnould and Craig, p. 869). This suggests that the mere subscription 

to a culture of consumption extends beyond similarity in tastes and mutual interests; it 

infers social alignment based on the expectations of what it means to be a member of the 

community. These social expectations tend to be more specific than those of the general 

population (Abrutyn & Carter, 2015) and are quite vulnerable to the variation in social 

cues (Horne & Mollborn, 2020) that are highly visible on social networking platforms, 

like Reddit. Members of the culture of consumption observe the behaviors of other 

community members at-scale and, subsequently, commence in an emulative process—by 

way of social coordination—to promote solidarity within the community through the 

pursuit of common consumption interests. Therefore, while it is likely that members of 

the culture of consumption respond to an exogenous shock to the system (in this case, 

those in relation to a brand or branded product) because they independently share the 

same interests, it is perhaps even more likely that they respond simply to stay in lock-step 

with the community and its norms. As Horne and Mollborn (2020) note, the relational 

approach to norm coordination is one of social influence and coordinating behavior. This 

suggests that when viewed through the lens of CCT, the evidence found in this study 
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provides a critical claim to sufficiently conclude that the observed spread of brands and 

branded products within this community is due—at least, in part—to peer influence.        

Like most research, the findings of this study produced more questions than 

answers. Particularly, the research calls into question what caused these objects to spread 

among members of the community and by what processed did these brands and branded 

products diffuse throughout the population. These and other questions make for unique 

contributions to the literature and potential aims for future research.        
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CHAPTER 3 

A NETNOGRAPHY OF HIP HOP AND SOCIAL CONTAGION 

 

Introduction 

As stated earlier, social contagion is the spread and adoption of affects, behaviors, 

cognitions, and desires as a result of peer influence. The significance of social 

contagion’s impact on the marketplace has been well documented (Berger & Milkman, 

2012). Despite evidence that suggests social contagion occurs within the hip hop 

community, a multi-billion dollar buying power (Taylor & Taylor, 2004), the social 

processes by which the phenomenon happens are still relatively unknown. Knowledge 

from consumer culture theory (CCT) helps to provide a better understanding about the 

social structures that systematically influence consumption among peers within a 

community (Otnes, Lowrey, & Kim, 1993). A closer look at the sociocultural processes 

that construct communal and consumer identities—like meaning-making, ritual practices, 

and consumer attitudes—during the social transmission of brands and branded products 

could reveal rich insights about social contagion when it happens within a culture of 

consumption.  

Therefore, this research aimed to generate a grounded understanding of the 

processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. In order to 

achieve this aim, a netnographic analysis enabled the observation of interactions and 

exchanges within the hip hop culture of consumption to better understand the social 

processes that lead to contagion within the community. The result of this research 

investigation is positioned to inform marketing activities around new product 
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development, advertising, sponsorships, and product placements for marketers who seek 

to engage these coveted, consumption-positive communities.   

The next section will begin with a conceptual foundation to better understand the 

social processes that situates the research’s exploration of social contagion, followed by 

the research questions posed to achieve the aim of the study. The remainder of the 

chapter will consist of the research methodology and subsequent results.      

 
Conceptual Foundation and Research Questions 

The adoption and social transmission implied in the contagious spread of a brand 

or branded product suggests a level of coordination among community members that 

collectively dictates judgment (whether something is “good” or “bad”) and acceptability 

(whether something is deemed “in” or “out”). The sociology literature refers to the social 

process of judgment as evaluation and the process of acceptability as legitimation. 

Lamont (2012) asks “how does an art object, a literary work, or a scientific theory gain 

value to the point at which it is consecrated and integrated into the canon” (p. 206)? The 

question posed here is one of evaluation and legitimation as it pertains to collective 

consumption. This research sought to generate a descriptive knowledge of how these 

social processes are mediated when social contagion occurs within a culture of 

consumption—where in sociocultural values and norms are collectively formed regularly 

(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Or, phrased like Lamont, how does a brand or branded 

product gain value to the point at which it is integrated into the zeitgeist of the culture of 

consumption and the brand or branded product propagates among members of the 

community?  
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Evaluation 

The Oxford Dictionary defines evaluation as “the making of a judgment about the 

amount, number, or value of something.” Through this lens, nonmonetary evaluation is 

an activity of assessing worthiness (Lamont, 2012). Where there is a population of 

people, there exists an evaluative negotiation process—be it overt or subtle—that 

constitutes the collective assessment of physical objects, artifacts, practices, institutions, 

and (groups of) humans (Zuckerman, 2012). This is especially salient in a culture of 

consumption where members engage in conversations—the use of text, signs, or 

language to construct patterns of knowledge that govern subjectivity (Arribas-Ayllon & 

Walkerdine, 2008)—to collectively decide whether a brand or branded product is 

congruent with the sociocultural dynamics of the community. This judgment of worth is 

part of the active meaning-making process that community members undergo to make 

sense of the world and their place in it. Are these sneakers cool? Does this jacket look 

good? Is this an “old person’s” car? Have you seen the new iPhone? Are you going to 

Coachella? The social construction of evaluation, when observed, mitigates the 

subjectivity, and subsequent uncertainty, posed in these questions that would normally 

put community of members at risk of potentially violating the continually evolving 

cultural norms.  

Though individuals engage in the evaluation process, evaluation does not happen 

“inside the mind of the individual but in practices and experiences, in what people spend 

their time doing, through latent or explicit dialogues with specific or generalized others 

(often made available through cultural repertoires)” (Lamont, 2012, p. 205). In other 

words, an object’s evaluation is a collaborative effort where the assessment of worthiness 
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(i.e., how cool it is, what it symbolizes, and its congruence to the community’s cultural 

world) is derived through the observation of other people’s behaviors which act as a 

signifier of collective judgment. Much like social proof, a form of informational social 

influence (Cialdini, 1984), individuals glean an understanding of an object’s evaluation 

based on others’ evaluation of said object as witnessed through social conversations and 

behaviors. This allows them to coordinate their own actions with others and renders the 

process of evaluation, a substantive component of social contagion.   

The literature suggests that the accumulation of evaluation is self-reinforced by 

the prior judgment of others, but this conclusion does not hold up in all scenarios, 

particularly in the case of fashion cycles that are surveyed in cultural markets 

(Zuckerman, 2012). In these cases, members of a culture of consumption might 

acknowledge the inference of previous evaluation of an object but offer a different 

evaluation as an opportunity to distinguish themselves within the community (Dellaposta 

& Kim, 2016). This type of identity project is not uncommon in a culture of consumption, 

where community members aim to “fit in” but also to standout (Arnould & Thompson, 

2005). However, whether one conforms to previous evaluations or offer an alternative, 

their judgment is informed and influenced by the observed judgment of others. A better 

understanding of this process will help glean knowledge about the means by which social 

contagion takes places. Therefore, the first question of this research asks:         

(Q1) How are brands and branded products evaluations collectively negotiated 

and constructed when social contagion occurs among members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption? That is to say, how are objects judged among community 
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members and how is their worth assessed when social contagion occurs within the 

community? 

 

Legitimation 

Legitimation is the social process of making objects, entities, and practices 

congruent with the cultural characteristics that govern the interactions within a social 

group (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995; Humphreys, 2010). Through this 

process, social values and behavioral norms are constructed and confirmed to dictate 

what is “in” and what is “out,” what is acceptable and what is not. Suchman (1995) posits 

that legitimacy is an “assumption or perception” that is “possessed objectively yet created 

subjectively” (p.574). In this view, the legitimation of an object or practice is adopted by 

members of the community as social fact (values, norms, and structures) and 

subsequently adhered to in an effort to promote social solidarity within the community, 

like Durkheim’s (1893) idea of collective effervescence.    

Legitimacy represents an umbrella evaluation that is dependent on the 

participation of social actors (Suchman, 1995) who engage in the judgment of worth and 

acceptance of an object’s social fit within the community (Kates, 2004). The theoretical 

framework for understanding how social structures—like norms and practices—are 

established as guidelines for social behavior (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995) is 

referred to as institutional theory. According to institutional theory, the process of 

legitimation within an organization is shaped by imitation (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016). 

That is to say, the acceptance of an object, practice, or entity within a group of people is 

influenced by the observation of their peers. In this way, legitimacy can be achieved 



 
 

73 

through both implicit mechanisms, like placing the brand in daily life (Coupland, 2005; 

Fournier, 1998), and explicit means, like the use of social cues (Kozinets 2001).  

The concept of legitimacy consists of three elements: (1) cognitive (matching 

one’s comprehensibility), (2) moral (the “right thing” to do), and (3) pragmatic 

(alignment to self-interest calculations). They each work together as a function of 

meaning-making within a social institution (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995). When a brand 

or branded product is legitimized within a community’s social frame (construction of 

social reality and meaning-making), the object is symbolically integrated into the 

community’s cultural practices (Humphreys, 2010). This integration is achieved in a 

highly contextualized fashion (Holt, 1997).   

It is likely that legitimation would play a role in the collective making of meaning 

and acceptance of a brand or branded product within a culture of consumption’s values 

and norms as well. This can be easily seen in the cultures of consumption that are formed 

based on the shared interest of a focal brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001), like Harley 

Davison for HOGs (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995) and Star Trek for Trekkies 

(Kozinets, 2011). However, for non-brand-focused communities, like the gay community 

(Kates, 2004) and, in the case of this research, the hip hop community, the integration of 

brands in cultural life is far more nuanced (Kates, 2004). These nuances are collectively 

constructed, navigated, and influenced by members of the community. Therefore, 

understanding the coordinated efforts whereby community members engage in the 

legitimation process would provide greater insight into the means by which social 

contagion takes place when brands or branded products spread (due to social influence) 

within a culture of consumption.   
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(Q2) How does the exchange and spread of cultural text between members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption translate into the legitimation of cultural 

characteristics within the community? Said differently, by what means are brands 

and branded products deemed acceptable when social contagion occurs within the 

hip hop culture of consumption?  

 

Research Methodology 

In order to investigate the processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture 

of consumption, it is critical that the appropriate methodology was used to observe 

cultural phenomena. Geertz (1973) refers to the study of culture as an interpretive science 

in search for meaning, not an experimental science in search of laws. Therefore, I used a 

qualitative approach to best suit the aim of this research. Of the many available 

qualitative research approaches to consider, the ethnography provided a compelling 

option.  

Ethnographic research comes from the discipline of social and cultural 

anthropology (Myers, 2013), and has long been held as an in-depth means of studying 

cultural phenomena from the point of view of cultural members. Researchers immerse 

themselves into the community of interest to “go native” and unearth rich insights into 

the social dynamics of the community and the cultural meanings that are associated with 

it. Spradley (1980) describes ethnographies as a "chance to step outside our narrow 

cultural backgrounds, to set aside our socially inherited ethnocentrism, if only for a brief 

period, and to apprehend the world from the viewpoint of other human beings who live 

by different meaning systems" (p. V). Furthermore, the growing prevalence of digital 

communication technologies, like forms and social media, have created new research 
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sites—and subsequent methods—to conduct ethnographic studies. Kozinets (1997) refers 

to this kind of ethnographic study as a ‘netnography’, where researchers “adapt 

ethnographic research techniques to study the cultures and communities that are 

emerging through computer-mediated communications” (Kozinets, 2002, p. 2) instead of 

conducting research in the offline world. Growing evidence has shown that online 

connections and social solidarity have an effect on the behavior of people and their social 

networks—friends, family, and other consumers (Kozinets, 2010)—which makes a 

netnography well suited to the pursuits of this research.  

 

Netnography 

Netnography studies use public information, exchanged online — via text, 

memes, videos, and other multimedia—to observe how people ‘naturally behave’ in their 

social environment. Generally speaking, netnographies are unobtrusive. This places them 

in contrast to traditional ethnographies, wherein the observations alone determine the data 

collection process (Martin & Woodside, 2011). This enables researchers to observe 

consumer interactions in the ‘wild’—unprompted, unmanufactured, and completely 

voluntary (Harhoff et al., 2003; Elliott, Shanker, et al., 2005)—and develop a ‘grounded’ 

understanding of unbiased consumer affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires 

(Cervellon & Wernerfelt, 2012). If culture is a public matter, as Geertz (1973) suggests, 

then netnographies offer a realistic look at the dynamics of cultural consumption. Bartl et 

al. (2016) further assert that through a netnography, "a far deeper level of consumer 

investigation can be ensured." (p. 167) 
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Although its adoption has grown increasingly, netnography (the notion of 

observing online communities and their subsequent exchanges as a means of 

understanding society) has not gone without its criticism. In its early stages, the online 

social environment was thought to be “impersonal”, “inflammatory”, and comprised of 

“unsociable” interactions (Rice & Love, 1987; Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). The evolution of 

the online social web, however, has become such a large part of collective daily lives that 

this argument is no longer applicable. Today, people shop, date, exchange ideas, 

collaborate on projects, and—by and large—live their lives on and through the online 

social web. Its salience is such that there is no ‘online world’ and ‘offline world’. At 

dinner, people talk about what they saw on Facebook, and post what they ate for dinner 

on Instagram. People do not live in separate worlds. Your people are your people, 

irrespective of the medium. Kozinets (2010) furthers these points by saying, 

Online communities are not virtual. The people that we meet online are not 
virtual. They are real communities populated with real people, which is why so 
many end up meeting in the flesh. The topics that we talk about in online 
communities are important topics, which is why we so often learn about and 
continue to care about the social and political causes we hear about through our 
online communities. Online communities are communities; there is no room for 
debate about this topic anymore. These social groups have a ‘real’ existence for 
their participants, and thus have consequential effects on many aspects of 
behavior. (p. 15) 

 

Netnographic research provides the most effective approach for observing 

consumer behavior online and for understanding consumer's tastes, desires, and 

influencing factors of decision making (Kozinets, 2002; Piller et al., 2011).  Further, it 

allows researchers to study the complex cultural practices of social groups "in action, 

drawing our attention to a multitude of grounded and abstract ideas, meanings, social 

practices, relationships, language, and symbol systems” (Kozinets, 2010, p. 32).  
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This research approach has been used to study a variety of consumption 

phenomena. As summarized in Table 7, netnographies have been used to explore retro-

brands (Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry, 2003), migrant workers in tourism (Janta, Lugosi, 

Brown, & Ladkin, 2011), group purchasing (Wei, Straub, & Poddar, 2011), brand co-

creation (Healy & McDonagh, 2013), and conflict within brand communities (Ewing, 

Wagstaff, & Powell, 2011). Netnographic research has also been used to study cultural 

consumption with regard to StarTrek fandom (Kozinets, 1997) and X-Files fandom 

(Kozinets, 2001).  

The research sites used across these different studies have been as vast as the 

contexts themselves, from blogs to social media sites and community forums. 

Additionally, the above body of past research establishes precedence for using the 

netnography research approach to better understand social contagion within a cultural 

context of marketing. 

By way of a netnographic study, this research aimed to address two questions in 

its aim to generate knowledge with regard to understanding the processes of social 

contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption: (Q1) How are brands and branded 

products evaluations collectively negotiated and constructed when social contagion 

occurs among members of the hip hop culture of consumption? (Q2) How does the 

exchange and spread of cultural text between members of the hip hop culture of 

consumption translate into the legitimation of cultural characteristics within the 

community? 
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Table 7.  
 
Key Examples Of Netnography Research 
AUTHORS & YEAR CONTEXT RESEARCH SITE(S) 

Kozinets, 1997 Culture of consumption 
Official X-Files Fan Forum 

and the Usenet group 

Kozinets, 2001 Culture of consumption 
Star Trek fan forums and a 

Star Trek Research home page 

Brown, Kozinets,  
& Sherry, 2003 

Retro brands 
Star Wars and VW Beatles fan 

forums 

Nelson & Otnes, 2005 
Cultural ambivalence with 

regards  

to wedding planning 

TheKnot.com, 

Ultimatewedding.com, and 

Weddingchannel.com 

Cova & Pace, 2006 
The impact that online brand 

communities exerts over 

mass-marketed brands 

my Nutella The Community 

Giesler, 2006 Gift systems 
Napster, Hotline, Morpheus, 

Kazaa, and Lime Wire 

Avery, 2010 
The ramifications of  

brand extensions 

Rennlist Brand Community of 

Porche owners 

Cronin & McCarthy, 
2011 

Food usage to create identity  

and community 

Food related threads and 

consumer posted blogs 

Ewing, Wagstaff,  
& Powell, 2011 

Conflict within brand 

communities 

Facebook, YouTube, 

Fastlane.com.au, and 

Caradvice.com.au 

Janta, Lugosi, Brown, & 
Ladkin, 2011 

Migrant workers in tourism 
gazeta.pl, mojawyspa.co.uk,  

and ang.pl 

Phillips,  2011 
How communal experience of 

meeting fellow enthusiasts 

can strengthen fandom 

View Askew message board 

Felix, 2012 
Japanese motorcycle 

 brand community 
Yamaha R1 forum 

Healy & McDonagh, 
2013 

Brand culture and value co-

creation 

RAWK online community of 

football fans 

Sindhwani & Ahuja, 
2014 

Co-creation of value Ideas.starbucks.com 

Wilkinson & Patterson, 
2014 

The impact of consumer 

generated media on a 

celebrity brand mascot 

Youtube.com 

This research Culture of consumption Hip hop-related subreddits 

  

In keeping with the netnography procedure introduced by Kozinets (2002, 2010), 

this research investigation adhered to its systematic process of searching for, collecting, 

and analyzing data (Bartl, Kannan, & Stockinger, 2016). The process included the 
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following steps: (1) data retrieval—immersion into the online community and cultural 

context by retrieving data from user statements and content submissions as well as data 

from the personal observations of the researcher, (2) data analysis—analysis of data by 

way of automated software and manual coding methods, (3) user privacy—adherence to 

the ethical guidelines of social research with respect to user privacy, and (4) the 

aggregation of findings and corresponding insights (Kozinets, 2012; Bartl, Kannan, & 

Stockinger, 2016). 

 

Step One: Data Retrieval 

Step one of the netnography leveraged the data captured from Chapter Two’s 

study as a continued investigation of the brands and branded products that exhibited 

evidence of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption on Reddit. This 

consisted of forty months of historical data—spanning from June 1, 2016 to Oct 1, 2019 

and consisting of all the conversations and exchanges of community members within the 

following subreddits: HipHopHeads, Kanye, and Sneakers. The data from these user-

exchanges amounted to over 10.7 million lines of text and 1.74 GB of text data—which 

were scraped on October 9, 2019 using the Reddit API. The immersion into these 

exchanges later enabled a hermeneutic exercise to reveal the cultural meaning that 

contributes to and shapes how brands and branded products are evaluated and legitimized 

within the hip hop culture of consumption during the occurrence of social contagion. The 

data retrieval in step one established the entrée for examining the following brands and 

branded products that exhibited evidence of social contagion within the hip hop-related 
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subreddit communities: Adidas, AirPods, Carhartt, Fortnite, Off-White, Supreme, Tesla, 

Xanax, and Yeezy.  

 

Step Two: Data Analysis 

Cova and Cova (2001, p. 71) assert that when studying a culture of consumption, 

the marketer is “well advised to cast aside the more traditional mono-disciplinary, 

systematic approaches and to favor practices based on detecting signs, foraging for faint 

hints, and glimmers of shadow.” Therefore, step two consisted of an iterative, grounded 

approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Atkinson & Hammersley, 2007) to best uncover 

cultural insights.  

The data from step one of the netnography was manually coded using Microsoft 

Excel, in the original format by which the data was scraped from the Reddit API. The 

investigation focused specifically on the text exchanges that took place within the 

community during the time frames associated with the two inflection points of the S-

shape curves of that particular object. I chose these time horizons as the focus of the 

analysis because the rate of activity during the spread of the brand or branded product 

within the community is at its highest at the points of inflection of the S-shape curve.        

  To sufficiently address the research questions posed in the study, I conducted a 

textual analysis on the data that emerged from the Reddit scrape, whereby the social 

exchanges between community members were investigated to reveal the interpretive 

meaning associated with their conversations. The examination of text exchanges is more 

focused on the meaning embedded in the text than the actual text itself, making textual 

analysis a suitable selection for a netnographic research design.  
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Therefore, the data analysis focused on the interpretation of meaning associated 

with the text exchanges of community members within the hip hop culture of 

consumption on Reddit. Understanding the nuances of these exchanges are vital for the 

research to accurately interpret cultural meaning. Sherry (1991) refers to the researcher as 

the “forgotten instrument” with regard to interpretivist studies, stressing the need for the 

researcher himself to be well versed in the cultural nuances of the research subjects. 

Kozinets and Gambetti (2020, p. 7) further state that a netnography draws “human 

impressions, from the central conception of the netnographic-researcher-as-instrument, to 

form cultural understandings about language, power, identity, and desire in the world 

where technology and the social intersect.” As a life-long consumer of hip hop culture 

and a self-proclaimed member of the hip hop community, I am well suited as an 

interpreter of meaning within these observed exchanges. Fittingly, I analyzed the 

observed text through the cultural lens of the hip hop community to uncover how their 

conversations inform the coordination of collective judgment (evaluation) and acceptance 

(legitimation) of brands or branded products when social contagion occurs within the 

culture of consumption. 

“Evaluation is the practice of using language to present a topic as either congruent 

or incongruent with cultural norms and values” (Humphreys, 2010, p. 505), which makes 

a textual analysis suitable for exploring the process by which the negotiation and 

construction of brand or branded product evaluations happen when social contagion 

occurs within a culture of consumption. Knorr-Cetina (1999) suggests that studying 

evaluative practices requires analyzing the methods of comparison, ratings, criteria, and 

self-concepts that appear in the text exchanges between social actors. To uncover 
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knowledge about the evaluation process within the hip hop culture of consumption, I read 

through the data, identifying evaluative language—expressed through cultural codes—

with regard to the brands and branded products of interest, and coded them accordingly. 

The focus on identifying and analyzing evaluative language helped the research uncover 

the implicit meaning embedded in the authored posts from the community’s online 

conversations. Gamson (1992) states that it is through social exchanges that people make 

sense of cultural events and interpret its meaning—or what he refers to as “frames.” It is 

through these implicit meaning frames (Avery, 2007) that I was able glean insight about 

how brands and branded products are evaluated within the hip hop culture of 

consumption.         

The coding scheme for (Q1) first assigned three (3) different characteristics to 

describe the authored posts: [1] statement of news (a statement of information with no 

explicit or implicit judgment as in, “Teslas have autonomous driving features.”) [2] 

statement of explicit judgment (clearly stating one’s opinion about the brand or branded 

product as in, “wearing yeezys are like walking on pillows."), or [3] statement of implicit 

judgment (stating an inferred opinion about the brand or branded product through 

association to a lyric, person, event, another brand, etc. as in, “ripped jeans + supreme 

shirt + yeezys = hypebeast fuckboi”). Each of these characteristics were coded to identify 

the associated meaning frames and the assigned evaluation of the brand or branded 

product.  

Brand evaluation is expressed through cultural codes. Table 8 provides a glossary 

and definitions of evaluative terms from the hip hop culture of consumption. These terms 

were sourced from the lyrics of the most popular rap songs during the research period, 
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according to Billboard hip hop charts, and were used to assess an object’s judgment and 

associative meaning communicated in the authored posts.  

 

Table 8.  
 
Glossary Of  Evaluative Terms  
TERM/PHRASE DEFINITION  SENTIMENT 

Bars 
Sentences in lyrical hip hop songs that tend to rhyme 

with one another 
Positive 

Basic 
A term to describe something that is very predictable or 

mainstream 
Negative 

Boss 
An individual that holds a lot of power, knows what they 

want 
Positive 

Cash Another word for cool Positive 

Clean A describe an item that looks good Positive 

Cooked To make fun of somebody  Negative 

Cool 
Favorable, popular, or awesome.  

Also unphased or uninterested 
Positive 

Cross To be angry with or mess with someone Negative 

Curve/Curved 
To ignore or avoid somebody's interest/advancements 

(usually sexual) 
Negative 

Dime An attractive individual Positive 

Dope Another word for "cool" Positive 

Drip/Dripping A word for an individual's fashion choice Positive 

Eat/Eating To have success in one's life Positive 

Fire  Another word for amazing or cool  Positive 

Frostbite One’s possession of jewelry Positive 

GOAT or 
G.O.A.T. 

An acronym for "greatest of all time" Positive 

Heat/Heated Another word for angry or mad Negative 

Hype  
A description of something fun or wild or something that 

"everybody" is talking about. Similar to a fad or 

something not real 

Positive or 

potentially both 

positive and 

negative 

Ice/Icey Diamonds, expensive jewelry Positive 

Jumping Lively Positive 
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Lit A description of something exciting Positive 

Salty The act of being upset  Negative 

Sauce 
A description of someone/something who has style and 

confidence 
Positive 

Shade 
A subtle, sneering expression of contempt for someone, 

often nonverbal 
Negative 

Sick Another word for cool Positive 

Slip/Slippin' Being caught off guard Negative 

Soft Weak Negative 

Trife 
A description of something tasteless, gross, unattractive 

or undesirable  
Negative 

Vibe Intangible congruence Positive 

Wavy Something good or uniquely impressive Positive 

 

I manually combined through the Reddit data as presented in the source Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheet, committed my assessment of the coding scheme—with regard to 

statement of implicit judgment, explicit judgment, or news—in a designated column. I 

often referred to the post of other users who may not have mentioned the brand or 

branded product for additional context gleaned through viewing the text exchanges 

before and after the post, or even the subject of the thread in which the original post 

resided. Once I completed the first pass of coding, I revisited the text for a second pass, 

adhering to the previously stated coding scheme, but also viewing the post with greater 

context. The second pass of coding was then reported in a new column in the Excel 

spreadsheet. Throughout the entire coding process, I recorded my observations through 

field notes, paying mind to reoccurring themes, common words, and common contexts in 

hopes of understanding the meaning frames that community members within the hip hop 

culture of consumption use while engaging in the communal process of evaluation. 
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Once the implicit meaning frames were established, I revisited the data in an 

iterative, open coding fashion using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1995). The 

constant comparative method consists of: (1) comparing previously observed categorical 

incidents; (2) integrating categories and their properties; (3) delimiting categories and 

associative theories; and, lastly, (4) assessing theoretical themes. This approach enabled 

the research to uncover themes that provide knowledge about how the evaluation of 

brands and branded products are negotiated and constructed when social contagion 

occurs in the hip hop culture of consumption.  

With an understanding of evaluation within this community established, I then 

moved on to an investigation of legitimation. Kates (2004) describes the essence of 

legitimation with regard to brands and branded products as “cultivating socially 

acceptable meaning” for the object. To study the legitimation process of the brands and 

branded products of interest, I analyzed the shifts in conversations about the objects that 

exhibited evidence of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. 

Relying on the legitimation literature, social exchanges among community members were 

coded, using an iterative open coding method, and then synthesized through theoretical 

coding until an interpretation was reached (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The back-and-forth 

nature of these analyses helped to uncover a better understanding of the legitimation 

process among these social actors.  

Throughout this interrogation, the hermeneutical method of interpretation 

(Thompson, Pillio, & Locander, 1994) was used to facilitate meaning-making and 

legitimation as evidenced through postings and conversation threads between community 

members. This not only included the conversations between community members but 
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also the context within which these exchanges took place. That is to say, social contagion 

within a culture of consumption does not happen in a vacuum. There are exogenous 

shocks to the system that contextualizes the conversations from which meaning is 

collectively reworked by members of the community. These exogenous shocks are often 

introduced through media production (news stories, television shows, new releases, etc.), 

which is inseparable from the modern consumer culture (Spitulnik, 1993).  

Media producers and the non-present audience (in this case, community 

members) both bring with them “many-facetted communicative repertories” (Schrøder, 

2007, p 4), which means that what is intended by the media producer (or encoded, as Hall 

writes (1973)) is not always what is interpreted (or decoded, Hall (1973)) by the 

community. The work of media producers provides an opportunity for audiences to make 

meaning of the text and integrate it into their sociocultural practice. For instance, on June 

11, 2016, Kanye West and Adidas announced the long-term partnership of through the 

Yeezy brand. This announcement acted as an exogenous shock to the system of the hip 

hop culture of consumption which catalyzed conversations among community members. 

Examining the context provided by such shocks to the system helped the research 

understand the socially acceptable meaning of the brand or branded product of interest as 

it undergoes legitimation. In doing so, I incorporated an event analysis to further 

understand the interpretive process by which meaning is made between members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption.   

Event analysis is a technique traditionally used in ethnographic research methods 

to document and analyze events associated with the cultural practices of a community 

(Pelto & Pelto, 1978). This methodology is used to reveal the norms, values, and other 
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characteristics that are meaningful to a social group (Fetterman, 1998). In this research, I 

used an event analysis to examine media events (television broadcasts, news stories, 

published articles, advertising, and new music and music videos) that pertained to the 

brands and branded products of interest when they presented themselves in the observed 

conversations. These media events, as referred to as critical incidents, are defined by 

sociologists as those seen as impactful turning points during the phenomenon under 

investigation (Patton, 2002). I examined the media events released during the time period 

of the research investigation, as they were referenced in the conversations, to trace the 

context and implicit meaning of the event as an exogenous shock to the system that 

catalyzed or contextualized conversations among members of the hip hop culture of 

consumption on Reddit. Chronicling these events presented through a variety of media 

producers, with regard to the eight brands and branded products of interest, this research 

analyzed the text and the subsequent conversations between community members to 

uncover how these objects are legitimized when social contagion occurs within the hip 

hop culture of consumption. 

Figure 13 provides an example of the media event timeline that documents the 

exogenous shocks to the system during the research period. The timeline provides the 

name of the event, the timestamp of its occurrence, the media category of the event 

(product release, news, song lyric reference, etc.), and subsequent notes with added 

detail. This timeline was used to provide context around the textual analysis of members 

within the hip hop culture of consumption.   

As understanding emerged through the grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 

insights were scrutinized through an iterative process of returning to the data—reading 
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and rereading—until sufficient interpretive convergence was reached. In the spirit of a 

grounded theory study, it was unknown exactly what the research would reveal. 

However, the hope was to observe the process by which brands and branded products are 

legitimated when social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of consumption. 

 

 

Figure 13. Sample Media Event Timeline - Adidas 

 

Step Three: User Privacy 

Kozinets (2002) describes netnographers as “professional lurkers” because of the 

unobtrusive nature of the research method which makes it so compelling. However, this 

also encourages a debate over whether online data and identity are public or private. 
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While there is no definitive ruling on how researchers should reference the identity of 

their online informants, Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1995) conclude that consent is implicitly 

given when a user posts on a public form. Considering this view, as well as the 

pseudonymity of Reddit and the public identity projects that research informants undergo 

within the culture of consumption, this netnography refers to users (and their subsequent 

comments) by their elected Reddit handle (username), using the “u/” Reddit prefix.      

 

Step Four: Aggregation of Findings and Insights 

This section is designed to report and underscore the major findings of the study. 

Typically, the aim of a netnographic study is the pursuit of aggregating consumer 

insights, born out of user posts, that translate into product and brand solutions (Bartl, 

Kannan, & Stockinger, 2016). In the case of this study, understanding the social 

processes with regard to social contagion could provide great value to marketers who are 

interested in manufacturing the spread and adoption of their brand or brand products 

within a lucrative culture of consumption like hip hop. Once the analysis from step two 

was completed, the aggregation of findings and insights from the research was focused on 

taking the knowledge revealed about the processes of social contagion and translating 

them into solutions for marketers. 

 The aim of these four methodological steps is to investigate the processes of 

social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption by addressing the following 

research questions: (Q1) How are brands and branded products evaluations collectively 

negotiated and constructed when social contagion occurs among members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption? That is to say, how are objects judged among community 
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members and how is their worth assessed when social contagion occurs within the 

community? (Q2) How does the exchange and spread of cultural text between members 

of the hip hop culture of consumption translate into the legitimation of cultural 

characteristics within the community? Said differently, by what means are brands and 

branded products deemed acceptable when social contagion occurs within the hip hop 

culture of consumption?  

Understanding the mechanisms which drive these processes will provide insights 

for managers who wish to engage this community but need more transparency as to how 

brands and brand products are adopted and spread by community members. Armed with 

this knowledge, managers can assess where and within what context their brand might 

have license to participate in the culture, and how to avoid missteps. Deep knowledge can 

mitigate the risks of backlash and potential consumption exile from members of the hip 

hop community.   

 
Results  

 
The aim of this netnography was to determine the processes of social contagion 

within the hip hop culture of consumption. To address this question, the research 

investigated the processes by which brands and branded products are evaluated and 

legitimated when they exhibit social contagion within the community, considering the 

relationship between these socially coordinated efforts and the social transmission innate 

to contagion. The following sections explore the conversations between members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption on Reddit to glean an understanding of how they 

collectively negotiate and construct shared cultural characteristics—like meaning-
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making, ritual practices, and consumer attitudes—through the communal process of 

evaluation and legitimation when social contagion occurs within the community.  

The remainder of the chapter begins with a relational observation about the 

evaluation and legitimation that was revealed from the analysis of text exchanges 

between community members of the hip hop culture of consumption on Reddit. The 

following section presents four mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation which were 

dominant within the conversations: responding; recontextualizing; reconciling; and 

reinforcing. Each mechanism is defined and described in detail. Examples from nested 

quotes and observations from field notes are included to further illustrate the mechanism 

and translate or interpret the cultural coding by which meaning is made within the hip 

hop culture of consumption. I conclude the examination of each mechanism with an 

analysis that connects the process to the broader community exchanges. Finally, the 

chapter ends with a discussion of the findings from the netnography. 

 

Results: The Relationship Between Evaluation and Legitimation 

A starting assumption to the research was the existence of a temporal flow 

between evaluation and legitimation. Based on the established literature logical 

deduction, the assumption was that brands and branded products are first evaluated by the 

community as “good” or “bad,”, and then legitimated or deemed as acceptable or not 

according to the meaning frames of the community.  

However, the research revealed a blurrier demarcation. It is less clear which 

process happens first and which follows. A typical scenario may be that after the 

community evaluates something to be cool, it becomes legitimate or acceptable within 
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the community. Yet, something may be evaluated as “cool” because the community has 

already deemed it as legitimate or acceptable. The circuitous nature of this inquiry calls 

into question any statement that identifies a brand starting out as legitimate, and also calls 

into question statements that insist the brand started out being deemed “cool.” There is no 

clear starting point between evaluation and legitimation; instead, they are two sides of the 

same coin. The relationship between the two processes is not so much linear as it is a 

resemblance of a feedback loop whose entry point is not fixed. Declaring which led to the 

other is often a subjective or arbitrary claim.  

While this netnography investigates how evaluation and legitimation take place 

when social contagion occurs within this community, I make no attempt to definitively 

distinguish which happened first. Instead, I analyzed these social processes as if they 

happened instantaneously so as not to insinuate a temporal sequence between the two 

while differentiating evaluation and legitimation. As such, the remainder of the chapter 

presents the results of the study through four mechanisms of both evaluation and 

legitimation that manifest when social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of 

consumption. 

 

Results: Mechanism #1—Responding 

The responding mechanism is the way by which members of the hip hop culture 

of consumption participate in the negotiation and construction processes of evaluation 

and legitimation through the use of covert and overt language. Through this mechanism, 

the language choice of community members—explicit or implicit—inform how meaning 

is made and attitudes are shaped, with regard to brands and branded products. Of the 
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3,164 Reddit conversations that mentioned one of the brands or branded products of 

interest to this netnography, 41.5% of the mentions were statements of implicit judgment 

(stating an inferred opinion about the brand or branded product through association to a 

lyric, person, event, another brand, etc.) and roughly 44% were statements of explicit 

judgment (clearly stating one’s opinion about the brand or branded product). The 

remaining 14.2% of mentions where statements of news (simply reporting information 

without judgment). The following posts from the Reddit conversations illustrates these 

differences with regard to Fortnite: 

 

 Explicit statement of judgment about Fortnite 
Fortnite = un-wavey (u/Jacksokool, 02/18/2019, r/Kanye) 

 

The community member u/Jacksokool uses colloquialism to express his opinion, 

but the statement is quite explicit in its meaning. The term “wavey” is slang for cool or 

looking good, as in “When I go out, I have to keep it wavey,” which is to say: when I am 

in a publicly visible arena, I have to look good or presentable. In any cultural translation 

of the word, “wavey” is a positive attribute. Therefore, by saying “Fortnite = un-wavey,” 

he is saying that Fortnite is not cool. 

 Implicit statement of judgment about Fortnite 
 Weezy f baby. The f is for fortnite (u/excrowned, 9/30/19, r/Kanye) 
  

The community member u/excrowned uses an implicit state to infer judgment 

about the branded product, Fortnite. The member uses a lyrical reference from the 

popular hip hop artist, Lil Wayne, who also refers to himself as “Weezy F. Baby.” Lil 

Wayne introduced this moniker in 2003 with the release of his song, “Da Drought.” In 
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this song, Lil Wayne says, “My name happens to be Weezy F. Baby. The ‘F’ is for you to 

find out, man.” In subsequent releases, he has referred to the “F” in his alt-moniker as 

“the ‘F’ is for fly,” “the ‘F’ is for fresh,” and “the ‘F’ is for fashion.” Whether it’s “fly,” 

“fresh,” or “fashion,” the “F” is always a stand-in for something desirable. Therefore, in 

the case of Fortnite, saying “the ‘F’ is for Fortnite” is an implicit way of saying Fortnite 

is a considered desirable or something good. 

 

Statement of news about Fortnite 
Fortnite purchases are cosmetic only. (u/atleast4alteregos, 02/07/19, r/Kanye)  

    

The community member u/atleast4alteregos utters a statement of fact about 

Fortnite that does not convey any judgment—explicit or implicit—about the branded 

product. The video game allows for players to purchase adornments for their character 

avatars, referred to as “skins” in the game, which are indeed cosmetic only. They do not 

improve a character’s skill level in the game, nor does give the player any additional 

performance advantage. The post from this community is a declarative state about the 

game and it is void of any evaluative language.  

The balance between statements of explicit judgment and statements of implicit 

judgment were not consist across all the brands and branded products of interest. The 

conversations that mentioned the more controversial objects—that is, those brands and 

branded products which were more likely to give rise to disagreement like Fortnite, 

Supreme, Tesla, Xanax, and Yeezy—were predominately couched in statements of 

implicit judgment. However, the conversations that mentioned the more anodyne 

objects—like Adidas, AirPods, and Carhartt—were largely uttered within statements of 
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explicit judgment. Figures 14-21 provide a quantitative representation of the statements 

for each brand and branded product, by category of news, implicit judgment, or explicit 

judgment. 

 

 

Figure 14. Adidas Statements By Type  
 

 

Figure 15. AirPods Statements By Type 
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Figure 16. Carhartt Statements By Type 
 

 

Figure 17. Fortnite Statements By Type 
 

 

Figure 18. Supreme Statements By Type 
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Figure 19. Tesla Statements By Type 
 

 

Figure 20. Xanax Statements By Type 

 

 

Figure 21. Yeezy Statements By Type 
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The percentage of implicit judgment statements for each brand and branded 

product are as follows: Adidas (5%), AirPods (6%), Carhartt (6%), Fortnite (58%), 

Supreme (48%), Tesla (69%), Xanax (98%), and Yeezy (66%). These findings suggest 

that the more controversial brands and branded products—Fortnite, Supreme, Tesla, 

Xanax, Yeezy—tend to be communicated through coded language where members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption seem to be more hesitant to make explicit judgments. 

These brands and branded products are not inherently controversial. They are, however, 

younger than the other brands and brand products—Adidas, AirPods (which benefits 

from the historical Apple halo-brand), and Carhartt—and, therefore, do not have the 

historical reference that helps solidify any pre-determined judgment or acceptance.  

The uncertainty of judgment and acceptance with regard to such controversial 

brands provide an interesting area of investigation for exploring the culturally coded 

language. The codes used during these mentions were presented through references 

ranging from rap lyrics to hip hop artist associations. These references are explained in 

more detail when the second mechanism is presented.  

 The inferred opinions suggested by the implicit statements of judgment provide a 

means for community members to make a more meaningful critique on the brand or 

branded product beyond a categorical and feature-benefit assessment, while also 

mitigating potential risk. These implicit statements of judgment allow social actors within 

the community to enter the conversation through proxy, communicating an opinion about 

a brand or branded product, but still have the flexibility to alter one’s stance during the 

social exchanges. This is a risk reduction strategy.  
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For topics surrounding brands and branded products that are less risky, like value 

propositions and aesthetic appeal, community members were more inclined to use 

explicit statements because a potential discrepancy in this regard would not cause any 

material conflict with the cultural characteristics of the community. However, for topics 

that were more controversial and challenged the culturally-constructed meaning frames of 

the community, there was greater risk of social incongruence, which could damage one’s 

affiliation with the culture of consumption. Therefore, in these cases, community 

members were more inclined to use implicit statements as they entered the text exchange. 

This practice is similar to trial balloons in politics where a social actor “tests the waters” 

by making a statement that is not firm in its stance but implies meaning in order to assess 

how people respond to it—while also giving them the flexibility to back off their 

statement through explanation. Likewise, in the hip hop culture of consumption, social 

actors use implicit statements as coded language to enter the text exchange. These 

implicit statements of judgment act as referential code enabling community members to 

make meaning and cast their votes with regard to the more controversial topics during the 

evaluation and legitimation process in manner that reduces social risk for them.  

The statements of news, while seldomly present in the text exchange, seemed to 

be used as proof points or mediation during communal debates. Statements of news were 

typically followed by either an implicit or explicit statement of judgment.  

It should be noted that many of the conversations that mentioned “Supreme” 

seemed to present a false positive, perhaps as a result of the indistinctiveness of the word 

“supreme.” Many of the conversations that mentioned “supreme” were referencing the 

“Supreme Court,” not the brand Supreme. Although the conversations surrounding the 
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Supreme Court were debating controversial topics, they were not related to the scope of 

the study.  

This is interesting for two reasons. First, this provides evidence that this 

community engages in conversations surrounding controversial topics by way of 

referential code (implicit statements of judgment) beyond the context of brands and brand 

products. That is to say, not only do community members discuss the contextual topics by 

which the community is identified, i.e., hip hop cultural artifacts and the like, but they 

also discuss topics that sit outside of the confines of their consumption. However, they 

apply the shared cultural meaning frames to these “off topic” conversations—like the 

Supreme Court—and debate them accordingly.    

Second, and perhaps more interestingly, this underscores the conclusion that what 

was observed in the previous study (Chapter Two), which argued that the spread of 

brands and branded products among members of the hip hop culture of consumption, was 

not a result of shared interest alone. Instead, as the chapter concluded, this was most 

likely a result—at least in part—of peer influence considering the objects not only 

exhibited S-shape curves but also a sufficient level contributor uniqueness and peer 

connectivity. If the conversations about the brand “Supreme”—a shared interest of the 

community—was mostly about the “Supreme Court”—a topic that is not uniquely of 

interest to the community—yet still exhibited evidence of social contagion through the 

research design, then it erodes uncertainty with regard to potential confounding between 

social contagion and homophily. Stated plainly, since conversations about a topic that is 

not a shared interest of the community (i.e., the Supreme Court) spreads like a topic that 

is a shared interest of the community (i.e.,brand), this provides evidence that the 
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exhibited spread is social contagion, and is not only a spread due to inherent shared 

interest in a product or topic. Consequently, this finding strengthens the claims of the 

previous study, that social contagion occurs—at least in-part—within the hip hop culture 

of consumption, and its subsequent implications for marketing managers. 

           

Results: Mechanism #2—Recontextualizing 

The recontextualizing mechanism is the means by which members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption undergo the evaluation and legitimation process by taking the 

brand or branded product from one context and placing it into another context so as to 

make the brand or branded product relevant to themselves. That is to say, this mechanism 

helps make the object meaningful in one’s culture through identity, linguistic, and spatial 

congruence. By recontextualizing the meaning frame of the brand or branded product—

moving meaning from one context to another like the use of memes—within the 

conversation, community members enter the negotiation and construction process 

whereby the evaluation and legitimation of the object takes place. The act of 

recontextualizing seems to happen repeatedly in the community through implicit 

statements of judgment in two ways: (1) references; and (2) co-constitutive relationships. 

 References act as coded language that members of the hip hop culture of 

consumption on Reddit use to make meaning through recontextualizing an object as they 

engage in the social exercise of evaluation and legitimation. Many of these references 

take the form of rap lyrics that community members use to move the expressed meaning 

of a brand or branded product from one context—received and experienced through a 

culturally-mediated form like an advertisement, event, or previous post from another 
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community member—and place it into another context. Through this recontextualizing 

mechanism, community members cast their vote with regard to whether the brand or 

branded product should be positively evaluated or deemed legitimate.  

This recontextualizing mechanism through rap lyrics is interesting considering the 

role that rap music plays as the mythological communication vehicle for hip hop culture. 

Rap music is used to communicate the cultural characteristics of the community, and 

members of the community use this vehicle to express their appraisal of an object through 

their interpretation of the hip hop cultural meaning frame. Considering the communal 

nature of storytelling, this makes for a useful means to engage in the practice of collective 

meaning-making. The following post from the Reddit conversations provide examples of 

how these lyrical references (i.e., lyrical memes) are used during the recontextualizing 

mechanism: 

 

ADIDAS ON ME LIKE IM DMC (u/vatch760, 03/08/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads, 
lyrical reference from Famous Dex’s “DMC”) 
 

The community member, u/vatch760, references a lyric from the hip hop artist 

Famous Dex’s song “DMC” which says, “Yeah, Adidas on me like I'm DMC. Yeah, your 

bitch wanna hang with me.” The cultural translation of this lyric essentially positions 

Adidas as a desirable brand—of which he (Famous Dex) owns many articles—and an 

extension of his own desirability and cultural capital. In fact, his desirability is as such 

that another person’s female companion would rather be with Famous Dex instead of the 

person with whom she is accompanying. The line “Adidas on me like I’m DMC” 

references the iconic hip hop group, Run DMC, whose standard uniform was Adidas 
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tracksuits and Adidas shell-toe sneakers. The community member uses this lyrical 

reference in his post as a proxy to his own identity project, channeling the bravado of 

Famous Dex, which subsequently ascribes a positive implicit judgment to the Adidas 

brand. In this fashion, the lyrical reference recontextualizes Adidas into a meaning frame 

that is synonymous to social status and sexual magnetism as opposed to the brand just 

being a popular sneaker manufacturer.   

 

…I told her don’t wear no 350 Yeezy’s around me. (u/newhiphopsongs, 09/04/18, 
Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads, lyrical reference from French Montana featuring Drake’s 
“No Stylist”)  
 
 
In this example, the community member, u/newhiphopsongs, references a lyric 

from the popular hip hop artist, Drake, as a contribution to the conversation. The lyric 

comes from the song, “No Stylist,” on which Drake is a featured guest, and the lyric says, 

“Yeah, keepin’ it G, I told her, ‘Don’t wear no 350s round me’.” In this lyric, Drake 

proclaims that he is being honest, despite any potential negative response (“keepin’ it 

G”), when he tells his female companion not to wear the Kanye West-designed Yeezy 

350 model sneakers when she is in his presence. This lyric is unquestionably a negative 

posture against the branded product, Yeezy 350s, and it is widely perceived as a direct 

attack against Kanye West as a result of their interpersonal conflicts which have played-

out in the public square. The use of this reference by the community member 

recontextualizes Yeezys by moving it from one meaning frame—a popular sneaker—to 

another meaning frame that is less desirable.   

 
“Some days I’m in my Yeezys some days I’m in my vans, if I knew yahl made 
plans I wouldn’t a dropped the xans (u/Robschlom, 02/27/18, Xanax, r/Kanye—
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lyrical reference from Kanye West featuring Kendrick Lamar’s “No More Parties 
In LA”)   
 

In this example, the community member, u/Robschlom, uses the lyrical reference 

to move the branded product, Xanax, from its original context—a commercially 

available, prescription drug—a into a new meaning frame. Community members uttered 

this lyrical reference dozens of times before other community members began to iterate 

on the lyric in a meme-like fashion, furthering the recontextualizing process. The lyrical 

reference became a response to situations that seemingly had nothing to do with the song 

nor with the branded product. For instance, in response to a video posted by Kanye 

West’s celebrity wife, Kim Kardashian, where Kanye was visibility disengaged, a 

community member (Reddit user u/PablitoTriHand, 03/16/28) wrote “He didn’t know 

they was making plans so he popped xans.”  

This lyrical reference was used as social commentary to explain Kanye’s 

seemingly odd behavior. Later, another community member used this lyrical reference 

with regard to dating, and another with regard to a different social interaction, continuing 

this practice within the hip hop culture of consumption. The repeated use of the 

recontextualizing mechanism removes the taboo of what can only be perceived as the 

recreational use of a prescription drug (i.e., shifting the cultural meaning frame), which 

has historically been associated with the hip hop culture of consumption, evidenced by 

the numerous hip hop artists who use some derivative of the “Xanax” moniker in their 

stage name—like Lil Xan, for instance. 

The use of references as a way of recontextualizing meaning is not only practiced 

through hip hop lyrics as coded language but also through event association. Members of 
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the hip hop culture of consumption use coded language in reference to a cultural event as 

a way of casting their vote during the negotiation and construction process of evaluation 

and legitimation. The following post provides an example of such reference: 

 
Obviously because child labor is a choice (u/D07, 05/03/18, Adidas, 
r/Hiphopheads, event reference from Kanye West’s TMZ appearance) 

 

The event referenced in this case is derived from Kanye West’s May 1, 2018 

appearance on the tabloid news television show, TMZ, when he uttered the disparaging 

remarks about slavery saying, “When you hear about slavery for 400 years…For 400 

years? That sounds like a choice.” In this post, the community member is engaging in a 

thread about this media event and Adidas’ lack of response or repercussions to Kanye’s 

comments. D07 is referencing the inferred negativity around Kanye’s quotation and 

implying a similar negativity toward Adidas and its rumored child labor conditions. 

Through this fashion of recontextualizing, the community member uses references from 

an event to make a meaningful, implicit statement about the Adidas brand.  

The sophisticated means by which this referential code—with regard to cultural 

events—is practiced at times intertwines multiple events. The following post illustrates 

this practice as it relates to the burning of Nike sneakers by consumers, due to the brand’s 

relationship with the former NFL football player Colin Kaepernick and the previously 

mentioned TMZ event with Kanye West: 

 

Are they burning Yeezy’s? (u/Corey103ld, 06/01/28, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads, 
event reference from Kanye West’s TMZ appearance)    
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Lastly, the recontextualizing mechanism—by way of reference use—is also 

practiced through the association of a brand or branded product and a cultural author. Be 

it a hip hop artist, a fashion designer, another brand, or some other relevant cultural icon, 

community members evaluatively use these referents in relation to a brand or branded 

product which positions the cultural author as an implicit collaborator whose associative 

meaning is transferred to that of the brand or branded product. For instance, if the hip hop 

artist is considered “corny,” a negative evaluation, and s/he is associated with the brand, 

then that negative evaluation is transferred over to the brand and the brand’s legitimacy is 

called into question. The following posts from the Reddit conversations serve as 

examples of this fashioning by way of cultural author references:    

 

Beyoncé wearing Yeezys in that photo too. Huge W. (u/ImGiroud, 09/20/18, 
Yeezy, r/Hiphophead, cultural author reference, pop artists—Beyoncé) 
 

 In this example, the community member, u/ImGiroud, associates the positive 

evaluation of the mega pop star, Beyoncé, with the Yeezy brand sneakers. The 

photograph of the artists wearing the sneakers places the brand in a new meaning frame 

that is now informed by that of Beyoncé. u/ImGiroud furthers this point by saying, “Huge 

W,” which means a “big win” for the Yeezy brand. This recontextualizing mechanisms 

moves the brand from one meaning to another by way of its association to a cultural 

author.    

 

Time will tell…At the same time, I’m not walking around in a Yeezy shirt until I 
know what he represents. I’m definitely listening to this album though 
(u/Marenum, 04/26/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads, cultural author reference, hip hop 
artist—Kanye West) 
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In this fashion of the recontextualizing mechanism, the community member 

preemptively moves meaning from a cultural author to a branded product in order to 

protect herself from what may be perceived as cultural incongruency. Marenum realizes 

the negative evaluation associated with Kanye West due to his public antics could easily 

be transferred to her identity—through the cultural lens of the community—by wearing 

Yeezy branded products. Therefore, she has opted to refrain from wearing these articles 

until the meaning has been concretely established.    

 
Hmm-Call of Duty, Fortnite, Pokémon Go posts on reddit history, yeah, sounds 
like Drizzy’s demographic (u/thevillian, 06/29/18, Fortnite, r/Kanye, cultural 
author reference, hip hop artist—Drake) 
 

Associating Fortnite and Drake shifts the evaluation of an otherwise culturally 

ambiguous object—like Fortnite, in this case—to something that has seemingly already 

been evaluated and/or legitimated, like Drake. The result of this association reduces risk 

for community members who enter the social negotiation process which is mediated 

through the conversations within the hip hop culture of consumption. 

  

This reference by way of cultural author also manifests through the use of actual 

memes, as seen in the following post from the Reddit conversations: 

I prefer the 1st (u/Lazarus156, 10/01/18, Fortnite, r/Kanye, cultural author 
reference, hip hop artists—Drake and Kanye West) 
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Figure 22. Image From User Post 
 

Not only do these cultural authors take the form of hip hop artists, they also take 

the form of other branded objects. When a brand or branded product is associated with 

another brand or branded product that is already revered (or panned) within the hip hop 

culture of consumption, credence (or criticism) is transferred from the first object to the 

second. The following posts from the Reddit conversations illustrate this fashion of the 

recontextualizing mechanism: 

 

…The Yeezy’s are in the same class as Retro Jordans and certain Nikes now. 
(u/Thody, 08/29/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads, cultural author reference, brands—
Nike and Brand Jordan) 
 

Retro Jordans refer to a past model of brand Jordan sneakers, a subsidiary of the 

Nike brand through a partnership with the legendary basketball player, Michael Jordan. 

The relationship between hip hop and basketball has a long history, and Michael Jordan 
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is seen as a mythical character within the community. Many hip hop artists reference him 

in rap songs to relate their dominance as a hip hop figure to Jordan’s skills as a basketball 

player. Consequently, Jordan brand sneakers are considered consecrated artifacts in the 

hip hop culture of consumption—retro models are even more special. In this post, the 

community member’s association of retro Jordans to the Yeezy brand recontextualizes 

the meaning associated with Yeezys and places it into a different cultural frame due to its 

proximity to the Jordan brand.    

 
lmaoooo rip. Indian dudes in baggy jeans and Hollister long sleeves have ruined 
Adidas for me, I’m strictly Jordan and Vans now (u/Kalyansamk, 12/16/18, 
Adidas, r/Hiphopheads, cultural reference, brand—Hollister) 
 

 
Double flex—My 1st pair of AJ1s and 1st Telsa (u/Chintachi, 01/08/19, Tesla, 
r/Sneakers, cultural author reference, brand—Jordan) 

 

                           
 

Figure 23. Image From User Post 
 

 

In the vernacular of the culture, a “flex” is code for an act of showing off or 

boasting. The association with the term is largely considered positive where an individual 



 
 

110 

comments on another social actor’s identity project pursuits as if to say, “well done.” The 

community member u/Chintachi comments on another community member’s Reddit post 

where a retro Jordan sneaker is strategically placed on top of Tesla vehicle with the car 

brand’s logo prominently placed within the picture frame of the photo. In this post, 

u/Chintachi moves the established meaning associated with the Jordan brand and 

transfers this meaning to that of the Tesla brand as a fashion of the recontextualizing 

mechanism. 

 
I don't have Stan Smiths or Vans, but I have pink high top Adidas shoes. I'm not 
sure if that puts me outside of the Venn diagram or as inside of it as possible 
(u/Sprucegroose, 01/08/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads, cultural author reference, 
brands and music artists—Vans, Nikon, Frank Ocean, and Childish Gambino)  

 

                       

Figure 24. Image From User Post 
 

 The use of reference as a fashion of the recontextualizing mechanism allows 

members of the culture of consumption to cast their votes as the community collectively 

engages in the process of evaluation and legitimation. The sophisticated play of 
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referential code, like memes, enable members of the hip hop culture of consumption to 

make meaning of the world, and express their opinion about the world through their 

shared cultural frames. The second fashion of the recontextualizing mechanism occurs 

through a co-constitutive relationship which acts as a reciprocal connection between a hip 

hop artist and a brand or branded product.  

The co-constitutive relationship operates to represent and give meaning from the 

artist to the object and, likewise, from the object to the artist. For instance, a member of 

the community would offer a positive appraisal of a brand because of its association to an 

artist, transferring credence from artist to object. Essentially, the meaning associated with 

an artist moves onto the brand as context for evaluation and legitimation of the brand. 

However, in other instances, a member of the community might offer a positive appraisal 

of an artist because of his/her association with the previously mentioned brand. In this 

case, the interpreted meaning of the brand, through the cultural lens of the community 

member, becomes the vehicle whereby appraisal and validation of the artist is rendered. 

This implies an established evaluation and legitimation of the brand which is still subject 

to negotiation and construction within the community.  

By leveraging the co-constitutive relationship between artist and brand, members 

of the hip hop culture of consumption are able to make new meaning—that is, 

recontextualized meaning—with regard to brands or branded products as they participate 

in the social processes of evaluation and legitimation within the community. There were 

many occurrences of this fashioning throughout the text exchanges. The following are 

posts from the Reddit conversations which illustrate the recontextualizing mechanism 

through the fashion of co-constitutive relationships:     
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He ain’t slowing down. He might do a deal with Adidas which will be fucking 
huge. Like nike and lebron kinda $$$ (u/vancityvic, 03/02/18, Adidas, 
r/Hiphopheads)  
 
Something crazy im noticing while traveling in asia: thugger is HUGE here. his 
music, but also just himself. like hes on huge adidas ads and on billboards for 
H&M in every mall, you see girls wearing tshirts with his face on it like hes 
Bieber. hes way bigger here than in the states. never would have guessed that. 
(u/sonQUAALUDE, 01/03/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads) 

 

In these two examples, the community members evaluate the hip hop artist, 

Young Thug, relative to his association with the Adidas brand. In both instances, they 

measure his status and potential star-power based on upon his relationship with the brand, 

as if to say, “he is a notable artist because the brand has given him credence.” This 

insinuates that the artist’s worth is constituted by his proximity to Adidas where the 

meaning of the brand is now shifted onto the artist.  

However, in another instance, the same brand (Adidas) becomes the benefactor of 

the artist’s credibility, turning the table on the previous example. Adidas is considered 

notable because of its association to the hip hop artists, as opposed to the other way 

around. The following posts from the Reddit conversations illustrates this fashioning of 

the recontextualizing mechanism:        

 
It's certainly right up there. The film clip was so cool too. I wanted a adidas track 
suit just like Gibbs right after seeing it. And the chick with the fat ass. God 
damnnnnn! (u/Lacoste333, 05/01/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
Looking into this event, damn it looks lit as fuck. Props to Adidas and all parties 
involved to curate this event. (u/bruinmario, 02/11/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads) 
In these examples, the community members transfer the meaning associated with 

a hip hop artist (Freddie Gibbs) and hip hop music event, respectively, to that of the 

Adidas brands. The community member, u/Lascoste333, goes as far as to say he wanted 
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the track suit just like Gibbs after seeing it worn by the artist due to the credence and 

cultural meaning that was moved from the artist to the brand. Because of this association, 

the brand is evaluated favorably. Together, these four examples illustrate the co-

constitutive relationship between artists and objects which serves as a fashion of the 

recontextualizing mechanisms that drives the evaluation and legitimation processes when 

social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of consumption.  

 

Results: Mechanism #3—Reconciling 

The reconciling mechanism is the means by which members of the hip hop 

culture of consumption engage in the evaluation and legitimation process by pursuing 

cognitive consonance. When members’ current behavior (or intended future behavior) is 

out of synch with the cultural meaning frames they have collectively constructed within 

the community, reconciling can bring the behavior and meanings back in synch. That is 

to say, when a cultural event happens and causes conflict between a community 

member’s actions or beliefs and that of the broader community, the member shifts the 

locus of evaluation to mitigate and reconcile the dissonance caused by the incongruence 

between the two.  

For example, community members reconciled the dissonance between their 

opinions of a brand’s association with Kanye West and his unfavorable remarks during 

his aforementioned TMZ appearance, subsequent public appearances, and tweets. 

Reconciling took place by shifting the locus of evaluation from Kanye West’s actions to 

the value propositions of the product. The act of shifting the locus of evaluation divorces 

the conflict from the brand or branded product to help reconcile any associated 
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dissonance that might keep it from being acceptable within the cultural meaning frames 

of the community. The following post from the Reddit conversations help to demonstrate 

the reconciling mechanism as a way by which community members parse meaning:  

My feet are way too comfy for me to give a shit about this (u/SunkenLoki, 
05/03/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
Way too comfy, ye next album gotta be a flop for me to even consider going back 
to nike. But we know that ain’t happening. (u/sxnti98, 05/03/18, Adidas, 
r/Hiphopheads) 
 

These posts demonstrate the reconciling mechanism fashioned by shifting the 

locus of evaluation from the source of potential conflict to value propositions of the 

product which are more tangible and acceptedly subjective. These community members 

address the aforementioned issue surrounding Kanye West and his association with 

Adidas, the manufacturer of the Yeezy brand sneakers. Instead of addressing the 

incongruence between Kanye’s antics and the cultural characteristics of the community, 

demarcated by the meaning frames of the community, these community members 

reconciled the conflict by focusing on the comfort of the sneakers. This allows the 

community members to achieve cognitive consonance without having to alter their 

behaviors or attitudes about Adidas or about Kanye West.    

In some cases, community members reconcile their dissonance by shifting the 

locus of evaluation from the controversial brand (Kanye, in this case), to a misplacement 

of expectations. This means of reconciling calls into question the premise of the conflict 

itself and redirects the source of incongruity from the proximity of consumption to a 

broader, more abstract focus. This means of reconciling allows members of the hip hop 

community to achieve cognitive consonance, and to justify their opinions and 
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consumption behaviors within the confines of the meaning frames established by the 

community. The following posts from the observed Reddit conversations illustrate this 

means of reconciling:       

Kanye is an artist not a politician (u/TiMETRAPPERLAR, 09/18/18, Yeezy, 
r/Hiphopheads) 
 
Adidas has slaves, too! (u/Chickenshitmehammer, 05/03/18, Adidas, 
r/Hiphopheads) 
 
I mean we all still wore Nike after they were found to be using sweatshops, which 
is basically slave labor. I don’t think adidas sticking with Kanye after he made a 
stupid comment because he was misinformed is even close to as bad as 
sweatshops (u/Marenum, 05/03/18, Adidas, r/Hiphopheads) 
 

In the first example, the community member, u/TiMeTRAPPERLAR, leverages 

the reconciling mechanism by questioning the assumption that Kanye West should be 

held accountable for his views. By claiming that Kanye is “an artist not a politician,” the 

community member makes the appeal that the standard by which Kanye is evaluated is 

not representative of the role he places in the theater of society. Therefore, the meaning 

frame that we place on him should not be akin to what is associated with the standards of 

a politician, like being politically correct or meeting the standards of political 

appropriateness. Through this claim, the community member attempts to not only absolve 

Kanye West from his social missteps which has sparked debate within the community but 

also, by doing so, potentially absolve his/herself (the community member) from cultural 

incongruence.  

The second and third examples of the observed Reddit posts similarly shift the 

locus of evaluation to the storied history of sneaker companies using sweatshop labor to 

make their product. This strategy calls into question Nike and Adidas as bad actors within 
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the meaning frames of the culture and implicitly poses the question: If we are to 

negatively evaluate Kanye West, what about these other companies? This fashion of the 

reconciling mechanism maybe similar to the frequent use of “whataboutery” in 

contemporary politics, where individuals discredit criticism by shifting the focus of the 

argument instead of directly refuting or resolving the critique. In the case of reconciling, 

community members often misdirect the locus of evaluation in order to maintain 

cognitive consonance while continuing their current consumption behavior.   

On the other hand, some community members wrestle with the incongruence of 

their actions and their pre-established cultural meaning frames, opting to alter their 

beliefs or behaviors as a means of reconciling their dissonance. The process informs how 

they participate in the evaluation and legitimation process of the brand or branded 

product within the culture of consumption. The following posts from the Reddit 

conversations illustrate this form of reconciling: 

Kanye’s validation of President Trump is disturbing and I cannot wear my 
Yeezy’s in good conscience. I cannot support someone that is publicly pleading 
on behalf of Trumps movement of bigotry and racism. (u/blowinmoneyfast, 
09/30/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
So done with this dude. Selling the yeezys too. (u/Confucius_said, 10/01/18, 
Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
I’m out. Bye Yeezy. (u/ProstheticPoetics, 05/01/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 

 

In these examples, instead of shifting the locus of evaluation of the brand or 

branded product to achieve cognitive consonance, the community members changed their 

behaviors and beliefs as a fashion of the reconciling mechanism. The community 

member, u/blowinmoneyfast, explicitly communicates the conflict between supporting 

Kanye West and the cultural characteristics of the community, considering the cultural 
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events surrounding Kanye’s behavior. The statement “I cannot wear my Yeezy’s in good 

conscience” expresses the incongruence between the cultural characteristics of the 

community and the meaning frames by which Kanye’s behaviors—and, subsequently, the 

co-constitutive relationship between Kanye and the Yeezy brand—are evaluated. 

Likewise, the two posts from the community members, u/Confucius said and 

u/ProstheticPoets, communicate an explicit exit from consumption—even a declaration to 

sell previous purchased products—as a means to resolve any cognitive conflict by way of 

leveraging the reconciling mechanism. 

There were also moments in the conversations when it was apparent that 

community members were trying to decide what to do with the dissonance they were 

experiencing. The observation of these conversations provides a window into the internal 

struggle these social actors experience while searching for meaning through the lens of 

their shared cultural world when the conflicts arise. These cognitive conflicts are 

primarily attributed to the relationship between an artist, or cultural event, and their 

association to a brand or branded product.  

These moments of internal struggle, captured in the following posts from the 

Reddit conversations, act as antecedent to the reconciling mechanism that help members 

of the hip hop culture of consumption collectively evaluate and legitimate brands and 

branded products: 

 
I FINALLY got a pair of yeezys Friday. I kinda hate Kanye now. (u/yogistone68, 
10/01/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
It’s hard to rock yeezy clothes now and I still don’t know what to do about his 
music. It’s just so disappointing (u/W3NTZ, 05/01/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads)  
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I’m considering selling my Yeezys rn cause of this (u/OG_JesusChrist_10/13/18, 
Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 
 
Dude wrote Violent Crimes but associates with Bari and defends Cosby. Yeezy 
making the mental gymnastics to defend him so fucking difficult rn. 
(u/Captain_dOge, 09/27/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 

 

Results: Mechanism #4—Reinforcing 

The reinforcing mechanism is a means by which members of the hip hop culture 

of consumption engage in the evaluation and legitimation process by signaling their 

appraisal of a brand or branded product through repetition which, in aggregate, works to 

establish perceived concurrence of meaning. Community members state their position 

with regard to a brand, through implicit or explicit statements. As more members do the 

same, in unison, it communicates a seemingly agreed upon collective vote. When this is 

observed by other community members, it presents what is perceived as the constructed 

meaning frame by which the culture of consumption operates. As a result, these 

observants are inclined to accept this vote, and act accordingly. The following Reddit 

conversations illustrates the reinforcing mechanism as a vehicle for evaluation and 

legitimation: 

I don’t remember the last time I didn’t see someone wearing yeezys—real or 
fake—at least once (u/Nicefroyo, 09/08/18, Yeezy, r/Hiphopheads) 
 

 
The amount of Adidas I see on campus vs when kanye was on nike is insane 
though. Like I feel like I see way more Addidas than Nike now and it was 
absolutely the other way around (u/XXX_is_my_granddaddy, 05/03/18, Adidas, 
r/Hiphopheads) 
 
I’m convinced 95% of the population has airpods (not judging I have them too but 
wtf They really out here) (u/Bobokins12, 01/13/19, AirPods, Kanye)  
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 In these examples, community members observe the repetitious use of the brand 

and branded product in a social setting, which subsequently signals an established 

positive evaluation and legitimation. The act of using the brand or branded product in a 

public form reinforces what is perceived to be the collective meaning frame. Even when 

the use of these products are observed by what could be argued as non-members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption, it provides evidence of concurrence when community 

members engage in conversations with others in the community.  

The explicit expression of positive assessment with regard to a brand, in repetition 

by others, signals that the collective judgment of the brand is positive. Similarly, the 

repeated observation of the brand in-use signals that the brand is socially acceptable—

thus, creating the reinforcing mechanism that acts as a vehicle for evaluation and 

legitimation. That is to say, the more the brand is worn or the branded product is used by 

community members, the more credence the brand or branded product is given as it 

undergoes assessment of being deemed “good” and “in” by the community at-large. 

Likewise, the observation of coded, referential language used in repetition by 

community members also powers this reinforcing mechanism. For instance, there was 

repeated use of the phrase “Yeezy season approaching” throughout the Yeezy 

conversations on the r/Hiphopheads subreddit. This phrase is a lyrical reference from 

Kanye West’s song, “On Sight,” where the artist presents his dominance after a three-

year album hiatus. The lyrics to the song, from which the lyrical reference is taken, 

provides context with regard to how the coded language is used both as a meme and as a 

means of reinforcement. The lyrics for the song are as follows:  

Yeezy season approaching 
Fuck whatever y'all been hearin’ 
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Fuck what, fuck whatever y'all been wearin’ 
A monster about to come alive again 
(West, de Homem-Christo, Bangalter, Jones, Smith, Rutberg, Young, Watkins, & 
Dean, 2013) 
 

Community members, in aggregate, use this lyrical reference to communicate 

their shared excitement about new music releases from Kanye West—both as an artist 

and as a producer—as well as new clothing products. It should also be noted that 

“Yeezy” is not only the brand name for Kanye West’s sneakers and clothing products but 

it is also one of his many nicknames. The repeated use of this lyrical reference, “Yeezy 

season approaching,” signals that these branded products, and their co-constitutive 

relationship with Kanye West, are positively assessed and collectively accepted among 

members of the culture of consumption. This acts as a reinforcing mechanism of 

evaluation and legitimation within the community.  

 Moreover, the features of the Reddit platform also perpetuate the reinforcing 

mechanism by way of the “upvote” action. As noted in Chapter Two, the upvote is a 

method on Reddit where users signal their approval of another user’s post. The more 

upvotes a post gets, the higher the post moves up the thread of a subreddit. Therefore, the 

most viewed posts within a thread are often seen by other community members as “the 

most approved posts” because the content has been collectively supported by the 

community through upvotes. Consequently, the most upvoted-posts signal previously 

established judgment and acceptance by the community. This signaling, subsequently, 

informs perceived meaning in the minds of other community members. Much like the 

repetitious observation of individuals referencing a brand through culturally-coded 

language or wearing a branded product in public, there is an implied approval of posts 
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that rise to the top of a Reddit thread (i.e. gain the most upvotes). In this way, upvoted 

posts act as a public progress bar of what the community supports and deems acceptable 

(or unacceptable).   

 

Discussion 

This netnography of online conversations between members of the hip hop 

community on Reddit was guided by two driving research questions: (Q1) How are 

brands and branded products evaluations collectively negotiated and constructed when 

social contagion occurs among members of the hip hop culture of consumption? Said 

differently, how are objects judged by community members when social contagion occurs 

within the community? (Q2) How does the exchange and spread of cultural text between 

members of the hip hop culture of consumption translate into the legitimation of cultural 

characteristics within the community? That is to say, how are brands and branded 

products deemed acceptable when social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of 

consumption? The findings of this analysis are discussed below. 

The results of the research analysis provided insight into the means by which 

members of the hip hop culture of consumption engage in the negotiation and 

construction of evaluation and legitimation, and how these two social processes relate to 

social contagion within the community. Though I entered the research with the 

assumption that evaluation and legitimation were two clearly discrete processes, 

demarcated by a temporal sequence, the research revealed otherwise. In fact, evaluation 

and legitimation are more like two sides of the same coin whose relationship is not linear 

but, instead, circuitous. Roman mythology tells a story of Janus, the god of two doors, 
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who is appropriately depicted as a two-faced-being who looks in opposite directions—

two ways simultaneously. According to the mythology, Janus—one being—was a 

custodian of the universe’s entrance, guarding what comes in and what goes out. 

Similarly, evaluation and legitimation operate in this capacity—acting as a singular 

gateway to cultural adoption but from two different sides which are hardly 

indistinguishable. Said differently, these two processes happen together in service of the 

same function: achieving congruence within the meaning frames of a community’s 

cultural characteristics. 

Moreover, the research also revealed four unique mechanisms by which 

evaluation and legitimation takes place within the hip hop culture of consumption when 

social contagion occurs—responding, recontextualizing, reconciling, and reinforcing. 

These four mechanisms—which I refer to as the 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and 

Legitimation—are the means by which community members collectively negotiate and 

construct the meaning of brands and branded products relative to the cultural 

characteristics that govern the community.     

The first mechanism, responding, expresses the means by which members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption participate in the negotiation and construction process of 

evaluation and legitimation through the use of direct and, often times, coded language. 

Through this mechanism, community members navigate uncertainty and potential social 

consequences by the way in which they enter the conversation. For acceptably subjective 

topics, like product benefits and value propositions, community members are more 

inclined to use explicit statements in their text exchanges. However, for more culturally 
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opaque topics, which are controversial in nature, community members typically use 

implicit, coded language as a risk management strategy to avoid potential social backlash.  

This responding mechanism reminds me of growing up in the inner-city of 

Detroit, MI, watching my peers play Double-Dutch jump rope. Double-Dutch is a game 

where two long jump ropes are rotated in opposite directions and children masterfully 

jump in-synch within the turning ropes so as not to stop the ropes’ motion. This feat 

requires great skill, which is heightened by the social pressures from on-lookers who 

watch from within the public arena of the playground or the spectacle of the urban 

neighborhood. Entering the rotating ropes is a challenge for these children, with high 

social consequence—no less—if done unsuccessfully. Before a child enters the game, 

he/she carefully studies the cadence of the rotating ropes so as to perfectly time his/her 

entrance and jumping performance. The way in which individuals within the hip hop 

culture of consumption enter the negotiation and construction process of evaluation and 

legitimation is similar. These social actors are carefully studied with regard to the cultural 

characters of the community and purposeful about their use of language when responding 

to/participating in the conversation. Therefore, they respond to the exchanges that are 

currently in motion—much like the rotating ropes—in such a way that mitigates the risk 

of any social consequences should their entrance be unsuccessful.     

 The second mechanism, recontextualizing, encapsulates the means by which 

members of the hip hop culture of consumption place the brand or branded product into 

his/her own cultural meaning frame as he/she participates in the social process of 

evaluation and legitimation. Said differently, recontextualizing is how community 

members make sense (i.e., meaning) of an object by moving meaning from one context to 
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another. This mechanism is reminiscent of the way in which people colloquially use 

analogies and memes to better understand a matter relative to one’s own identity, 

linguistic use, and spatial relevance.      

 This recontextualizing mechanism takes place in two fashions, references and co-

constitutive relationships. Both fashions rely on implicit, coded language as a means of 

engaging in the conversation. References use hip hop lyrics, cultural events, and other 

brands and branded products to make meaning, and cast their vote as the community 

collectively negotiates and constructs the evaluation and legitimation of an object. The 

co-constitutive relationship fashioning of the recontextualizing mechanism, on the other 

hand, makes meaning of a brand or branded product through its association to a cultural 

author, like hip hop artists, prominent cultural figures, and other brands or branded 

products. Co-constitutive relationships, as a means of recontextualizing, help members of 

the hip hop culture of consumption navigate the ambiguity of a brand or branded 

product’s meaning relative to an established fixture within their lived cultural world. This 

mechanism diminishes ambiguity for community members and subsequently informs 

how they engage in the social processes of evaluation and legitimation.         

 The third mechanism, reconciling, details the process by which members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption engage in the evaluation and legitimation process when 

the community member faces potential incongruence between his/her beliefs and 

behaviors and the cultural meaning frames of the community. The reconciling mechanism 

is a form of solidarity-seeking that community members pursue when these conflicts arise 

due to exogenous shocks to the system, which sparks debate within the community, or 

normal conversations among other community members. Reconciling acts as a cognitive 



 
 

125 

exercise where community members decide to change their beliefs or behaviors to align 

with that of the community or they rather perform a feat of mental gymnastics to defend 

their current position. In both cases, the reconciling mechanism is essentially a function 

of meaning-making that social actors undergo to determine whether something is good or 

bad (evaluation) or if it is acceptable or not (legitimation).   

 The fourth mechanism, reinforcing, illustrates the concurrence that is achieved 

through the repeated use of a brand or branded product and the expressed evaluation 

thereof. As people visibly present themselves with a particular brand or speak positively 

about it, they are essentially casting their vote with regard to evaluation and legitimation. 

The more community members wear the brand or talk about the brand in a positive light, 

the more the brand is perceived by other community members “cool” and “acceptable” 

more broadly. As the saying goes, nothing draws a crowd like a crowd. 

The 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and Legitimation are iterative in nature. While 

they can appear alone, they also work in concert. For instance, a community member 

might use coded language (responding) to place a brand into a different context 

(recontextualizing) to make the brand relevant to his/herself. In doing so, the community 

might be echoing the same sentiment of another community member, which signals a 

repetitious appraisal for other community members (reinforcing). In this example, three 

of the four mechanisms work together to perform a different function in the process of 

evaluation and legitimation.   

Of the four mechanisms discovered in this netnography, the reinforcing 

mechanism is the most overt because it is not as heavily disguised in cultural context as 

the responding, recontextualizing, and reconciling mechanisms. Instead, the reinforcing 
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mechanism is a sheer product of observability, through both physical means and digital 

means. The reinforcing mechanism is a clear example of social proof and likely the 

catalyst by which affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires spread within the hip hop 

culture of consumption because of their observability by other community members. The 

observed use of brands and branded products among community members essentially 

acts as a cultural receipt that signals what is deemed “cool” and “acceptable” by the 

community when there is repeated exposure to the association of community members 

and the brand or branded product. The repetition of brand utterances, as well as the 

repeated observation of branded product-use, proverbially “whips the vote” of how other 

community members view the branded product. This ultimately reinforces perceptions of 

pre-established judgment and acceptance among the culture of consumption to which 

they self-identify, thus influencing how they—as individuals—cast their vote in the social 

process of evaluation and legitimation.  

The repetition driving this mechanism reinforces what is perceived as normal, 

thereby influencing how individuals engage in order to maintain social cohesion within 

the community. As community members see other community members signal their vote 

of judgment and acceptance of a brand or branded product through these cultural receipts, 

it not only reduces risk for these individuals being potentially out of synch with the 

cultural meaning frames of the community, but it also lubricates the transmission of 

affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires between them. That is to say, the reinforcing 

mechanism facilitates what is performed by the individual to become a communal act, the 

result of which helps to drive the social coordination that is needed for social contagion 

to occur within a community. The reinforcing mechanism is heightened thanks to the 
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prevalence of social network platforms that enable greater visibility of the cultural 

receipts that community members present when their identity projects are on display 

through the content they post online.   

In hopes of gaining a better understanding of the means by which evaluation and 

legitimation are achieved when social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of 

consumption, this research proves to be quite insightful. The findings not only bring to 

light a better understanding of how evaluation and legitimation work within this 

community but also, more broadly, uncover a better understanding of the relationship 

between evaluation and legitimation themself. The 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and 

Legitimation provide clear and tangible mechanisms whereby the research investigation 

can confidently conclude that the specific questions with regard to evaluation and 

legitimation were successfully addressed. Furthermore, the 4Rs also illuminate a better 

understanding of the processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture of 

consumption (the broader aim of this research). Ultimately, these findings offer rich 

contributions to both theory and practice.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 
The aim of this dissertation was to generate a grounded understanding of the 

processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. Social contagion 

has long been considered common place in hip hop, however, there was little evidence to 

support this belief beyond anecdotes and lore. Therefore, the research to uncover a richer 

understanding of the processes of social contagion within the hip hop culture had to first 

examine if there was indeed evidence of social contagion within the community. The 

results of this undertaking provided evidence for the affirmative. Moreover, the findings 

from this preliminary study suggests that not only does social contagion happen within 

the hip hop culture of consumption but when it does it happens to a significant degree.   

Although these findings provide evidence that social contagion exists within the 

hip hop culture of consumption, alone they do not present insights as to how it happens. 

To do so, I investigated the social processes of evaluation and legitimation, which are 

considered critical underpinnings that drive the social coordination necessary for the 

acceptance and adoption of brands and branded products when social contagion occurs 

within a community. This investigation consisted of a netnographic analysis of online 

conversations between members of the hip hop community on Reddit to gain insight as to 

how evaluation and legitimation are negotiated and constructed when social contagion 

occurs among community members. The remainder of this chapter discusses the unique 

findings of this research undertaking by first discussing its theoretical implications, 

followed by a discussion about its practical implications, and then a discussion about 
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research limitations and suggestions for future research. Lastly, the chapter concludes 

with final thoughts on the research. 

 

Implications for Theory 

The research investigation of this dissertation provides evidence of social 

contagion in hip hop and reveals insight into the social processes of evaluation and 

legitimation which, subsequently, provides a richer understanding of the processes of 

social contagion within the hip hop culture of consumption. The findings of the research 

uniquely unearthed four mechanisms, the 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and Legitimation, 

that describe how members of this community engage in the negotiation and construction 

of evaluation and legitimation to develop new cultural characteristics. These four 

mechanisms—responding, recontextualizing, reconciling, and reinforcing—are all means 

by which these social actors make meaning of their lived world and, as a result, navigate 

the cultural practices within it. It is through these mechanisms, these meaning-making 

exercises, that community members collectively evaluate brands and branded products 

and decide what is acceptable. At their core, evaluation and legitimation are essentially 

instruments whereby community members establish agreed upon meaning frames for the 

community, which ultimately play a critical role in driving social contagion among them.   

Previous studies have investigated meaning-making within a community and its 

impact on marketing and consumption. Arnould & Thompson (2005), for example, 

propose that the communal construction of meaning, with regard to marketing activities, 

inform consumption behavior among members of a community. However, McCracken’s 

(1986) breakthrough work on the movement of meaning, with regard to cultural 
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consumption, presents as a close cousin to the findings of this research. McCracken 

(1986) argues that meaning resides in the culturally constituted world, which is later 

fashioned into consumer goods before being ritualized into the consumer’s identity. 

Meaning, he argues, moves from the cultural constituted world to the consumer good and 

onto the consumer his/herself by way of four unique fashioning systems and four unique 

ritualize practices. This is illustrated in Figure 22, where McCracken (1986) details how 

meaning moves from the culturally constituted world to consumer product and onto 

consumers themselves. His work, as depicted in Figure 22, is widely accepted in the 

world of marketing, and other tangential disciplines, as the de facto description of 

meaning movement within cultural consumption.     

 

 

Figure 25. Movement of Meaning. Adopted from McCracken, 1986.  
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The four fashion systems that McCracken describes are described in the following 

paragraph. First, advertising/fashion systems amount to advertising agencies that identify 

cultural characteristics of the observed world and imbue them into products to give 

commercial products meaning. In the case of fashion systems, designers reflect cultural 

characteristics in their products to transfer meaning into what would otherwise be just a 

sweater, for instance. Second, the magazine and news fashion system takes new cultural 

products and place them into pre-existing culture principles, moving meaning from the 

culturally constituted world to the product. Third, the high esteem fashion system 

empowers opinion leaders, typically those who are considered high culture and closely 

attune to the changes in cultural innovations like today’s “influencers,” to translate 

meaning from the cultural constituted world for those with less proximity. Fourth, the 

fringe society fashion system consists of groups of people who exist in the margins of 

society, like queers and punks, and move meaning as an act of departure from the 

contemporary culturally meaning frames so that products take on radically new meaning.  

While these systems are seemingly exhaustive, the way by which meaning is 

made in the hip hop culture of consumption does not fit into any one system in particular. 

The hip hop culture of consumption consists of a community of people not a third-party 

entity. Although community members certainly ingest the media messages that are 

produced by these third-party entities, this system does not capture the communal aspect 

of meaning-making that takes place among community members. Therefore, the means 

by which meaning is made within the hip hop culture of consumption is not fully 

represented by the advertising/fashion system nor the magazine and news fashion system.  
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Community members of the hip hop culture of consumption are not necessarily 

high cultured and they are not all opinion leaders. Certainly, cultural authors like hip hop 

artists—opinion leaders within the culture—move meaning from the culturally 

constituted world to brands and branded products. However, the high esteemed fashion 

system does not take into account the communal aspect of meaning-making, among 

mostly peers, and, therefore, does not fully capture the way by which meaning is made 

within the hip hop culture of consumption.     

Although the fringe society fashion system focuses squarely on meaning-making 

among peers, the broad appeal of hip hop culture excludes the hip hop culture of 

consumption from consideration as being set in the margins of society. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, hip hop is no longer localized in the housing projects of the Bronx, NY. It has 

taken center-side within the broader cultural zeitgeist. Similarly, the queer community, 

now referred to as LGBTQ+, no longer fits the status of fringe society, considering its 

populations in the United States and the wide acceptance of gay marriage. McCracken’s 

work, while impactful (as demonstrated by 4,184 citations to date), was published in 

1986 and, subsequently, does not reflect how the contemporary landscape of where these 

communities fit into the world today.  

To more fittingly describe the way by which members of the hip hop culture of 

consumption engage in meaning-making, there is a need to introduce a more nuanced 

fashion system to McCracken’s watershed contribution. This modified fashion system 

should account for the communal nature of the group and its appeal beyond the shadows 

of fringe society. The findings from this dissertation provide a detailed justification for 

the addition of a peer fashion system to the framework. In the peer fashion system, 
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meaning is made within the hip hop culture of consumption where community members 

engage in the negotiation and construction of evaluation and legitimation when social 

contagion occurs. Figure 23, what I call “The Peer-Facilitated Movement of Meaning” 

model, illustrates the contribution of this dissertation to the understanding of meaning-

making and its relationship to evaluation and legitimation, the processes that drive the 

social coordination necessary for social contagion to occur.     

 

 

Figure 26. Peer-Facilitated Movement of Meaning.  
This figure depicts a build on McCracken’s Movement of Meaning model (1986) with 

additions from the findings from this research. 
 

The presentation of the 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and Legitimation—

responding, recontextualizing, reconciling, and reinforcing—act as mechanisms that help 

facilitate meaning-making among members of the hip hop culture of consumption. The 

response and recontextualizing mechanisms detail the way by which community 

members move meaning from the culturally constituted world to the brands and branded 
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products of interest. Community members use coded language as they enter 

conversations (the responding mechanism), which acts as meaning-vehicles that 

impregnant brands and branded products with meaning. Community members also use 

lyrical references, much like a meme, to move meaning from one context and place it into 

another context (the recontextualizing mechanism) with regard to a brand or branded 

product. This meaning-making pursuit informs the negotiation and construction of 

collective judgment (evaluation) and acceptance (legitimation) of said brand or branded 

product. As Sobchack (2000) explains with regard to film, consumption is not a passive 

act, “it is always ‘incorporated,’ and ‘lived’ by the human beings who engage with it 

within a structure of meanings and metaphors in which subject-object relations are 

cooperative, co-constitutive, dynamic and reversible” (p. 68). The same is evidenced in 

the manner by which members of the hip hop culture of consumption engage in the 

recontextualizing mechanisms with regard to brands and branded products.   

This should be no surprise considering the use of derivative work in the hip hop 

culture of consumption. From sampling—borrowing old songs and reimagining them 

with a new interpretation—to remixes—a fresh take on a previously release song—to the 

style of dress, hip hop has long practiced the tradition of recontextualizing. Fittingly, it 

would make sense that community members use this mechanism for meaning-making 

among peers. Likewise, community members leverage the co-constitutive relationship 

between brands and cultural authors to make meaning of the world (the recontextualizing 

mechanism), all of which is fashioned by peers within the community.  

McCracken’s work also outlines four rituals that consumers use to move meaning 

from the product, with its newly imbued meaning, to the individual. McCracken refers to 
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these rituals as: (1) possession ritual (a transference of properties from product to 

consumer), (2) exchange ritual (where the act of gifting gives the product new meaning in 

the eyes of the consumer), (3) grooming ritual (which allows consumers to refresh old 

artifacts with new meaning), and (4) divestment ritual (a means of emptying goods of 

their meaning so that meaning transference, or spread, cannot take place). Within the 

divestment ritual, in particular, the reconciling mechanism is also at play. In these cases, 

community members wrestle with potential congruence conflicts that arise as a result of 

the meaning that has been imbued into the branded product being out of synch with 

his/her beliefs and behaviors. Therefore, the community member undergoes a 

reconciliation practice to find equilibrium. The reconciling mechanism is a way by which 

these social actors engage in the divestment ritual to stay in-line with the cultural 

characteristics of the community.               

Perhaps the most significant update to McCracken’s work is the reinforcing 

mechanism. Set in 1986, McCracken’s writing does not account for technological 

advances, like social networking platforms and other digitally-mediated communication 

systems, which accelerates and influences the meaning-making process whereby 

community members collectively evaluate and legitimate brands and branded products. 

Considering the transparency and social proof that is innate to observing peer behavior, 

as community members observe their peers engage in the conversation of meaning-

making, the actions of these observed individuals inform and influence the culturally 

constituted world whereby meaning is established for onlookers. This results in a cyclic 

relationship where the act of displaying one’s meaning frame serves as a cultural receipt 

or public progress bar, by which the affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires of said 
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community members influences those of other community members. Said differently, the 

reinforcing mechanism is the bridge that connects the meaning-making process—that is 

so inherent to evaluation and legitimation—to the occurrence of social contagion.   

 

Implications for Practice 

There is no shortage of marketers who long for their brands and branded products 

to “go viral.” Today’s communication technologies, like social networking platforms, 

heighten this demand due to their ability to aid in social pass-along by accelerating the 

transmission of messages throughout network ties (Leskovec, Adamic, & Huberman, 

2007). However, the true ambition of marketers is to catalyze the propagation of peer 

influence which leads to the adoption of positive consumer affects, behaviors, cognitions, 

and desires in relation to the marketed brands and branded products. This is a much more 

compelling outcome for marketers than mere pass-along. When used as a marketing 

strategy, social contagion exploits the influence of social networks by encouraging people 

to share information, products, and messages with their tribe members, which can 

influence their attitudes and behaviors (Asch, 1956; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and 

increase the likelihood of consumption (Leskovec, Adamic, & Huberman, 2007; 

Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Rogers, 1955).  

Naturally, social contagion creates a potentially powerful vehicle for marketers to 

go to market and influence consumer behavior. The more aware marketers are about the 

dynamics of the social contagion phenomenon within a culture of consumption, the more 

equipped they will be to tap into its powerful influence over consumption activity among 

its members. As such, the findings presented in this dissertation not only provide 
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evidence that social contagion occurs within hip hop but also provide a better 

understanding of the processes (evaluation and legitimation) by which brands and 

branded products experience social contagion within a culture of consumption. 

The four revealed mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation—the 4Rs of Hip 

Hop Evaluation and Legitimation—equip marketers with an understanding of how 

communal meaning is made among members of the hip hop culture of consumption. With 

this information, marketers can be more informed when they go to market with their 

brands and brand product. In particular, considering the use of coded language as a 

vehicle for meaning-making, the responding and recontextualizing mechanisms 

underscore the importance that marketers must have a close proximity to the culture of 

consumption of interest so as to understand the cultural references and associations that 

community members use to make sense of brands and branded products. Furthermore, 

this knowledge will help marketers assist community members as they engage in the 

responding and recontextualizing mechanisms by creating more culturally-informed 

products and advertising messages (i.e., the advertising/fashion system of meaning 

movement) that make the peer fashion system of meaning movement easier to achieve 

and more aligned to the intended meaning that marketers wish to signal. 

It is worth nothing that the fashion systems introduced by McCracken’s work 

(advertising/fashion, magazine/news, high esteem, and fringe society) and now the peer 

fashion system introduced in this dissertation, all work in concert while members of the 

hip hop culture of consumption make meaning of brands and branded products. That is to 

say, while community members move meaning from the culturally constituted world to 

brands and branded products, the meaning associated with these same brands and 
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branded products are being simultaneously informed by advertisements, blogs, and 

“influencers.” Therefore, individuals are tasked with factoring all the stimuli from the 

different fashion systems into their meaning-congruence equation—how the brand or 

branded product fits into his/her identity within the cultural frame of hip hop.  

The process of meaning-making in these communities are not linear where one 

stimulus (a marketing message, an article, a reference, etc.) moves meaning from the 

culturally constituted world to a brand or branded product, leaving community members 

to then ritualize (and, in some cases, reconcile) the object into his/her identity, like a 

bowling ball going down a bowling alley to knock over pins. No, this is much more akin 

to a pinball machine where one’s identity is constantly bumping into multiple, and 

sometimes conflicting, meanings that have been impregnated into a brand or branded 

product by a host of different fashion systems. In this regard, the relationship between the 

different fashion systems, the subsequent meanings associated with an object, and the 

individual’s identity is illustrated in Figure 24, what I call the Meaning-Identity 

Congruence model. The meaning-plurality that is now associated with the brand or 

branded product ultimately tasks the community members with the challenge of finding 

compatibility between these meanings and their congruence with his/her identity within 

the cultural frame of hip hop.   

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

139 

 

Figure 27. Meaning-Identity Congruence 
 

While this may seem like a daunting and uncontrollable scenario for marketers, 

the situation is actually empowering for practitioners. The multiple fashion systems that 

inform the possible meaning of a brand or branded product create an opportunity for 

marketers to curate redundancy with regard to a singular, salient meaning as community 

members “bump into” these stimuli while making sense of their lived world. Each 

“bump,” be it an advertisement or an influencer endorsement, enables a contextual 

moment that can help ease the meaning-making exercise for community members and 

arm them with the tools they need to support their vote during the social negotiation of 

evaluation and legitimation. This can be achieved by leveraging referential codes in 

marketing communications, for instance, that community members already use when 

participating in the responding and recontextualizing mechanisms, which requires great 

intimacy from marketers.   
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The reinforcing mechanism presents an opportunity for marketers to invest in 

concurrence as a means of presenting visible receipts of agreement among community 

members with regard to evaluation or legitimation of a brand or branded product. The use 

of products and the expressed opinion of a brand, for example, act as a public progress 

bar which signals what is likely deemed “cool” and acceptable by the community at 

large. The repeated observation of this public progress bar creates a sense of perceived 

ubiquity within the community and, subsequently, influences the affects, behaviors, 

cognitions, and desires of other community members. As the reinforcing mechanism is at 

work, it informs the culturally constituted world from which advertisers, magazines, 

influencers, and peers move meaning to products, thus fueling the cyclic nature of social 

solidarity. With this practice of meaning-making now understood, marketers can 

potentially project artificial public progress bars that signal to the community: “everyone 

is doing it.” The result of this activity will help forward the process of evaluation and 

legitimation which are critical processes for social contagion.       

Moreover, the implication for managers extends beyond a commercial 

consumption context only. There are industries where marketers spend great resources 

trying to get people to recycle, vote, wear a mask (for protection against COVD-19), stop 

smoking, and other behavioral activities. The findings of this research could help 

marketers aid the positive evaluation and legitimation of these activities within a culture 

of consumption so that their affects, behaviors, cognitions, and desires might spread to 

others in the community and influence them to follow suit. 
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Research Limitations and Future Research 

 Despite the rich contributions presented in this dissertation, there are research 

limitations that warrant acknowledgement. The first research concern focuses on the 

research design itself. The netnography, while powerful in its ability to extract rich 

insights from a group of people, only looks at a specific group of people within a specific 

setting. The same can be said for ethnographies more broadly. Therefore, care must be 

taken when attempting to generalize these findings to individuals beyond the hip hop 

culture of consumption. Any attempt to do so should be done with discretion.  

 The netnography examined the processes of social contagion within the hip hop 

culture of consumption, which revealed the 4Rs of Hip Hop Evaluation and 

Legitimation—the four mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation within the hip hop 

community. However, it ought to be considered whether these four mechanisms would 

manifest within a different research context. That is to say, are the four mechanism of 

evaluation and legitimation unique to the hip hop culture of consumption or would they 

also be found in different communities, like sneakerheads, cosplayers, e-gamers, etc. 

Future research might consider replicating this study but for a different research context 

to see if they would find the same 4Rs within different cultures of consumption.    

Likewise, the research investigated social contagion within the hip hop culture of 

consumption exclusively on Reddit. It ought to be considered if looking at this 

community on other social networking platforms (like Facebook, Twitter, or YouTube), 

message boards, or blog comments might yield a different theoretical account of 

evaluation and legitimation when social contagion occurs within the hip hop culture of 

consumption. For example, the introduction of interviews from community members 
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might have also gleaned even greater insight for the research. Perhaps a consideration for 

future research might be the use of other methods to examine this community; would it 

unearth the same mechanisms or maybe something altogether new? 

 As the research instrument for this study, the results were born out of my 

interpretation of the data and ability to connect the literature to the observed text 

exchanges between members of the hip hop culture of consumption. Although my 

proximity to the community is quite close, it is possible that someone else’s interpretation 

might have led to a different outcome. This is why I plan to continue my Consumer 

Culture Theory work within the context of hip hop and social contagion in hopes of 

building on the results presented in this dissertation and excavating more knowledge 

about this consumption positive community.       

 The time horizon for the research created a constraint on the observation of social 

contagion. Of the 24 brands, 9 exhibited evidence of spread, however, that does not mean 

that the reminding 15 brand had not experienced social contagion within a different time 

period. Perhaps a longitudinal study over a greater time horizon might provide a more 

accurate account of the mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation which would reveal a 

richer understanding of social contagion. This greater time horizon might also reveal 

shifts in evaluation and legitimation of a brand or branded product over time which might 

prove to be quite interesting. Take a brand like Carhartt, for instance, that was once “in 

style” (legitimated) and then “out of style” (delegitimated), and then back “in” again 

(legitimated). Observing the means by which this ebb and flow takes place might provide 

richer insight into the mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation than just one 

(legitimation) cycle alone. Future research might also consider investigating the spread of 
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brands and branded products across a greater maturity spectrum, perhaps more brands 

with a longer lifespan—like Adidas—and more new brands like Fortnite.    

 Future research might also include more exploration into the “Double Dutch” 

nature of the responding mechanism as a means of community members managing risk 

when participating in social conversations. Are there different strategies that individuals 

leverage to mitigate potential social misalignment with the community? Also, the 

research aim of this study was to explore the process of social contagion. To do so, I 

investigated the mechanisms of evaluation and legitimation. However, the research did 

not venture into the power structures within the hip hop culture of consumption: How 

does information cascade within the community? Do certain community members have 

more influence than others? Considering the cultural origins of hip hop and its 

association to the Black and Latino community, do all voices have the same sway with 

regard to evaluation and legitimation? For instance, are Black voices within the 

community outweigh the voices of others? How does the temporality of information pass-

along impact if and how brands and branded products spread when shared by certain 

community members? These inquires make for interesting future research pursuits.  

I focused the netnography on the text exchanges on Reddit between members of 

the hip hop culture of consumption as opposed to other implicit means of communication 

on the platform and influence, like “upvotes” and “downvotes.” This metric informs what 

gets seen first on a particular subreddit thread. Perhaps factoring this metric into the 

evaluation and legitimation investigation might have led to deep insights about the 

mechanism that inform these social processes.  
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Conclusion 

The title of this research, “Exploring Social Contagion Within A Tribe Called Hip 

Hop,” not only pays homage to the legendary hip hop trio, A Tribe Called Quest; it also 

underscores the notion that hip hop is more than just a musical art form; it is a culture. 

Moreover, consumption plays a considerable role in the values, artifacts, behaviors, and 

lexicon of the culture. Despite the significant impact this cohort has had on the 

performance of business and brands to date, the hip hop culture of consumption has been 

woefully understudied in both the marketing research broadly and the CCT discipline 

more specifically. Although rap, the music of hip hop, is widely known, most marketing 

practitioners have very little understanding of the subculture from which it originated 

(Blair & Hatala, 1991) and of which it mythologizes. The ever-expanding influence of 

hip hop on consumption behavior creates urgency for marketers to better understand how 

brands and branded products, across a spectrum of industries, are adopted and socialized 

among this consumption-positive community.  

While the hip hop culture of consumption may be avid consumers, they are also 

discriminating and, like most communities, can tell when something is amiss or out of 

sync with the nuances of their cultural characteristics. This creates risk for marketers who 

wish to capitalize on the commercial impact of the community but are not intimate with 

its cultural characteristics. It is vital, therefore, that marketers invest themselves in 

understanding the community—moving beyond fetishizing their cultural products to 

committing to the appreciation of their cultural meaning frames.  

The hip hop artist and mogul, Jay-Z, says it best when he proclaimed in his 2001 

single, “Izzo (H.O.V.A),” from the Blueprint album, “I do this for my culture.” Indeed, 
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consumption, much like the creation of cultural products, is a cultural act. What we buy, 

where we go, how we style ourselves, and what we eat—among other consumption 

activities—are all informed by our cultural subscription. As this dissertation argues, 

evaluation and legitimation are the social activities that members of a culture of 

consumption exercise to make meaning of the brands and branded products that 

marketers offer as potential candidates for the cultural act of consumption within a given 

community. Collectively, community members vote on whether a brand is good or bad 

and whether it is acceptable or not. This negotiation and construction exercise of 

evaluation and legitimation are critical processes of social contagion, and the grounded 

knowledge from this research arms marketers with an intimate understanding of the 

mechanism that members of the hip hop community undergo when they make meaning of 

products, advertising, sponsorships, product placements, and the like. Like Jay-Z, they 

also do it for the culture. Therefore, it is imperative that marketers commit themselves to 

understanding the culture of hip hop and the dynamic nature of meaning-making within 

the hip hop culture of consumption if marketers want to their products to spread within, 

and be adopted by, the community.  
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