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Executive Summary 

In recent years we have witnessed an explosion in the amount of branded communication and 

advertising the average consumer is exposed to. This has contributed considerably to changes 

in the way we as consumers use and draw on brands, and consequently transformed a brand’s 

ability to reach the consumer. Contemporary consumer culture is characterized by an 

increasing anti-brand sentiment spawned by a new sense of empowerment among consumer, 

expansionary individualism and an increased concentration on personal identity projects. 

Consumers are no longer content with being left passive in the consumption of information 

and entertainment – They want to be actively included and feel engaged. The dialectic 

relationship that exists between consumer culture and brands is heavily shaped by these 

changes in consumer culture. As a result, the role of the brand is shifting to an increased focus 

on its ability to contribute to the consumers’ personal identity projects as a cultural resource. 

Consumers will assess and evaluate a brand based on its capability to deliver expressive 

cultural material, which strikes their imagination and helps them interpret the world in which 

they exist. The concept of transmedia storytelling presents a new method of brand 

communication which caters to these changes in consumer culture. It is characterized by its 

rare ability to disperse information on multiple media platforms, create performative roles 

which activate the consumer, and present multifaceted communication with the necessary 

profundity needed in order to capture the attention of a spoiled audience.  Through its unique 

ability to create complex and open fictional worlds, often with a vast amount of characters 

and sub-stories it leads the audience towards searching for further information on this world 

and its inhabitants. The involving and engaging nature of this way of communicating creates a 

situation where consumers become involved with the communication, sometimes as co-

creators or co-authors, i.e. the former one-way-communication transforms into a collaboration 

or dialogue between corporation and consumer. Exploiting this type of communicative tool 

and its entailed ability to build complex worlds can be a successful way of communicating 

your brand or product to contemporary consumers. However, a relevant and credible inclusion 

or use of the brand is absolute key if the combination between entertainment and brand is to 

flourish and reach new heights. If successfully implemented, this type of communication can 

be highly effective in reaching the contemporary consumer and in winning the trust of this 

media-savvy audience, typified by its suspicion towards branded communication. The 

involvement can forge a strong relationship and connection between brand and consumer 

which should lead to loyalty and the willingness to share positive experiences and 

connotations. 



 

Chapter 1 ...................................................................................................................... 4 
Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 4 

Learning From the Creative Industries ..................................................................................................................... 4 
Why Storytelling? ............................................................................................................................ 5 

Rethinking Traditional Storytelling ........................................................................................................................... 6 
Problem Statement ...................................................................................................... 7 

Structure – A Reader’s Guide to the Project .................................................................................... 9 
Methodological Approach and Theoretical Framework ................................................................ 12 
Target group ................................................................................................................................... 16 
Delimitations and Definitions ........................................................................................................ 16 
Introduction to Case-study: ”The Art of the H3ist” ....................................................................... 19 

Chapter 2 - The Contemporary Consumer ............................................................ 20 
A Priori Theme – The Consumer Has Changed! ........................................................................... 20 
Contemporary Consumer Culture and the New Branding Paradigm ............................................. 22 

The Role of Brands in Identity Construction ........................................................................................................... 26 
The Empowered Consumer ...................................................................................................................................... 27 
Consumer Resistance towards Brand Communication............................................................................................ 29 
Participatory Culture .............................................................................................................................................. 31 
Dialectically Dissociated and Associated ............................................................................................................... 33 
Peer Influence .......................................................................................................................................................... 35 

Concluding on Contemporary Consumer Culture .......................................................................... 36 
Chapter 3 - Storytelling, Traditional and Transmedia ......................................... 38 

Sensemaking and Framing ............................................................................................................. 38 
Traditional Storytelling .................................................................................................................. 41 
The Role of Storytelling in Contemporary Brand Communication ............................................... 41 
Transmedia Storytelling ................................................................................................................. 45 

The Components of a Transmedia Story .................................................................................................................. 47 
Two Small Case-studies: ”The Matrix” and ”Pokémon” ....................................................................................... 51 
The When, Where and How of Transmedia Storytelling .......................................................................................... 51 

The Alternative Reality Game ........................................................................................................ 53 
Why Do ARG’s Work? ............................................................................................................................................. 54 
A Small Case-study: Alternative Reality Games as “Works in Movement” ............................................................ 56 

Concluding on Transmedia Storytelling and ARG’s ..................................................................... 57 
Chapter 4 – Transmedia Storytelling and The Contemporary Consumer ......... 59 

Case-study: ”The Art of the H3ist” ................................................................................................ 59 
Reaching the Contemporary Consumer ......................................................................................... 66 

The Transmedia Flow Model ................................................................................................................................... 70 
Neuromarketing ....................................................................................................................................................... 74 
Implicit Learning ..................................................................................................................................................... 75 

Addressing Identity Projects through Transmedia Storytelling ..................................................... 77 
Brands as Cultural Resources ................................................................................................................................. 78 
The Issue of Novelty ................................................................................................................................................. 79 
The Performative Dimension ................................................................................................................................... 81 
Concluding on Identity Projects .............................................................................................................................. 82 

The Means of Collectiveness ......................................................................................................... 82 
Convergence ............................................................................................................................................................ 83 
Collective Intelligence and Word of Mouth ............................................................................................................. 84 
The Collective Detective and its Encyclopaedic Impulse ........................................................................................ 85 
Concluding on Collectiveness ................................................................................................................................. 87 

The Deployment of Brands in Transmedia Storytelling ................................................................ 87 
Anti-Brand Sentiment .............................................................................................................................................. 87 
The Brand as Secondary Priority ............................................................................................................................ 88 

 2



 

3 
 

Aligning Campaign and Brand Identity ................................................................................................................... 91 
Concluding on the Deployment of Brands in Transmedia Storytelling ................................................................... 93 

From Exposure to Intent ................................................................................................................. 93 
Concluding on the Journey from Exposure to Intent ............................................................................................. 101 

Chapter 5 - Conclusion ........................................................................................... 102 
Transmedia Storytelling as an Effective Brand Communication Tool ........................................ 107 
Critical Reflection ........................................................................................................................ 108 
Implications for Further Research ................................................................................................ 110 

Literature: ................................................................................................................ 113 

 



 Chapter 1  

Introduction 

The old ways of conducting marketing and brand communication are increasingly being 

scrutinized and questioned as an effective way of reaching consumer. The traditional 

marketing platforms such as TV, print and radio are often under attack and discredited as 

inadequate in addressing the new breed of consumers - A breed which is becoming 

increasingly savvy when it comes to ignoring or filtering out one-way brand communication. 

It is often argued that the many changing factors such as the new information and 

entertainment platforms offered, has resulted in a situation where consumers are no longer 

content with being left passive in the consumption of information and entertainment – They 

want to be included and feel engaged. These general views on the state of the relationship 

between consumers and brands has gained significant momentum in recent years, both by 

marketing and consumer research scholars but in particular among practitioners, working in 

the fields of marketing and communication. But what actually characterizes and drives 

contemporary consumer culture? And how can marketers engage these apparently rebel 

consumers who seem out of reach and indifferent to the traditional means and mechanisms of 

advertising and brand communication?  

 

In an attempt to find the answer to these questions we realized that one answers, out of 

potentially many, to this contemporary dilemma might be found in two places. The first is 

away from the traditional field of marketing, outside the existing toolbox available to 

marketers, in arenas and industries outside the field of marketing. And a second place might 

be found in revitalizing, rethinking and most importantly redeploying a familiar instrument 

within the field of marketing.  

 

Learning From the Creative Industries 
If we start out by looking for our answer outside the field of marketing, it is our argument that 

the field of marketing could very well learn something by looking at other industries that 

manages to continuously engage and capture the interest of consumers, namely the creative or 

cultural industries, e.g. the entertainment industry. For as long as we can remember, the 

industries of film, literature and the arts have inspired, captured and embraced their audiences, 
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and we believe these industries offer interesting methods and mechanisms of communication 

from which the field of marketing may possibly benefit quite extensively. Therefore we 

propose what anthropologist Grant McCracken refers to as “pattern migration” in which one 

transfers knowledge and processes from one domain to another, in this case from the domain 

of entertainment to the domain of brand communication and marketing (McCracken, 2008 - 

II).  In order to transfer theory and practices from one industry to another we aim to identify a 

common denominator between the two fields which can ease and facilitate the migration. This 

brings us back to the second of the two places, i.e. the redeployment of a familiar marketing 

instrument. Both fields share one central common denominator, which has been utilized 

effectively in both fields, namely the concept of storytelling.  

 

Why Storytelling? 

So why focus on storytelling to begin with? In his bestseller “The Tipping Point” (2000), 

Malcolm Gladwell devotes an entire section to the case of the popular children’s television 

show, “Sesame Street”. He argues that children make sense of the world by creating stories. 

In the book, this argument is elaborated by psychologist Jerome Bruner who states that even 

though pre-schoolers are not able to follow complicated plots, the narrative form is central to 

them: 

 

“It’s the only way they have of organizing the world, of organizing things. They are not able 

to bring theories that organize things in terms of cause and effect and relationships, so they 

turn things into stories, and when they try to make sense of their life they use the storied 

version of their experience as the basis for further reflection.” 

(Gladwell, 2000, p. 118) 

 

So, we as individuals, from a very young age, use stories to make sense of the world around 

us, and in age of fragmentation and living in a world comprised of complex structures and 

processes, we need this sense-making in order to understand our surroundings and function as 

social beings.  

 

We use stories to make sense of events by referring to stories we have heard and understood 

before and we also use stories in a social context when we explain events to others (Woodside 

et. al., 2008, p. 97). In other words, stories function as the interplay between humans and as 



the central form of communication, therefore it also seems like an obvious and relevant place 

to concentrate ones attention, when attempting to understand and engage the problem of brand 

communication in contemporary consumer culture.  

 

Rethinking Traditional Storytelling 
The use of storytelling in brand communication is a common and well-used method, but only 

as tool deployed in traditional ways of marketing and on traditional media platforms. 

Contemporary entertainment is founded upon the principles of storytelling, but unlike the 

field of brand communication it has managed to discover new ways of utilizing and 

transforming the old principles, in order to address changes in consumer culture and the needs 

and wants of its audience. One approach of rethinking the idea of storytelling, which has been 

used in the entertainment industry, is the development of the principle, which is best captured 

under the idiomatic term transmedia storytelling. This concept can basically be explained as a 

conversion of traditional storytelling, in the sense that it transforms the way in which a story 

is communicated, and places it in a context, which fits this day and age of globalization. It 

takes advantage of the multiple media platforms accessible and the endless tools made 

available through the rise of the Internet. In short, it functions as a process where integral 

components of a narrative get dispersed across multiple platforms with the purpose of 

constructing a large overarching narrative. Each component plays a unique, distinctive and 

valuable part in the unfolding of the overarching story, meaning there is no one place where 

all information can be retrieved at the same time. The main strength of communicating this 

way is that it ads a depth, additional layers and extra dimensions to the way in which a story is 

communicated – a form of communication which resonates well with the audience of today. 

Furthermore, it has a unique ability to communicate and open gates to complex and 

spectacular worlds of fiction, which absorbs their audience and keeps them engaged.  

 

Seeing that the concept of transmedia storytelling has successfully worked for entertainment 

franchises, it seems like an obvious proposition that advertisers and marketers should grasp 

and view this merging of genres as a series of endless possibilities. Why should marketers not 

rely on the expertise, knowledge, theory and methods of those industries or fields of art, 

where telling stories has been an essential part of their work for ages? And why should they 

not probe and apply these industries’ successful methods to the field of brand 

communication? To us it certainly seems like a valid hypothesis that if consumers enjoy 
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cultural content, which follows a certain template, they are more likely to enjoy commercial 

content, which follows the same template.  

 

It is our argument that the gap between the creative and cultural industries on one hand and 

brand communication on the other, is decreasing steadily, and thus, facilitates the possibility 

of a transfer of knowledge from one domain to the other. Applying the concept of transmedia 

storytelling to the field of marketing seems like an effective tool and a plausible solution in 

creating novel quality content, which can engage contemporary consumers. Thus the problem 

statement of this paper is as follows: 

Problem Statement 

 

 

 

 

 

Could transmedia storytelling, exemplified by ARG’s, be an effective brand 

communication tool, in order for identity brands to reach contemporary consumer?  

And how does the interplay between brand, story and consumer function? 

 

In order to make our problem statement more tangible, we aim at stating a theoretical 

understanding of the term Transmedia Storytelling and how it can be applied practically in 

contemporary brand communication. This leads us to the following sub-questions: 

 

1- What is transmedia storytelling, and more specifically ARG’s? 

2- How do you apply your brand to a transmedia franchise?  

3- When can a transmedia franchise be considered successful? 

 

To communicate effectively with contemporary consumers, one needs to first know and 

understand her, thus our problem statement will also be supported by these following sub-

questions: 

 

4- Who is, and what characterizes, contemporary consumers? 

5- What are the needs and wants of contemporary consumers? 

 

Throughout the thesis we will exemplify our notions and arguments through our case-study of 

how Audi America used an ARG in their launch of the A3 model to the US market? 



 

To answer our problem statement we need also elaborate on how, and if, the efficiency of 

transmedia storytelling can be measured – what are the success criteria? And what do we 

mean when we talk about “reaching” the consumer? We will counter these questions of 

success criteria by applying the AIDA hierarchy of efficiency and adjusting the Elaborations 

Likelihood Model to fit the context of transmedia storytelling. This is done with the 

acknowledgement of the comprehensive nature of a transmedia franchise in mind, i.e. when 

taking departure on a ample project such as the conceptualization and implementation of a 

transmedia franchise, it is essential to first have determined which criteria one is dealing with 

and what kind of result can be considered a success.   

 

However, when we take a step back you will find that there are two overall themes in our 

thesis: 1) the contemporary consumer, and 2) transmedia storytelling, which we will work 

with as follows: 

 

1) Our point of departure to the theme on the contemporary consumer will be Holt’s 

article “Why do brands cause trouble? A Dialectical Theory of Consumer Culture and 

Branding” (2002). We will discuss and evaluate his theory, using secondary theory 

and literature on the individual subjects in question. We will elaborate further and take 

on a more restricted discussion about identity brands and the use of these as tools in 

the individual consumer’s identity project.  

2) The overall theme of transmedia storytelling will primarily be discussed and analyzed 

using Henry Jenkins’ definition of transmedia storytelling and Geoffrey Long’s work 

on the means of this particular type of communication. 

 

Apart from answering our problem statement, our aim is to end up with a conceptual model of 

the effectiveness of transmedia franchises in marketing identity brands to the contemporary 

consumer – To prove how emotions, attitudes, involvement and other factors are obtained and 

come into play and relate in order to reach the desired goal, and to show the interplay of the 

brand and the transmedia story and the effects rubbing off from one to the other. 
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Structure – A Reader’s Guide to the Project 

A central concern of ours in writing this project has been to make it as cohesive as possible in 

its entirety and we have therefore attempted to structure it as one consistent and chronological 

argument. We have aimed to bridge each part of the project to the next both structurally and 

linguistically, by summing up relevant conclusions in each chapter and part in order to 

provide the reader with a few key statements to keep in mind when engaging in, and reading 

the following sections.  It is our intention that each section in Part 1 and 2 of this thesis in 

some way, shape or form, should have the common purpose of supporting the central 

arguments and discussion points which are to follow in Part 3 of the thesis. The first two parts 

should also serve the purpose of creating a solid knowledgebase which can support and 

qualify the reader to judge the soundness and relevance of the arguments presented in the 

latter stages of the thesis. Therefore although some sections might initially seem less 

important than others, it is our contention that each part plays an important role in the overall 

structure and the arguments presented in the conclusion of the thesis. In order for you, the 

reader, to gain a good impression of the basic content of the thesis we have included a short 

explanation of the general structure: 

 

Part 1 includes the introduction, problem statement, a structural overview, delimitation and 

definitions and our methodological approach to the problem statement, thus setting up the 

frame for the thesis. Furthermore, in order for us to narrow the scope of the thesis, this section 

will feature a description of our target group. We will also briefly introduce our case-study in 

this section. 

 

Part 2 constitutes the theoretical discussion and is divided into two chapters each focusing on 

one of our two main themes, partly the contemporary consumer and partly transmedia 

storytelling. Here we will commence with a definition of the contemporary consumer and 

discuss the term from a theoretical standpoint on the basis of Douglas B. Holt’s article “Why 

Do Brands Cause Trouble – A Dialectical theory of Brands and Consumer Culture” (2002). 

We will discuss the ideas presented by Holt using secondary sources and theories. This 

discussion is intended to lead to a greater understanding of the characteristics of the 

contemporary consumer, and the nature of the dialectic relationship between consumers and 

brands. The purpose of this part is to create a frame of reference in order to grasp why we at 

all take on the phenomenon of transmedia storytelling in this thesis. Furthermore, we wish to 



lay the groundwork for the discussion and analysis as to whether the characteristics of the 

contemporary consumer correlate with the concept of transmedia storytelling. Subsequently, 

we will treat the term transmedia storytelling from various angles such as the history of 

traditional storytelling in marketing, transmedia storytelling in the entertainment industry and 

the means and mechanisms of this genre of communicating stories. In order to provide the 

reader with a “top of mind” knowledge of the theories which we make use of. We will 

introduce these when they become relevant as the thesis progresses.  

 

Part 3 functions as our analysis and discussion. In this part we will discuss contemporary 

consumer culture in regard to transmedia storytelling with the aim of clarifying whether 

transmedia storytelling may be an effective brand communication tool. In order to lay out a 

foundation for this discussion, we will commence with an introduction to our case-study “The 

Art of the H3ist”, which was the campaign name for the launch of the Audi A3 to the 

American market. Here we will define, explain and discuss our case in question in order to 

use it as exemplification throughout the entire discussion and analysis part. We will then go 

on to a discussion on what it means to “reach” the contemporary consumer, and a discussion 

on various success criteria, which can be expected from a commercial transmedia franchise. 

This section will end off with a brief discussion of the novel and controversial fields of 

neuromarketing and implicit learning. 

 

We will draw upon Part 2 and argue of parallels between our two main themes and discuss, 

study and investigate whether there is an actual match between the needs and wants of the 

contemporary consumer and what transmedia storytelling in general, and Alternative Reality 

Games (ARG’s), in particular can offer them. We have divided this section into 3 overall 

discussion sub-themes. We will start out by discussing how to address the issue of transmedia 

storytelling as a potential aid to the consumer’s identity projects. This will be followed by a 

discussion on the means of collectiveness, and finally we will discuss the role and integration 

of brands in transmedia storytelling. These 3 sub-themes, will lead us to a discussion on how 

exposure to a transmedia franchise can lead to an intended action. 

 

Part 4 constitutes the actual conclusion of our thesis, which draws on the research conducted 

in the parts 1-3. In the conclusion we will provide answers to the questions presented in the 

problem statement. Consecutively, we reflect critically on the thesis and elaborate on possible 

implications for future research. 
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This is the visual overview of the described structure of the thesis: 

 



Methodological Approach and Theoretical Framework 

Through extensive research on the general field of brand communication on both traditional and 

new media platforms we have gained further insight into the problem of the changes witnessed in 

contemporary consumer culture, and we are then able to hypothesize about it. In Chapter 2 we 

will formulate this problem as our a priori theme. Having identified an overarching problem 

related to the field of brand communication, we were then able to create a research question or 

problem statement to guide the thesis at hand. In this sense we are conducting a diagnostic 

investigation because we start off with an observation of a stated problem and then attempt to 

explain it to help solve the problem (Andersen, 2003, p. 24). Rather than developing our own 

theory based on the assumptions and opinions at hand, we take these and attempt to explain them 

by transposing existing theory from the creative industries onto our subject matter of brand 

communication. Thus, we move along with an iterative methodological approach, in the sense 

that we move back and forth between inductive and deductive reasoning. It becomes an iterative 

process due to the fact that we start off with an inductive approach, and then move back to a 

deductive approach to see how theory would explain the stated problem (Esterberg, 2002, p. 8). 

 

As we set out on this research-journey, we felt compelled to make some considerations regarding 

our own personal points of departure. We agreed on the fact that we wanted to engage in the task 

of answering our problem statement coming from a social constructivist or interpretative point of 

view because we wanted to understand and interpret conditions and actors in the given field of 

our overall themes, i.e. those of media and brand communication. Social constructivists argue 

that all social reality is constructed by social actors (Ibid, p. 15), and to apply this to our themes - 

the social realities of storytelling, media and brand communication, we could mention important 

actors such as corporations, brands, marketers, consumers etc. However, our primary argument 

for taking on the interpretive approach is that of interaction and the attachment of meaning to 

objects. According to Kristin G. Esterberg, the interpretive approach is related to the theoretical 

tradition of “symbolic interactionism” which is vested in three premises: a) people attach certain 

meanings to things and act towards these things based on the given meaning, b) the meanings 

stem from interaction with other social actors, and c) the meanings are created and changed in the 

course of an interpretive process (Ibid). These three premises all correlate very well with our 
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focus on the new role of identity brands as cultural resources and mobile carriers of meaning 

adding to individual consumers’ identity projects. The social constructivist angle to solving or at 

least examining problems presupposes empirical examination; however, we have chosen not to 

conduct our research based directly on empirical data provided by ourselves. Our argument is that 

the academic field of social research has focused on consumer research for decades, and the 

empirical data available to us through previously conducted research seems sufficient. Of course, 

in accordance with our problem statement, we focus mostly on current research, in an effort not 

to project obsolete data onto our problem statement, which evolves around contemporary culture. 

 

Conclusively, even though it at first sight might seem the case, we do not start off with a 

preconceived notion of how contemporary consumer culture functions and what type of 

consumers it consists of. Rather, our imminent a priori theme arguing that the consumer has 

changed is based on both previous academic research and vernacular theory by practitioners 

immersed in the relevant fields. Our primary theories on contemporary consumer culture are 

constructed by Douglas B. Holt and Grant McCracken, respectively contributing with “Why Do 

Brands Cause Trouble – A Dialectical theory of Brands and Consumer Culture” (2002) and 

“Transformations” (2008). Holt’s academic research focuses primarily on consumer culture, 

especially issues of gender, class and race. He is professor of marketing at Oxford University and 

has also worked as a marketing practitioner. He advocates a branding paradigm he has coined 

“cultural branding” which we will introduce later in the thesis at hand. Grant McCracken has 

given a clear-cut definition of his own location within social research on his own blog, 

www.cultureby.com by giving it the caption “This Blog Sits at the Intersection of Anthropology 

and Economics”. He holds a Ph.D. in anthropology from the University of Chicago, has taught at 

Harvard Business School, works as a consultant for major global corporations and is the author of 

several books and academic articles on various issues, e.g. marketing and branding in relation to 

popular culture.  

 

Our main theorist on the subject matter of transmedia storytelling is Henry Jenkins. His areas of 

expertise align rather well with those of McCracken in that he has written and edited books on 

issues of media and popular culture. Jenkins is the director of the MIT Comparative Media 

Studies Programme. Our second contributor on the subject is a student of Jenkins and has 

http://www.cultureby.com/


contributed to the thesis at hand with his own thesis “Transmedia Storytelling: Business, 

Aesthetics and Production at the Jim Henson Company” (2007). Thus, it should be noted that 

both Jenkins and Long contribute from a different perspective than the one we will be using, i.e. 

that of cultural production especially TV- and filmmaking. With both explanatory and supportive 

purposes we will compliment the main theories as we move along. When they become relevant, 

we will introduce secondary articles, theories, arguments and conclusions. These may be of both 

academic and vernacular character, which is done in order to give this thesis a more heterogenic 

target group and relevance in a broader sense, i.e. not only to researchers and academics. Without 

conducting a consulting report, our wish is also that the thesis you are currently reading can 

provide direct knowledge-based prescriptive advice to practitioner within the field of brand 

communication.  

 

We then draw conclusions from the application of our theories to our case-study, and project 

these onto the broader understanding of transmedia storytelling in brand communication in an act 

of generalization. Thus in short, we start off with a broad perspective on the themes of 

contemporary consumer culture and transmedia franchises, narrow this down to a case-study with 

the aim of explaining and exemplifying, and then we finish off by once again broadening our 

perspective to draw generalised conclusions on the overall themes. The case is chosen on the 

grounds that it was an effective branding campaign implemented as an alternative reality game, 

most likely the most extreme breed of transmedia franchises. Of course there are obvious 

criticisms to attach to drawing generalisations from extreme examples, however, in order to show 

the full range of transmedia franchises and to draw a clear picture of the means and effects of 

such campaigns, we chose to go with “The Art of the H3ist” which we will introduce in a 

thorough manner at a later stage.  

 

The use of case-studies for social science inquiries is recognized as an appropriate method when 

attempting to cover contextual or complex multivariate and not just isolated variables (Yin, 2003, 

p. xi). The obvious complexity of a concept like transmedia storytelling therefore reasons for the 

use of case-studies as primary data.  Our case-study “The Art of the H3ist” functions as a so-

called “exemplary case design” in the sense that it reflects strong, positive results of the 
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phenomenon in question (Ibid, p. 5). Our case will therefore be recognized and treated as a 

positive and successful example of transmedia storytelling.  

 

Referring to TV- and cinema advertising, journalist Søren Staal Balslev argued: “Commercials 

have quietly become artistic heavyweights in the modern entertainment-reality” (Balslev, 2007, 

p. 22). An interesting statement, which to us seems symptomatic of the decreasing gap between 

the creative and cultural industries on one hand and the field of brand communication on the 

other we are witnessing today. The approach of using these obvious similarities in order to solve 

our problem statement seemed extremely appealing to us and drove us towards transposing 

theory from one field to another. Our motivation also stems from our line of education’s focus on 

the creative and cultural industries, and the fact that we see great potential for other industries in 

having projected the knowledge and theories from the creative industries onto them, especially in 

the case of the field of brand communication. As mentioned, throughout this thesis we will use 

Henry Jenkins’ and Geoffrey Long’s theories on transmedia storytelling in an act of what Grant 

McCracken refers to as “Pattern Migration”; the migration, or transfer, of what we know about 

one domain to another (McCracken, 2008 - II).So, Jenkins and Long talk from a TV- and film-

making perspective, however, we argue that since TV- and film-making are the arbiter 

elegantiaes of contemporary storytelling, much can be learned from these industries. 

Accordingly, we wish to “migrate the patterns” from these industries and project them onto brand 

communication. 

 

To put it in more clinical terms, researchers before us have diagnosed a certain symptom, i.e. 

traditional brand communication does not reach and influence the contemporary consumer in a 

satisfactory way. Furthermore, they have, through their empirically-based academic research tried 

to explain the occurrence of the symptom, e.g. distrust in corporate communication. And now our 

task is, through the act of pattern migration, to come up with a treatment or potion to fight the 

symptom. 



 

Target group 

The initial target group for this thesis is Copenhagen Business School. The thesis will therefore 

be written in accordance with the guidelines outlined for candidates at the institute of Master of 

Social Science in Management of Creative Business Processes. The methods implemented and 

language used throughout the thesis will reflect the above mentioned guidelines.  

We are not in the consulting-business, thus the thesis will not function as a consulting report, nor 

is it targeted at a certain company. However, we do wish to provide a thesis that will work as 

more than something which simply takes up room on the shelves of a school library, 

consequently we aim at stating knowledge-based prescriptive advice which can actually come in 

handy for marketing and communications practitioners wanting to reach the new breed of 

consumers. 

 

Delimitations and Definitions 

To avoid misunderstandings and facilitate as easily accessible and understandable reading as 

possible, this part will briefly explain how and why we have limited ourselves in order to 

compliment our problem statement in the best possible way. Furthermore, we will, probably, 

expand the readers’ vocabulary by defining the specific, somewhat technical, terms used 

throughout the thesis. However, the methodical and meticulous definitions of our main term, 

transmedia storytelling, will feature in the introduction of the concept, i.e. Chapter 3. 

We have chosen to work with the target group known as the young contemporary consumers. We 

will however seek to narrow and limit the definition of this very broad term in order to develop a 

classification, which suits the scope of this thesis. Rather than look at the contemporary consumer 

as a whole, we wish to examine and discuss what is often termed ”the consumer of tomorrow” 

and the not so near future – sometimes referred to as “Generation Y”. Therefore we have chosen 

to further limit our demographic to consist of only young consumers in the age group 15-35 from 

the so-called western and developed part of this globalized world. Our choice to focus on this 

particular group is based on the notion that over 60% of all marketing efforts are targeted at 

young consumers (Sheriff and Nagesh, 2007, p. 59). Furthermore, the complicated nature of this 

 16



 

17 
 

consumer demographic and their undeniable influence on the consumer market makes them an 

interesting segment to study. Finally from the perspective of the marketer and their effort to 

achieve brand loyalty, targeting these consumers in the early stages of life can in the long run 

become a profitable endeavor - Brand loyalty with these young consumers should last a lifetime. 

Readers of this thesis may be of the opinion that we are generalizing and simplifying certain 

aspects of consumer culture, this is to a certain degree unavoidable. However, we have tried to 

limit this specific target group into as small a demographic as possible without making it to much 

of a niche-matter and loosing the general appeal which a thesis as the one you are now holding in 

your hands may possess. 

By using sources focusing on contemporary consumer trends and contradictions to mainstream 

consumer inclination, we will look to develop a set of characteristics for our definition of the 

young contemporary consumer. Therefore when using the terms contemporary consumer culture, 

contemporary consumers or young contemporary consumer we refer to the above delimitations 

and definition.  

 

We have chosen to limit ourselves to work with our problem statement from an identity brands 

perspective. This is done in order to rule out fast-moving consumer goods, which, we argue, 

cannot be fully compared to the brands which we find interesting in this context, i.e. brands 

which can help consumers in their identity projects. An example of such a brand is the case 

which we have chosen to incorporate, German car manufacturer Audi’s campaign “The Art of the 

H3ist”. In the western world cars tend to have a meaning attached to them which consumers then 

project onto themselves through the mere act of consumption. Or in the words of Grant 

McCracken:  

 

“Consumer goods have a significance that goes beyond their utilitarian character and 

commercial value. This significance rests largely in their ability to carry and communicate 

cultural meaning” 

(McCracken, 1986, p. 71) 

 



McCracken argues that “The meaning of goods has a mobile quality” (Ibid) – an interesting 

quality unlikely to be found in most fast-moving consumer goods. Holt refers to this by stating 

that brands function as cultural resources:  

 

“The postmodern branding paradigm is premised upon the idea that brands will be more 

valuable if they are offered not as cultural blueprints but as cultural resources, as useful 

ingredients to produce the self as one chooses.” 

(Holt, 2002, p. 83) 

 

And Schouten argues that this type of brand becomes part of what is known as the self-concept1:  

 

“…the cognitive and affective understanding of who and what we are. Self-concept is thought, 

without complete agreement among scholars, to encompass such things as the role identities, 

personal attributes, relationships, fantasies, possessions, and other symbols that individuals use 

for the purposes of self-creation and self-understanding.” 

(Schouten, 1991, p. 413) 

 

Thus, taking the previous three quotes into account we define identity brands as: brands which 

function as communicative tools in the consumers’ identity projects, i.e. the creation or 

transformation of their identities, and we will use the term accordingly throughout the thesis at 

hand. 

 

We have already touched upon our reasons for taking on the field of storytelling, however, it is 

important to distinguish between different kinds of storytelling. First of all, we find our 

inspiration and theories in cultural storytelling, i.e. the form which stems from the cultural, or 

creative, industries and artistic fields. However, our main focus in this thesis is to discuss 

corporate storytelling, i.e. the stories which are told by corporations or organizations to 

consumers and other stakeholders. Furthermore, we must distinguish between internal and 

external corporate storytelling – The first being stories told by and for employees in a given 

                                                 
1 The self-concept is a widely discussed subject in both psychology and consumer behaviour research. We will use 
Schouten’s definition: ”... the cognitive and affective understanding of who and what we are” (Schouten, 1991, p. 
413)  
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company or organization to create an organizational culture and identity. And the latter, the form 

of storytelling which is used as external brand communication with the aim of communicating the 

company’s values, beliefs and characteristics to a given audience which mostly consists of the 

consuming public. It is this external corporate storytelling which is the focal point of this thesis, 

and we will, in order to simplify matters, from this point onwards use the term storytelling 

accordingly. 

 

Introduction to Case-study: ”The Art of the H3ist” 

On the 1st of April 2005 an Audi A3 was stolen from the Audi Forum on Park Avenue in New 

York. Audi America hired Nisha Roberts and Ian Yarbrough of the art retrieval company Last 

Resort Retrieval, in the search for the missing A3. Audi America also pleaded the American 

public for help in finding the car and over the course of three months, hundreds of thousands of  

Americans experienced the drama unfold through various media, and some even became so 

obsessively engaged that they took on the role as ‘retrievers’ themselves (Audi of America, 

2005). 

 

All of this did not happen in reality, but in an alternate reality created by the car manufacturer 

Audi and advertising agency Mckinney+Silver - It was merely a game! A campaign spread on all 

possible media platforms available with the goal of introducing the Audi A3 to the already 

flooded American car market. This intriguing Hollywoodesque story of fast cars, murder, 

suspense and ongoing drama, was an ARG, or alternative reality game which, according to 

Christy Dena would fit the sub-genre of “promotional ARG’s” in that the goal was to raise brand 

awareness (Dena, 2006, p. 16). It will be our main case-study, complementing the thesis at hand 

with examples of how an ARG, can function and how a transmedia franchise can successfully 

generate awareness, interest and drive consumer engagement. In Chapter 4 of our thesis, we will 

delve into a deeper discussion of ”The Art of the H3ist” and analyze its narrative building blocks 

and means in order to investigate whether this type of brand communication and mode of telling 

stories caters to the needs and wants of contemporary young consumers. 

 



Chapter 2 - The Contemporary Consumer 

 

The following section is divided into two themes, i.e. the contemporary consumer on one hand 

and transmedia storytelling on the other, each given a separate chapter. This is done in order to 

describe and discuss these two fields in such a manner as to make the consequent analysis of the 

potential match between the two as comprehensible as possible. We have chosen to commence 

with this section with the following quote because we argue that it is a well contemplated and 

formulated description of what is happening to the consumers of today and why. 

 

A Priori Theme – The Consumer Has Changed! 

“Mutation occurs when changing conditions force organisms to adapt; and in an age of 

information explosion, people had to mutate so they could manage to breathe in all that new 

information without drowning in it. With the rise of the Internet, the growth of digital 

personalized media, and the constantly multiplying array of entertainment and communications 

options, the only way to navigate and survive was for people to develop mutant multimedia, 

multitasking skills that simply did not exist among those in the previous generation. These new 

powers enabled people not only to consume information but also to absorb it, reshape it, and use 

it for their own individual purposes… In a nutshell it means that the old rules no longer apply 

when it comes to communicating effectively, building a brand, making something famous, or 

creating a cultural phenomenon of any type.” 

(Berger, 2006, p. 51). 

 

The above quote will function as our primary point of departure for this entire project, and we 

will work with the following simplified a priori theme: 

 

The contemporary consumer has changed considerably within the last few years and 

corporations need to change their brand communication strategies accordingly. 

 

The passive consumption of information and entertainment experienced in the heyday of 

television and movies is slowly but steadily giving place to more active consumption. This is of 
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course partly due to the digital revolution, mainly the rise of the Internet, but also due to a severe 

change in consumer behavior. Obviously, this change in consumer behavior can again be traced 

back to the digital and electronic progress and development; however, it cannot be denied nor 

ignored. As we will now call attention to, we are backed by both practitioners and theorist alike.  

  

A clear tendency, which hints the change in consumer behavior, is the shift in how they spend 

their spare time. Owner of Danish viral marketing company GoViral, Balder Olrik, stated at a 

presentation held at Copenhagen Business School that time is the currency when dealing with 

consumers. They only have a given amount of spare time to spend on entertainment and 

information consumption, and the fact that they increasingly spend more time online, i.e. using an 

interactive and engaging media, it can be concluded that consumers are becoming more active. 

Accordingly, one is prone to conclude that consumers then spend less time on the consumption of 

entertainment and information from traditional media such as print, radio and television, leaving 

them passive. Furthermore, we argue that this time online, at least for the young generations is 

often spent on social media or using social utility tools. 

 

One of the arguments why consumers are increasingly denouncing traditional media is the 

increasing amount of advertising. Stuart Elliot of the New York Times refers to a survey of 

consumer attitudes toward advertising which provided the first warning signals of the increasing 

negative attitudes from consumers towards the massive and growing amount of advertising they 

were being subjected to. 54 percent of the survey respondents said they would “avoid buying 

products that overwhelm them with advertising and marketing”; roughly 60 percent said their 

opinion of advertising ''is much more negative than just a few years ago'', while 61 percent said 

they agreed that the amount of advertising and marketing to which they are exposed ''is out of 

control'' (Elliot, 2004, p. 1) 

 

Another indicator is the increasing popularity of the “set-top box” also known as a PVR 

(Personal Video Recorder) or Tivo, which many doom-mongers have argued alone could 

cause the death of the 30-second television advertisement. It has radically altered the way 

consumers’ consume or view television by providing viewers with greater freedom to 

watch the program they want, when they want. In other words, the PVR is a threat due to 



the basic fact that it can automatically tape TV programs, which then enables consumers to 

fast-forward through ads.  

 

But if the old rules no longer apply and if the traditional ways of conducting marketing and 

communicating with consumers no longer work, where do we stand? And how should 

marketers conduct their trade in the future? 

 

We believe that marketers are the ones now subject to change. Brands’ power to simply change 

consumer behavior is deteriorating, and if the consumers are not going to change the way 

marketers want them to, the marketers and brands become those who have to change – If they do 

not, they will not be able to keep up with the pace of the contemporary consumer and accordingly 

lose market share and become indifferent actors on the ever increasing stage known as the global 

market. 

 

In order for corporations to change their brand communication ways it is important to understand 

their target group and what makes them tick. In the following we will establish what 

characterizes the contemporary consumer and the needs and wants of this new breed is.  

 

Contemporary Consumer Culture and the New Branding Paradigm 

We will take our point of departure in Douglas B. Holt’s article “Why do brands cause trouble? A 

Dialectical Theory of Consumer Culture and Branding” (2002) which provides us with an 

interesting entrance to the dynamics of change in consumer culture. Holt’s theory is founded in a 

historical recap of the transitions in consumer culture and the dominant branding paradigms. 

According to his dialectical theory, branding paradigms transform and adjust over time so that 

the industry’s mechanisms and conducts become aligned. In organizational studies this is known 

as isomorphism2. Based on this notion, Holt builds a dialectical institutional model to explain the 

shifts of the dominant branding paradigms over time. The model refers to the dynamic dialectical 
                                                 
2 DiMaggio and Powell refer to Hawley when defining isomorphism as: “…a constraining process that forces one 

unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions.” (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983, p. 66) 
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relationship between the dominating branding paradigm, i.e. the marketers on one hand and 

consumer culture on the other. The model shows that, the contradictions between consumer 

culture and the branding paradigm over the course of time propel institutional shifts in both. 

The argument is that when each participant, i.e. corporations and consumers in this dialectical 

relationship pursue their own interests, they will eventually engage in a collective selection 

process through which a new consumer culture and new branding paradigm becomes 

institutionalized. In short, when contradictions between consumer culture and the dominant 

branding paradigm occur, it paves the way for a new branding paradigm (Holt, 2002, pp. 80-88).  

 

 
Figure 1 – Holt’s Dialectical Model of Branding and Consumer Culture (Holt 2002, p. 81) 

 

His research and the dialectical model enable Holt to outline some general ideas of what 

characterizes contemporary consumer culture and which emerging societal contradictions may 

pave the way for a new 21st Century branding paradigm.  

 



Consumers are becoming increasingly savvy and critical towards the continued efforts and 

capering of marketers to lure them into buying their products. Holt isolates and delineates five 

interesting trends or ways of communicating, which characterizes contemporary brand 

communication (Holt 2002, pp. 85-88). These five trends highlight how marketers attempt to 

connect and circumvent the changes occurring in contemporary consumer culture, and provides 

us with a picture as to how difficult it actually is to reach contemporary consumers.  

 

1. Ironic distance compressed 

The use of ironic modes of communication as a method for a brand to distance itself from the 

notion that brand communication is intended to shape consumer’s tastes, has worked for some 

time. However, success breeds imitation, and it is now a well-known method of communication. 

As the amounts of irony-laced ads increase, attentive consumers realize that ironic distancing to 

commerce in the end still is commercial. 

 

2. The sponsored society 

Marketers avoid direct branding efforts all together and instead flock to stealth branding. By 

implementing stealth branding marketers rely on tastemakers using their influence to diffuse the 

notion that the brand has cultural value and is thus considered cool. The increased use of this 

method is also leading to an inflation of the concept, which has lead to critical attention from 

consumers and negative PR.  

 

3. Authenticity extinction 

In a quest to communicate that their brands are disinterested, corporations are making increasing 

use of cultural texts produced and consumed far away from Hollywood and Madison Avenue. 

Marketers are searching out cultural texts, e.g. music and film that still have their aura of 

authenticity intact and are unstained by corporate sponsorship. The increasing search for 

authenticity, i.e. a non-sponsored expressive culture is limiting the amount of available and 

relevant cultural resources.  

 

4. Peeling away the brand veneer 
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Corporations are doing whatever they can to obtain the Holy Grail – authenticity. Brands are on 

offer as authentic cultural resources, displacing themselves from the actual corporation and their 

core activities, and in their quest to achieve this objective of authenticity they are moving into 

“authentic” worlds, e.g. consumer subcultures, everyday life, professional subcultures, and the 

distant past. However, corporations are being scrutinized like never before, and contradictions in 

what is presented ideas by the corporation and those of its real world activities of the company 

are quickly picked up on by the critical consumers. As eloquently stated by Holt: “…they 

[consumers] feel that they have been granted the authority to walk back-stage to see what the 

wizard is doing behind the scrim and to make sure that his character is consistent with what is 

presented onstage” (Holt, 2002, p. 86). The boundaries between external branding decisions and 

internal business practices are blurring, which results in the fact that consistency between 

marketing and business procedures are more relevant than ever before. Transparency is the new 

corporate buzz word. 

 

5. Sovereignty inflation 

The postmodern branding paradigm is built on the notion that consumers seek sovereignty 

through brands, i.e. brands act as a cultural resource in the individual’s pursuit of this 

sovereignty. The increasing and overwhelming amount of resources available to the consumer in 

the never-ending project of obtaining sovereignty, topped by the constant evolvement and rapid 

proliferation of meaning in commodities, creates a situation where most consumers simply lack 

the time and energy to engage in the symbolic work required to achieve real sovereignty or what 

the market competition dictates as successful sovereignty. As means to manage this sovereignty 

inflation people, although eager to author their own lives, look to ghostwriters3 to help them out.  

 

The contradictions outlined above show how the market is attempting to react to changes in 

consumer culture and how these efforts are proving to be insignificant in reaching contemporary 

consumers.  

 

                                                 
3 The term ghostwriter originally means to write for and in the name of another, for example a speech. In this context 
it refers to the act of someone helping the consumer out by creating products or messages which aids the consumer 
and makes it easier for her to master her own life.  



But what characterizes contemporary consumer culture? In the following we will discuss the 

main points presented in Holt’s study and discuss these in relation to other relevant theories 

dealing with the relationship between brands and consumers and what motivates consumption in 

contemporary western society and in particular within our defined target group of young 

contemporary consumers. The purpose is, based on a theoretical discussion to generate some 

general guidelines as to what characterizes contemporary consumer culture. We will apply our 

findings to our further studies of transmedia storytelling as a relevant brand communication tool.  

 

The Role of Brands in Identity Construction 

In his analysis of the contemporary consumer one of Holt’s main arguments is the notion that the 

central emerging tendency of contemporary consumer culture is the cultivating of the self through 

brands. The role of the brand in contemporary consumer culture is that of a “cultural resource” 

useful to the consumer as an ingredient to produce the self as one chooses (Holt, 2002, p. 87). 

The symbolic significance of products – a significance that goes beyond their utilitarian value, 

has been subject to intense academic study since the late 1960’s. It is now generally accepted and 

documented that possessions function as major contributors to and reflection of our identity, and 

that the significance of our possessions rests largely in their ability to communicate cultural 

meaning (McCracken, 1986; Belk, 1988; Schouten, 1991). Belk describes the role of possessions, 

e.g. a branded product as an “extension of the self”. We as consumers “are what we have” (Belk, 

1988, p. 139), and he concludes that “it seems an inescapable fact of modern life that we learn, 

define and remind ourselves who we are by our possessions” (Belk, 1988, p. 160).  

 

There is a general consensus as to the importance of brands in identity construction, but which 

possessions the consumer values and why, is another discussion. Previous studies recognize the 

importance of possessions in identity construction, but fail to address the divergent forces at play 

– For example the emerging influence of consumers on the role of brands and modern culture in 

general. Holt’s argument is that consumers increasingly will look to brands to contribute directly 

to their identity projects, as another form of expressive culture no different in principle from 

films or television programs or rock bands (Holt, 2002, p. 87). Like these cultural resources, 

brands will need to provide original and relevant cultural materials, with which the consumer can 

work. You can achieve this by creating worlds and experiences that strike consumers’ 
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imagination, which inspire, provoke and stimulate, and most importantly help the consumer 

interpret the world that surrounds them (Ibid). The brand, in other words, should function as one 

of many ingredients in the production of the self. Contemporary consumers are not looking for 

brands to provide them with their identity (the blueprints), but to layout the materials (the 

resources), which enables them to draw their own conclusions and build and transform their own 

identities (Holt 2002, p. 84-88).  

 

From Holt’s perspective brands will be valued to the extent that they deliver creatively, similar to 

other cultural products. As highlighted in Holt’s five contradictions this development leads 

corporations to attempt various maneuvers, e.g. ironic distancing to commerce, stealth branding, 

the use of cultural text etc. all in order to obtain the legitimacy that will allow their brand to be 

viewed as an authentic cultural resource.  

 

Holt’s ideas of a transformation in the role of brands are strengthened by the evidence presented 

by Susan Fournier in her studies of the relationship between consumers and brands. Her results 

also emphasize the relevance of the active role of the consumer in the production of modern 

culture and their influence on brands:  

 

“What matters in the construction of brand relationship is not simply what managers intend for 

them or what brand images “contain” in the culture, but what consumers do with brands to add 

meaning in their lives” 

(Fournier, 1998, p. 367) 

 

 More eloquently put, “consumers do not chose brands, they chose lives” (Ibid). In the following 

we will elaborate further on this sense of empowerment which consumers are experiencing.  

 

The Empowered Consumer 

In his recently published book “Transformations” (2008), Grant McCracken, further adds to these 

observations. In the book, McCracken systematically and comprehensively discusses the 

“reinvention of the self” and the “expansionary individualism” as defining characteristics of 

contemporary consumer culture (McCracken, 2008). He argues that the “new audience” has 



obtained a new sense of agency, which entertains a new wish to participate. As stated in his 

preface: 

 

“A shift is taking place. Individuals who once submitted to the blandishment of entertainment are 

now interested in something more active. They have mastered the codes of cultural production. 

They have refused the asymmetries of the old regime. They have collapsed the distance between 

fan and celebrity. They have made themselves co-creators in the culture they consume. To use the 

language of the industry, the new media consumer is a “lean-forward” participator, no longer 

the “laid-back” couch potato”. 

(McCracken, 2008, p. xvi) 

 

McCracken’s arguments are founded in what he terms the individual’s transformational ability. 

He argues that the contemporary consumer is empowered and enfranchised with the individual’s 

right to change the self. Contemporary culture spurs the consumer to make claims to the right of 

self-authorship and to transform and define oneself as she sees fit. Popular culture has in other 

words become culture. It is something we understand, produce, participate in, manufacture, and 

only then consume. Endowed with these new abilities, consumers are looking to invent and 

explore new selves through transformations of different aspects of their identity, as argued by 

McCracken: “…discreet but defining matters of speech, clothing, emotion, music, reading, 

entertainment, residence, physical activities, leisure choices… Now they are individual choices to 

be made discreetly” (Ibid, p. 282).  

 

The notion of consumption during transformational periods is a well documented theme in 

consumer research. Schouten’s studies of selves in transition, focuses on different stages of the 

human life-cycle and the role of consumption in the transition from one stage of life to another 

and in personal rites of passage, e.g. confirmation, motherhood etc. He identifies the importance 

of symbolic and experiential consumer behavior to successful transitions in that they aid the 

exploration, establishment and ongoing support of new roles and identities (Schouten, 1991, p. 

422). However, McCracken argues that these transformations into new roles and identities are not 

only bound to personal rites of passage but that the expansionary individualism which 

characterizes contemporary culture, enables and to some extent encourages the individual to 
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make a variety of transformations, i.e. they obtain self-authorship (McCracken, 2008, p. 118). To 

conclude, the consumer is empowered with the abilities and the right to control and create her 

own transformations. Brands and products act as vehicles or resources available in aiding the 

consumer with these personal identity projects. 

 

Consumer Resistance towards Brand Communication 

The idea of brands as resources available to the consumer and the idea of the empowered 

consumer endowed with transformational abilities and self-authorship, is to a large degree a 

rejection of the traditional view of marketing as a cultural authority, in which the consumer 

becomes obedient to marketers and her desires are shaped by these through advertising 

(Horkheimer and Adorno, [1944]1996). This also raises an interesting question in regard to 

countercultural movements like the anti-branding movement identified by Holt4. 

 

 If you regard the market as a cultural authority, an anti-branding movement must be considered 

as a refusal or failure of the marketing system and that the consumers who follow it therefore are 

dissidents within the system and thus their activities and transformational abilities are 

undermining the traditional idea of consumption. This view however, is rejected by Holt, who 

argues that revolutionary or resistant acts made by consumers are all but counter-productive, they 

are in fact productive and “serve as a grist for the branding mil” (Holt, 2002, p. 88). He 

continues by arguing that countercultural movements actually assist entrepreneurial companies to 

tear down the old branding paradigms and pave the way for new emerging principles “a form of 

market-sanctioned cultural experimentation through which the market rejuvenates itself” (Ibid, 

p. 89).  This idea demonstrates Holt’s general dialectical theory as discussed earlier. Holts view is 

to some extent backed by Szmigin et. al. in that they acknowledge the fluid and shifting 

relationship between the consumer and the corporation, and that there is an important shift taking 

place, which has significant implications for contemporary branding and consumer culture (Cova, 

Kozinets and Shankar, 2007, p. 297). 

 
4 Although some might easily discard this movement as a small an insignificant group of deviant youngster others 
are convinced that this is a full-fledged countercultural social movement. The massive popularity of books like 
Naomi Klein’s “No logo” from 1999 further boosts this argument (Holt, 2002) 



 

With the theoretical views on the countercultural movement in mind, we move to a discussion as 

to the root of the contemporary consumer resistance and the increasing discontent with brands 

and marketing efforts. From where does this discontent stem? And where and how does it reveal 

itself?  

 

As mentioned in our a priori-theme, there is a general dissatisfaction amongst consumers 

regarding the amount of advertising they are exposed to. Furthermore this trend manifests itself 

in the growing popularity of ad-avoidance devices like the TIVO or set-top-boxes. But on a more 

general level these developments are motivated by lager socio-economic issues such as 

globalization, social inequality, and the environmental threats facing our planet. Globalization 

plays a significant role in terms of the relationship between brand and consumer. Consumers are 

now far more exposed to information and communication from around the world. This is mainly 

due to the Internet, which provides the perfect setting for grassroots movements, spreading 

information and sharing opinions. Consumers are therefore more conscious in regard to the 

footprints, which multinational corporations leave on the environment and in the developing 

world. One example is Nike, who has been targeted over and over for their use of sweatshop 

labor. In 2000, it came to a clash when a young and critical consumer ordered a pair of 

customized shoes from the Nike website. Instead of branding the shoe with his name or a 

personal message he labeled the shoe with a statement inferring that Nike used sweatshop labor. 

The situation developed into a heated exchange between Nike and the consumer – an exchange 

which revealed clear contradictions between Nike’s “Just do it” slogan and their censoring of the 

shoe message. The issue spread on the Internet like a viral ad and was widely discussed (Holt, 

2002, p. 85). This is one of many examples, of increasing mistrust in branded messages, the 

increased awareness of consumers and the general discontent with brand communication that 

does not correlate and the actions of the company behind it. As stated by Holt:  

 

“Sovereign consumers are no longer willing to watch whatever companies choose to present 

onstage.  Rather, they now feel that they have been granted the authority to walk backstage to see 

what the wizard is doing behind the scrim and to make sure that his character is consistent with 

what is presented onstage.” (Holt, 2002, p. 86) 
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The turmoil and dissatisfaction with brands and the growing empowerment of consumers have 

led to different reactions from consumers. Szmigin et al. identify an interesting mannerism in 

contemporary consumer culture, which is the rise and development of alternative consumption 

communities in opposition to the existing system and its dominating marketing values (Cova, 

Kozinets and Shankar, 2007, p. 306). These consumption communities offer alternative modes of 

consumption. The general characteristic of the communities studied are that they are most often 

localized and concerned with their communities and those who may be affected by their ways of 

consumption. They are social-minded, concerned about the environment and the developing 

world and often formed between like-minded people and communicated through the Internet. An 

example of such a community is Futurefarms, a UK-based community cooperative formed in 

20045. The aim of the community is to produce their own daily food, or at least as much as is 

possible. The non-profit community was created as a response to food scares such as BSE, 

genetic modification, and the general increasingly dominant role of multiple retailers in the 

supply chain. By producing the food locally the community is ensured as to the origin of the food 

and the additives used in production (Futurefarms, 2008) 

 

Participatory Culture 

Although the development of alternative consumption communities like Futurefarms can be 

argued to be examples of extremities or subcultures in contemporary consumer culture, one can 

also argue that they are the result of the more overarching trends in our consumer culture, the 

previously discussed empowerment of consumers, but also as a general re-enabling of the 

consumer as an activator. In the book “Consumer Tribes” (2007) this development is qualified as 

an increasing participatory culture, in which consumers: 

  

“…do not consume things without changing them; they cannot ‘consume’ a good 

without it becoming them and them becoming it; they cannot ´consume´ a service 

 
5 Futurefarms is a co-operative, established in 2004, with the purpose of growing food within the parish of Martin in 
Hampshire, for sale to the people who live there. It is a non-profit enterprise and proceeds from the sale are used to 
cover costs and to invest in the business. (Futurefarms, 2008)  
 



without engaging in a dance with the service provider, where the dance becomes the 

service. Participatory culture is everywhere” 

(Cova, Kozinets and Shankar, 2007, p. 4) 

 

The concept and idea of participatory culture relates to and implies a shift in contemporary 

consumer culture from passive to active. As previously discussed this argues for a move 

away from the traditional view of consumers as passive victims of the capitalist system and 

towards a view of them as active and enthusiastic in their consumption practices. The 

overall characteristic as mentioned in the above quote is that we as consumers do not 

consume products and services without changing them. Some, as in the example of 

Futurefarms chose to opt out and create a community, entirely producing their own goods, 

while others mold and re-shape the existing. “They both absorb and resist the pre-

packaged, off-the-shelf, brand-and-product meanings of marketers” (ibid). In a sense we 

now fashion our own differentiation strategies.  Holt exemplifies this in what he calls “self-

production through brands”. In this example, Don, a biking enthusiast, constantly seeking 

knowledge about the new innovations in biking components through industry magazines, 

but relying on his own judgment by figuring out, through trial and error, the best way of 

doing things and what fits him. Don depends on the market to deliver the parts he needs for 

building the perfect bike, but relies on the brands for self-creation rather than allowing 

them to define him (Holt, 2002, p. 76).  

 

This active and participatory trait of contemporary consumer culture is also reflected in the 

way we interact with brands. Don primarily worked on his own bike and his own project, 

but other consumers engage in collective action and through this action obtain the role of 

the cultural entrepreneur.  

 

Cova, Kozinets and Shankar  provide another example: A group of skaters in Paris, who 

joined in organizing Friday night mass skating through Paris (Cova, Kozinets and Shankar, 

2007, pp. 18-19). The events evolved and sometimes gathered crowds of up to 25.000 

skaters. The gathering of so many people of course attracted the attention of marketers and 

companies, who saw a business opportunity. However, the skaters newly formed 
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association said no because they did not want to distort the purity of the event, by tainting it 

with commerciality. Instead they formed a set of rules that should govern the relationship 

and interaction between the association’s events and the commercial interests (Ibid). The 

rules in short prohibited marketing and sales during in the traditional sense during the 

events, instead companies were encouraged to offer resources to skaters, e.g. samples, free 

games etc. – in other words a sample or something of value. Like Don, these Parisian-

skaters did not want emancipation from the market, but to engage the market on their own 

terms. This train of thought demands that corporations discover less basic marketing 

solutions as an opportunity. However, the brands that understand and catch on to this can 

be part of something authentic, an authenticity, which then leads to acceptance and trust. 

This case is just one of many examples of how collective efforts and collective 

entrepreneurship transform the way in which marketing is conducted. 

 

The massive success and popularity of peer-to-peer networks and file sharing systems like 

the once notorious Napster over Limewire to Piratebay are other examples. All these are 

created and function through the collective efforts of this participatory culture. Some 

companies have realized the potential of including the consumer in the creation of their 

product and in marketing the product. Open source systems like Linux and Mozilla Firefox 

are excellent examples of this. By engaging the consumer in a process of co-creation you 

make consumers co-authors of your product and if they are part of the product they are 

more likely to act as marketing agents for the product.  

 

In other words, you can argue that a resistance to marketing’s cultural authority generated 

by an increasing desire to participate characterizes contemporary consumer culture. 

However, the resistance is so to say market-sanctioned in the sense that it takes place 

without emancipating oneself totally from the market. But it does transform the playbook 

of the game between marketers and consumers.   

   

Dialectically Dissociated and Associated 

An interesting notion on the discussion of individual consumers’ identity projects is the fact that 

this process actually faces a dialectical illogicality itself. The dilemma consists of the two 



primary reasons for consuming symbolically, politically, ethically or the likes: dissociation and 

association. The first being, the want to be considered an individual differentiated from the 

masses and the latter, the need to feel affiliated to a given group of individuals, e.g. a subculture. 

In his article “How Consumers Consume: A Typology of Consumption Practices” (1995), Holt 

refers to this as “consuming as classification” (Holt, 1995, p. 2) - Acts of consumption where 

objects become “vessels of cultural and personal meaning” (Ibid, p. 1) and help consumers 

become classified in relation to others.  

 

In the article Holt terms dissociation as the enhancement of distinction and association as the 

building of affiliation (Ibid, p. 10). He uses the consumption of the all-American pastime, 

Baseball as example, and argues that by for example wearing a Cubs jacket you construct ties 

between otherwise different consumers – It creates a collective identity. However, such 

classifying processes always serve to both affiliate and distinguish due to the fact that social 

boundaries must always include and exclude at the same time (Ibid). This means that whenever a 

consumer makes a choice in order to enhance her association with something, say the Cubs, she 

inevitably dissociates herself from fans of other teams or people who could not care less about 

the game of baseball.  

 

This dilemma of both being able to distinguish yourself from the masses, while at the same time 

upholding a sense of belonging, is actually a rather well-documented issue in social research. We 

use our peers in the understanding of ourselves and we continuously function in a sociological 

context where “others” play important supporting roles. In his main work, “Mind, Self and 

Society” (1934), George Herbert Mead spoke of The Generalized Other which rather simplified 

can be understood as the general norms and values within a social group, e.g. a sub-culture or 

society in general. The Generalized Other and the Me which is the extent of the understanding of 

The Generalized Other, function as tools with which we gain an idea of who we are, by assessing 

previous experiences with other individuals and social norms and values (Andersen and 

Kaspersen, 1996, p. 127).  

 

Mead’s thinking lead to the school of “Symbolic Interactionism” (Ibid, p. 190), and especially 

one of the representatives of this school, Erving Goffman, is relevant to introduce briefly here. 
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His findings on what he terms Impression-Management, i.e. the management of the perceptions 

we hope others have of us, are cleverly formulated through a theater-metaphor. Front stage is the 

evident part of our appearance whereas backstage is where you can hide from others without 

having to pay attention to your appearance. On the front stage we find backdrops, costumes and 

props such as furniture, clothing and other status symbols we use in order to showcase who and 

what we are (Ibid, p. 206). Mead’s and Gofmann’s studies prove to us that the dialectical 

relationship we have tried to map in a consumption context is actually symptomatic of general 

tendencies in how we interact with each other.  

 

Conclusively, we can argue that, consciously or not, whenever consumers associate themselves to 

something through the purchase or use of a given product or service, they dissociate themselves 

from something else, for example a competing brand – and vice versa.  

 

Peer Influence 

The increasing participatory culture also helps to explain the argument of the importance of peer 

influence in decision-making. As previously argued, although eager to author their own lives, 

consumers are increasingly looking to ghostwriters to help them out. The importance of the 

public opinion and reference groups in consumption decisions is well documented in consumer 

research (Solomon, 1983). Public opinion, especially for goods with which the individual 

consumer has little personal experience, plays an important part in the decision making process 

and has a significant impact on consumer aspirations and desires (Richins, 1994, p. 517).  

 

The importance of peer influence is even more relevant and significant among young consumers. 

The multimedia savvy youth of today are well equipped to deal with the exposure to marketing 

and advertising. Conscious of partial manipulation they are not easily manipulated but engage in 

tacit compromises – they decide to what extent they want to be misled (Cova, Kozinets and 

Shankar, 2007, pp. 4-6). Although maybe not immune, they are in other words discerning when it 

comes to the influence of marketing. Media critic Kathleen McDonald states that consumption 

phenomena which occur among young consumers are rarely a result of marketing or advertising 

but something that is built in the consumers’ network and travels by word of mouth (WOM) 

(Sutherland and Thompson, 2003, pp. 70-74). She further argues: “Kids are intelligent, when 



they do fall for marketing, it’s because there is something behind it” (Ibid, p. 72). This tendency 

highlights an interesting trend in contemporary popular culture – the increasing importance of 

WOM and opinion-leadership. A recent exploratory study of young consumers’ consumption 

attitudes and behaviour, shows that young consumers are highly governed by approval-seeking 

behaviour and value the endorsement of their peers (Sheriff and Nagesh, 2007, p. 63). 

Consumption decisions, in other words, are no longer only a question of good marketing and 

brand influence. What used to be a tête-à-tête between brand and consumer is now a 

conversation, taking place amongst consumers, most often outside the reach and influence of 

corporations and marketers. As social butterflies young consumers are increasingly looking for 

inspiration and ideas in their own social environment. 

 

More interestingly, young consumers do not only influence each other, their decisions, more than 

those of any other population group, influences and dictates what is hip and what is not in 

contemporary culture as a whole. They act not only as trendsetters for eachother but also the 

population in general. In today’s average family almost three quarters of consumption decisions 

are influenced by pre-teens and teens (Sheriff and Nagesh, 2007; Sutherland and Thompson, 

2003). The reason for the increasing value of peer influence and WOM is closely connected to 

the rise of new social media such as Facebook, Myspace, Twitter, Messenger etc. (Goldsborough, 

2007). These online communities and social utility tools provide the perfect platform for 

increased communication between friends and family. Young consumers now have minute to 

minute access to what their friends are doing, what music they listen to, which cool parties they 

are going to this weekend and so on. In other words you can say that new media to a large degree 

facilitates an increase in peer influence.  

 

Concluding on Contemporary Consumer Culture 

In the above we have highlighted some of the main characteristics or overarching contradictions, 

which distinguish contemporary consumer culture. Based on our theoretical account we are able 

to compress it into 4 general tendencies, which we believe best characterize contemporary 

consumer culture: 1) The consumer is typified by a new sense of empowerment, endowed with 

transformational abilities. Brands and products act as vehicles or resources available in aiding the 
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consumer with these transformations which are part of their personal identity projects. There is 

focus on the brand’s ability to function as a cultural resource. 2) There is an increase in consumer 

resistance and negative attitudes towards advertising and brands in general. In some cases this 

leads consumers to seek either non-brand-assisted identities, for example through communities 

and sub-cultures, or a re-definition of the brand’s role in identity construction. Consumers are 

media-savvy and well equipped to filter out branded messages and advertising. 3) Consumer 

culture is increasingly becoming a participatory culture where consumers move from being 

passive to active. Consumers also function as entrepreneurs or as co-creators. And 4) peer 

influence plays a growing influential role in society and in consumption decisions, partially 

generated by the emergence of online social utility tools. 

 

 



Chapter 3 - Storytelling, Traditional and Transmedia 

 

“Stories are fundamental to human life. I think we need stories as much as we need food and air 

and water and sleep, because stories are the way we organize reality. Reality is a thunderous 

cacophony of millions of impressions surging in on us at every moment. By isolating fragments of 

that invasion, and being able to articulate them and then link them over time, which is what a 

story does, we are enabled to think about ourselves in the present, in the past, in the future. 

Without stories, we literally wouldn't be able to live.” 

(Auster, 2001) 

 

In order to fully grasp and comprehend the concept of transmedia storytelling, one needs first to 

look at its predecessor, the concept of storytelling - its mechanisms and historical role in 

marketing and communication. In the following section we will elaborate on the concept of 

storytelling and its role in marketing and brand communication, with the aim of developing a 

working definition for use in our further studies of the concept of transmedia storytelling. In 

order to narrow the scope of this section, we have chosen to focus on storytelling as an external 

communication and marketing tool, and ignore the stories told internally in organizations. The 

reason why we start off with traditional storytelling is mostly to explain the basics of the concept, 

but also because transmedia storytelling is a relatively novel and unexplored field within the 

entertainment industry in general and in marketing in particular. Thus there is not a lot of 

academia to be found on this subject matter, and therefore we are obliged to start at the very 

beginning.  

 

Sensemaking and Framing 

The earliest indications of storytelling date back to the Aurignacian period, which was from 

32.000-26.000 BC, where our early forefathers painted animals and human hands on the walls of 

caves in Central Europe. Allegedly these paintings had no aesthetic purpose, but were means of 

communication, either to Gods and spirits or to other humans. Since the beginning of time 

communication has evolved around stories and man has told stories and expressed these stories 
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either verbally or through art and literature. Matthews and Wacker go as far as to argue that 

stories are the “… universal human common denominator” (Mathews and Wacker, 2007, p. 11), 

indicating that stories are the one feature that differentiates us from other life forms. 

 

In his bestseller “The Tipping Point” (2000), Malcolm Gladwell devotes an entire part to the use 

of storylines in the popular children’s television show, “Sesame Street”. He argues that children 

make sense of the world by creating stories. In the book, this argument is elaborated by 

psychologist Jerome Bruner who states that even if pre-schoolers are not able to follow 

complicated plots, the narrative form becomes central to them: 

 

“It’s the only way they have of organizing the world, of organizing things. They are not able to 

bring theories that organize things in terms of cause and effect and relationships, so they turn 

things into stories, and when they try to make sense of their life they use the storied version of 

their experience as the basis for further reflection” 

(Gladwell, 2000, p. 118) 

 

The argument that we as individuals, from a very young age, use stories to make sense of the 

world around us, and that in this postmodern age of fragmentation and living in a world 

comprised of complex structures and processes, we need the communicative aspect of stories in 

order to aid our sensemaking of the circumstances in which we find ourselves and the events 

around us, is also found in organizational and consumer research (Taylor and Van Every, 2000; 

Adawal and Wyer, 1998). Klein et. al. describe the term sensemaking as a process with the goal 

of fitting data into a frame (Klein et. al., 2006, p. 1). 

 

The frame metaphor correlates with the thinking of Professor of cognitive linguistics at the 

University of California, Berkeley, George Lakoff who, in a heated scientific debate, also 

referred to the mechanisms of our brain which are essential for the comprehension of the world as 

frames (Lakoff, 2007, p. 60). 

 

This means that the communication of a plot or narrative from a sender to an audience helps us 

make sense of ourselves and the world in which we co-exist with others. It is a social tool, either 



if you are the sender or the audience – a process of cognitive development which can best be 

illustrated as a frame which accordingly aids you in the creation of boxes and labels in order to 

simplify matters and perceive distinctions. Klein et. al. take it one step further in connecting 

stories and frames in the following argument: 

 

“We can express frames in various meaningful forms, including stories, maps, organizational 

diagrams, or scripts, and can use them in subsequent and parallel processes.” 

(Klein et. al. 2006, p. 1) 

 

Stories are essential to our understanding of the world, but how does the actual process of 

sensemaking take place? To understand events or problems it is imperative that you have already 

been exposed to stories which you have understood. Schank argues that we make sense of events 

by retrospectively creating reference to stories which we have previously understood, and 

furthermore, we use stories to explain the occurrence of an event to others (Woodside et. al., 

2008, p. 100). This argument serves the logic that the more stories you have been exposed to and 

understood, the better you are at sensemaking. Conclusively, we can argue that the direct link 

between sensemaking, framing and stories is that if ones goal is to obtain knowledge, experience 

and understand the world, the exposure to stories is crucial.  

 

Conclusively, we can look at storytelling as an act of complexity reduction, where stories 

function as filters which sort the vast amounts of complex information we try to relate to (Agger, 

2001, p. 7). In the words of German sociologist Niklas Luhmann whose systems theory has 

received wide acclaim in the academic world, all fields of society are to be viewed as systems 

which consist of communication. By using meaning as criteria, each system functions by 

selecting a limited amount of all the information available outside the system, i.e. all other 

systems (Ibid, p. 9). Luhmann’s systems theory is too vast to include fully in this thesis, however, 

this simplified definition of the process of complexity reduction, is relevant to the discussion of 

the raison d’etre of stories.  
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Traditional Storytelling 

So now that we have covered some ground on what stories actually do to us and how we use 

them to make sense of our surroundings, it becomes relevant to look at how the Aurignacian cave 

paintings have evolved into a tool for the marketing of consumer products. So, in the following 

we will touch upon what the concept of storytelling contains - building blocks, means and 

mechanisms, and the role of storytelling in brand communication. 

 

Storytelling is comprised of two equally relevant components: the story and telling the story. 

Approximately 2400 years ago, Aristotle’s made the first known definition of the first 

component, a story: “an episode with a beginning, middle, and an end” (Fog et. al., 2002, p. 42). 

Aristotle’s definition is still considered a cornerstone in our understanding of the concept of a 

story, and is redefined by Barbara Czarniawska who argues that a story contains a minimum of 

three elements: “an original state of affairs, an action or an event, and the consequent state of 

affairs” (Czarniawska, 1998, p. 2). The second, component is telling the story, which refers to 

communicating and relaying the above mentioned event to others. Communicating the events is 

basically what gives life to the story and what in the end reveals the quality of the story – the 

more it is told and the more compelling it is told the better the story. It seems logic and obvious 

that the two components in reality are co-dependant, in the sense that if there is no story, there is 

nothing to tell – and if nothing is told there is no actual story. In other words, you can say that the 

two components only obtain significant value when merged.  

 

The Role of Storytelling in Contemporary Brand Communication 

Storytelling has sporadically been used in brand communication over the course of time but the 

idea and perceived benefits gained a lot of momentum during the 1980’s and 1990’s. One of the 

most memorable and successful uses of a story which follows the classic structure of the actantial 

model to, is Macintosh’s “1984” commercial. The actantial model, often referred to as the fairy-

tale model, is rooted in the work by renowned French structuralist and semiotician, Algirdas-

Julien Greimas, and is used to analyze which of six roles, the giver, the object, the receiver, the 

helper, the subject or the opponent, the various actors’ hold in a given story.  

 



The advertisement has a clear and obvious reference to George Orwell’s famous science fiction 

bestseller of the same name, which portrays a futuristic view of a totalitarian society, where 

everyone is under constant surveillance by the regime. However, the main character shows 

rebellious traits against the regime. The advertisement depicts a 1984 setting with a gathering 

where subjects of the regime are watching the large screen with inexpressive looks on their faces. 

The regime leader yells his message through: “our unification of thought is a more powerful 

weapon than any fleet or army” (Apple, 1984). Suddenly, an athletic woman charges through the 

room, carrying a sledgehammer. She throws it at the screen and destroys it, thereby signaling the 

liberation of the people. The ad ends with the message “On January 24th Apple Computer will 

introduce Macintosh. And you’ll se why 1984 won’t be like “1984”” (Ibid). At the beginning of 

the 1980’s IBM dominated the computer industry and obtained a monopoly-like status. In the ad 

Apple manages to position itself as the rebel of Orwell’s story (the helper), who is fighting to 

save the world from the IBM empire (the opponent). The new Macintosh (the subject) becomes 

the vehicle, which will liberate the people (the receiver) from the tyranny of IBM conformity. 

(Fog et. al., 2002, pp. 165-166).  
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Figure 2 – Apple’s Macintosh commercial “1984” (Fog et. al 2002, pp. 34-39)  

 

The increasing awareness of storytelling throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s has had a deep impact 

on brand communication and especially television advertising. Like never before, brands are 

building fictional universes and stories as the pivotal point of their external communication. 

Especially in the context of identity brands, companies are increasingly disregarding traditional 

focus on product and prize and are instead focusing their efforts on the story and trying to engage 

and involve consumers emotionally (Ibid). We will evaluate the consequences of this path of 

communication later. 

 

Conclusively it should seem quite logical that the importance of stories to us as humans helps 

explain why marketers in recent years have turned to storytelling in their attempt to reach the 

consumer. We need stories in order to make sense of our life and we want stories in order to be 

entertained. However, we as consumers are not the only ones dependant on stories, so are the 



brands themselves. In his book ”How Brands Become Icons” (2004) Holt argues that a newly 

introduced product’s design features, e.g. logo, name, packaging etc. are merely empty markers, 

short of any meaning. Until these markers are filled with customer experience, it is not yet a 

brand. However, when these experiences or stories of the product are being told, it becomes a 

brand. (Holt, 2004, p. 3) This goes directly against the arguments posed by Salzer-Möhrling and 

Strannegård who, in their article “Silence of the Brands” (2004), argue that brands are aesthetic 

visual expressions and that they should be comprehended as symbolic images with a pictorial 

language (Salzer-Möhrling and Strannegård, 2004, p. 225) 

 

The overarching problem of Salzer-Möhrling and Strannegård’s article is that they argue that 

brands are mere pictorial signs which rely mostly on design and images and not so much on 

stories and meaning (Ibid, p. 228). We agree with Holt that for example the Nike Swoosh would 

not have the same brand equity without the story of Nike and the meanings attached to the sign 

by consumers. As vernacularly argued by Danish branding guru and author Martin Lindstrom, 

corporate logos are no longer as powerful as they used to be, however, there still exists strong 

corporate symbols, e.g. Apple’s apple, Nike’s Swoosh and McDonald’s Golden Arches. Based on 

empirical findings from his extensive neuromarketing examination he argues that these symbols 

primarily retain their strong connotative qualities because they hold relevant stories resembling 

those of religion (Lindstrom, 2008, p. 109) and not because they are cleverly designed aesthetic 

symbols. Furthermore, Salzer-Möhrling and Strannegård seemingly ignore the dialogic qualities 

of enhanced storytelling such as transmedia storytelling. They continuously return to the 

argument that brand storytelling is a monologue intended at a passive audience – when 

considering transmedia storytelling this argument becomes rather old-fashioned and thus, we 

choose not to take this distinction further into account in our discussion. We have chosen to walk 

a different path in that we agree with Holt that the contemporary consumer is becoming ever less 

likely to jump on any brand bandwagon and simply believe postulates of brand essence coming 

from a large corporation. 

 

Salzer-Möhrling and Strannegård’s aim “…to reconceptualise brands as a process of aesthetic 

expression, where the conventional distinctions between senders and receivers become blurred.” 

(Salzer-Möhrling and Strannegård, 2004, p. 226), actually fits rather well with our problem 
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statement. However, rather than viewing images as the prime tool for engaging consumers with 

the brands in question, we suggest a new mode of storytelling which delivers on various 

platforms and through various channels. 

 

Transmedia Storytelling 

“A transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms with each new 

text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole.” 

(Jenkins, 2006, p. 95) 

 

From our understanding of traditional storytelling and its communicative means and mechanisms, 

we are now able to move on to the somewhat more complicated and contemporary subject matter 

of transmedia storytelling. As we proceed, we will take a look at differing definitions and terms 

on our subject matter. This will help us close in on the definition of the term transmedia 

storytelling which we will apply in the thesis at hand. But we need to dig even deeper than mere 

definitions in order to fully understand what we are dealing with and to answer the question 

“what is transmedia storytelling?” 

 

As mentioned, Henry Jenkins is the prime arbiter on the matter, thus we will start our search for 

the answer to the above question by taking a closer look at his work on the subject. He argues 

that the ideal example of transmedia storytelling is a process where integral components of a 

narrative get dispersed across multiple platforms with the aim of constructing a larger 

overarching narrative. Each component plays a unique, distinctive and valuable part in the 

unfolding of the overarching story or franchise. This means that there is no one place where all 

information can be retrieved. Consumers must actively search, and, as Jenkins put it, act as 

hunters and gatherers, in order to grasp the entire story. The dispersion of information ensures 

that no single consumer knows everything there is to know, thus forcing them to talk to others in 

order to “…stitch together a coherent picture from the dispersed information.”(Jenkins, 2007) 

 

Jenkins argues that each individual part of the story must be comprehensible on its own terms, in 

that it makes the before-mentioned unique contribution to the entire narrative. PhD candidate 



Christy Dena has a slightly different view on this exact feature of transmedia storytelling. She 

argues in what she refers to as transfiction (a term to counter Jenkins’ transmedia storytelling), 

that the understanding of the overall story requires that each sub-part of the story has been 

experienced (Long, 2007, p. 17). Dena’s definition relying on the experience of each part of the 

story to comprehend the whole seems somewhat over-ambitious and would require that 

transmedia stories could not become very complex or spread on too many platforms. This is a 

severe weakness in that one cannot count on the fact that consumers are willing or able to search 

out each single sub-part of the overall story, or to keep it in the terminology of transmedia 

storytelling, each extension of the franchise.  

 

So an area of controversy within the scientific field of transmedia storytelling is that of defining 

the term, and actually also agreeing on a term. Apart from Jenkins and Dena, we might also 

include other terms, e.g. the dramatic “screen bleed”, a technical term to describe when very 

bright non-broadcast safe colours bleed into other areas of the screen (Ibid, p. 16). Another is 

anthropologist, Mimi Ito’s more academically appropriate ”media mix”, which we will further 

introduce at a alter stage in the example of ”Pokémon”: 

 

“By linking content in multiple media forms such as video games, card 

games, television, film, manga books, toys, and household objects, 

Pokémon created a new kind of citational network that has come to be 

called a “media mix”…” 

(Ibid) 

 

So we are left with a wide array of semi-differing terms and definitions on a subject that seems to 

be the relative same, the communication of bits and pieces of stories on different media 

platforms, and in order not to stray from our path and confuse our readers, we will use Jenkins’ 

“distinctive and valuable” definition, stated in the beginning of this chapter, as the keystone in 

our discussion on the subject matter. 

 

What is problematic here is that these varying definitions and terms severely complicate matters 

of dealing with the subject. The results of further study of transmedia storytelling and all of its 
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“siblings” could lead to an overall terminology which could actually be welcome at many levels 

of use, e.g. entertainment and marketing. We are not aiming to be the providers of this study or 

terminology, we are only arguing that working with such a novel field complicates matters, but 

walking into the unknown also delivers some rather intriguing appeal. 

 

The Components of a Transmedia Story 

In the part on traditional storytelling we elaborated on one of the primary mechanisms of a 

narrative, the actantial model. This means of telling a story is still relevant in transmedia 

storytelling, however, we can add to the tool-box in order to create more engaging stories than 

what has previously been told. What is likely to be the most comprehensive study on transmedia 

storytelling is MIT alumnus Geoffrey Long’s thesis “Transmedia Storytelling - Business, 

Aesthetics and Production at the Jim Henson Company” (2007). In accordance with our aim of 

pattern migration from the creative or cultural industries to brand communication, we again draw 

attention to the fact that Long writes from a cultural perspective, in that his study is based on 

research on the Jim Henson Company, a provider of cultural effects and entertainment. Even 

though the Jim Henson Company is best known for The Muppet Show, Long works with two 

other case-studies, i.e. the transmedia franchises of “Labyrinth” and “The Dark Crystal”. The 

study is completed without empirical evidence to support conclusions, and the method used by 

Long is to study the two transmedia franchises as cases in relation to his three major themes, 

negative capability, hermeneutic codes and migratory cues (Ibid). 

 

In the ideal transmedia story the overall story should not rely on individual characters but on the 

creation of an entire world or universe, that can contain several characters and sub-stories. 

Linking back to the hunter/gatherer metaphor, Jenkins argues that: 

 

“This process of world-building encourages an encyclopedic impulse in both readers and 

writers. We are drawn to master what can be known about a world which always expands beyond 

our grasp.” 

(Jenkins, 2007) 

 



This is unlike the closure found in most classically constructed narratives, where the audience is 

left with the sensation of knowing enough to comprehend the story. Long refers to poet John 

Keats when naming the mechanism of intentionally creating uncertainties negative capability 

(Long, 2007, p. 53). These strategic gaps to motivate the audience to ask elaborating questions, 

give consumers an incentive to flip the page or search for further information, i.e. to become 

involved even deeper in the narrative and take on an active role themselves. In extreme cases, this 

will lead to fan fiction, but it might also lead to the consumers getting a feeling of co-authorship 

or possibly even co-ownership. Thus, they feel as a part of the brand and become more likely to 

stay loyal and provide their network with positive information about the brand – the much 

desired word of mouth! 

 

Apart from negative capability, Long mentions another means of driving consumers forward in a 

transmedia narrative, namely hermeneutic codes (Ibid). Hermeneutic codes are the components of 

a narrative which raise questions in order to make us feel compelled to move along in the 

narrative through the posing and, sometimes, answering of questions. Long argues that they are 

“…the elements in a text that introduce, further, and conclude the mysterious elements running 

throughout the text” (Ibid, p. 61). Hermeneutic codes and the understanding of these are 

important to the creators of a transmedia franchise, in that they are crucial to the quality of the 

links between the various extensions of the franchise. Conclusively they encourage the 

audience’s shift from one platform or media-outlet to another. Hermeneutic codes can be based 

on a wide array of characteristics, e.g. cultural, chronological, character etc. We will return to the 

use of one of the hermeneutic codes described by Long, ontological hermeneutic codes, in the 

coming section on alternative reality games, where we will relate it to ARG’s and portray them as 

an example of the implementation of hermeneutic codes. 

Both negative capability and hermeneutic codes either combined or as a single means, may create 

what Marc Ruppel refers to as migratory cues (Ibid, p. 20), i.e. pointers or hints towards 

extensions of the story delivered on a different platform. Throughout a traditional narrative 

hermeneutic codes become fulfilled, but in a transmedia franchise, the point is to leave some 

unresolved in order for them to function as migratory cues. From a brand communications 

perspective migratory cues are crucial in that they are the determining factor in opening 
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consumers’ eyes to further extensions of the franchise, thus driving engagement and providing 

unique and valuable information to the consumer.  

 

Figure 3 is a depiction of a transmedia franchise with the large dotted circle representing the 

entire universe in which the story unfolds. At first the consumer seems detached from the 

universe, but when presented to an entry point she becomes annexed into the story and becomes 

part of it. 

Each square in the universe represents a part of the story, a so-called extension, inhabited by 

hermeneutic codes and negative capability. The small black dots in the beginning of each 

narrative path are representations of the migratory cues which lead consumers from one extension 

to another. 

 

The entry point in Figure 3 is highlighted to show that some transmedia franchises have a certain 

entry point which is more likely to generate attention than others, e.g. ”The Matrix” had the 

blockbuster movies. However, since some franchises have flat structures, i.e. no obvious 

hierarchy of importance, extensions need not accompany a primary entry point, but may simply 

serve as extensions of each other.  It should also be noted that many transmedia franchises are too 

vast to be comprehended by single consumers, so not all narrative paths in the universe are 

followed by the same consumer. 
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Figure 3 – The Components of a Transmedia Franchise 

 

The existence of more extensions to the overarching story serves a variety of purposes. However, 

coming from a marketing perspective, the most interesting would be to provide several entry 

points to the story, or in marketing the brand, for different audiences or target groups. 

Furthermore, transmedia storytelling seems to fit the new era of our globalized society – the 

networking era. Professor Pierre Levy is a world-leading thinker on what he phrased collective 

intelligence which are “new social structures that enable the production and circulation of 

knowledge within a networked society.”(Jenkins, 2007) And if we take a look at the expanding 

interest in social utility sites on the Internet such as Myspace and Facebook, it is easily concluded 
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that forming and maintaining complex networks over vast geographical distances is swift and 

effortless.    

Two Small Case-studies: ”The Matrix” and ”Pokémon” 

Jenkins uses the film ”The Matrix” as the prime example of complex transmedia storytelling in 

the entertainment-industry. The Wachowski brothers who created ”The Matrix”-universe spread 

the story onto several platforms including comics, animated short-film, games etc. (Jenkins, 

2006, pp. 93-100), thus generating a vast number of entry-points to the universe and creating an 

extremely inclusive knowledge culture, what in more vernacular terms is known as a network, 

surrounding it. They sought out Japanese collaborators because they knew that Japanese popular 

culture is often based on, what anthropologist Mimi Ito refers to as “media mix” – The dispersion 

of content across multiple channels (Jenkins, 2006, p. 110). Japanese children’s’ phenomenon 

”Pokémon” is, according to Ito, the embodiment of the media mix. She argues that ”Pokémon” 

create a virtual world that comes to life on multiple media platforms, e.g. cartoons, card games 

and figurines. Her point is that: 

 

“Rather than spoon-feed stabilized narratives and heroes to a supposedly passive audience, 

Pokemon and Yugioh invite children to collect, acquire, recombine, and enact stories within their 

peer networks, trading cards, information, and monsters (Buckingham and Sefton-Green 2004; 

Yano 2004) …These media mixes challenge our ideas of childhood agency and the passivity of 

media consumption, highlighting the active, entrepreneurial, and technologized aspects of 

children’s engagement with popular culture. 

(Ito, 2005, p. 7) 

 

Here we must underline that Ito’s focus on children as target group is extremely relevant when 

doing studies of the contemporary consumer, in that they are both the consumers of today, but 

certainly also the consumers of tomorrow.  

 

The When, Where and How of Transmedia Storytelling 

Scholars on the subject argue over what event or story actually started transmedia storytelling. As 

in all the definitions mentioned earlier, however, they do agree that it all came alive in the late 



1990’s: Mimi Ito traces transmedia storytelling, or in her words, media mix, back to Japan and 

more precisely the before-mentioned ”Pokémon”. During the 1990’s Japan was at the forefront of 

marketing children’s media. Through successful innovation in media forms by creating a more 

hybrid relation between digital media of the Internet and the analogue media of traditional 

broadcasting. This merging of the traditional broadcast media with the communicative and 

performative power of the Internet and videogames meant, according to Ito, that ”Pokémon 

revolutionized the workings of media technology” (Ibid). Dena ignores the stated revolutionary 

effect of ”Pokémon” and Japanese youth culture, and instead she suggests that her species of 

transmedia storytelling, transmediation, stems from the rise of the Internet and accordingly 

consumer remediation of content: 

 

“Such transmedia forms emerged when the awareness and penetration of a large range of 

technologies and art forms reached a pivotal point… That moment was, quite poetically, the 

penultimate year of the 20th century: 1999.” 

(Long, 2007, p. 25) 

 

She fortifies this argument with several examples from TV- and filmmaking, including the 

Wachowski brothers’ epic blockbuster ”The Matrix”, and concludes that:“Since this pivotal year, 

transmedia forms have flourished.”(ibid, p. 26)  

 

So here we have consensus on the when of transmedia storytelling: It all started in the late 1990’s 

but where and how did this happen? Apparently scholars do not fully agree on the answer to this 

question. However, the fact that Dena mentions ”The Matrix” as an example is actually rather 

interesting in that, as shown in the above case-section on ”Pokémon” and ”The Matrix”, so does 

Jenkins. As mentioned, he argues that the Wachowski brothers were actually influenced and 

inspired by Japanese youth culture and even sought out Japanese collaborators, which then again 

traces the beginning of transmedia storytelling back to Japan. However, in order not to draw 

hasty and simplified conclusions, one could also argue that it will not be the first time in history 

we are witnessing an example of parallelism, i.e. the independent development of similar trends 

started around the same time but in different geographical areas or cultures with no direct contact. 
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Conclusively, we argue that the human need for stories as tools to make sense, understand and 

communicate is extremely unlikely to diminish. Matter of fact is that in a world which grows 

more complex each day, the necessity of stories becomes far greater than what has been the case 

so far. However, as time changes, society moves from past to present and culture becomes 

contemporary, so will stories and the narrative structure of these change accordingly in an effort 

to fit the times, society and culture. As has been the case with most societal and cultural 

revolutions and evolutions throughout history, artists and cultural personas are once again in the 

forefront of the change. We find new ways of telling stories, new narrative structures and never 

before seen means of communication in the symbiotic relationship between the creative and 

cultural industries and the rapidly advancing technology. An example of this, and probably the 

most extreme variety of transmedia franchises, is the alternative reality game. 

 

The Alternative Reality Game 

"Everyone in the community I'm involved with is quite impatiently awaiting the 'game' to start. 

People are analyzing and overanalyzing previous analyses and speculation for alternate answers 

to puzzles, fighting to believe that something has been missed." 

(Borland, 2005) 

 

The above quote made by May, an alternative reality gamer awaiting the kick-off of the ARG 

Perplex City, clearly states the kind of excitement and anticipation which ARG’s can leave in 

ARG’ers or consumers. However, the ARG is a tricky concept which due to its relatively few 

years in existence and progressive nature, needs further studies to become satisfactorily defined – 

In the following, we will take a closer look on the ARG and its possibilities 

 

Gaming culture expert and writer, John Borland defines the ARG as: 

 

“...an obsession-inspiring genre that blends real-life treasure hunting, interactive storytelling, 

video games and online community...These games are an intensely complicated series of puzzles 

involving coded Web sites, real-world clues like the newspaper advertisements, phone calls in the 



middle of the night from game characters and more. That blend of real-world activities and a 

dramatic storyline has proven irresistible to many.” 

(Ibid) 

 

ARGNet, the official website for the Alternate Reality Gaming Network elaborates on the 

definition by stating that the games are involving players with a fictional universe and seek to 

connect them with both the real world and other gamers. It is this involvement with other gamers 

which is essential, in that most games cannot be completed or solved without the “collaborative 

efforts of multiple players” (http://www.argn.com/). Borland and King termed this the collective 

detective (Borland and King, 2005, p. 22) – an issue which we will delve deeper into in the 

analytical discussion section on collectiveness. 

 

The first book dedicated to ARG’s was written by Dave Szulborski and called “This Is Not A 

Game” (2005). The title refers to a concept which the author argued was the first rule of ARG’s. 

In the early days of ARG’s, the this is not a game concept was viewed as probably the most 

crucial factor in creating a good ARG. The fundamentals of the concept is that the game must 

constantly act as if it is in fact reality and never, in any way, identify itself as being a game. This 

is what Long refers to as an ontological hermeneutic code, in that it questions the very existential 

nature of the game (Long, 2007, p. 65) According to Dena, the this is not a game concept is no 

longer viewed as just as crucial to an ARG’s success as previously, which has opened up the 

genre to ARG-newcomers with no previous experience (Dena, 2006, p. 56) 

 

Why Do ARG’s Work? 

Alternative reality games cater to a huge demographic group whose members are reluctant to 

accept the messages which they are exposed to through traditional brand communication and who 

live in extensive knowledge cultures or networks where communication is extremely effective 

and hype travels at the speed of light. Earlier we briefly mentioned social utility sites as examples 

of networks, but within the gaming culture, networks revolving around games seem to be tightly 

knit and habituated by loyal and pro-active members, who at times go so far as to become co-

creators. Figures tell us that 65% of American households play video games, 40% of gamers are 

women and the average gamer is 35 years old (ESA, 2008). Thus, we can conclude that gaming is 
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no longer a niche-market concentrated around geeky male teenagers, but a flourishing field of 

entertainment and one of the fastest growing industries and sources of employment in the US 

(ESA, 2008 - II). 

 

We have previously introduced Pierre Levy, and in the context of ARG’s we can use his 

argument that members of networks or knowledge cultures “… pool information and tap each 

others expertise as they work together to solve problems.” (Jenkins, 2007), which is exactly the 

kind of problem solving that motivates ARG enthusiasts and creates an interesting and engaging 

detective setting. Jenkins elaborates on this part-taking in the story and calls it the performative 

dimension (Ibid). This performative dimension is for example seen in ”Pokémon” where children 

can play with figurines and act out stories which they make up themselves or in role playing 

where complex narratives are constructed and sometimes even acted out. But it is also the 

essence of ARG’s – that the players take on the role as the hero of the story or savior of the 

universe in question. In their article “When Consumers and Brands Talk: Storytelling Theory and 

Research in Psychology and Marketing” (2008), Woodside et. al. refer to screenwriting coach 

Robert McKee who argues that a story consists of a life in relative balance which is then stirred 

by what is known as an “inciting incident” which brings imbalance. The story then goes on to 

describe how, the protagonist will look to restore this balance (Woodside et. al., 2008, p. 10). In a 

traditional storytelling setting, it is imperative that the storyteller describes what it is like to deal 

with these opposing forces, and lead the protagonist through all sorts of hardships in order to 

finally learn the truth. However, in ARG’s the recipient of the story is to take on the role of 

protagonist, or possibly helper, himself in order to discover the truth – A feature which caters to 

many people in that most of us have at some point in time wished that we were in the shoes of the 

hero of a movie, book or television show. Woodside et. al. conclude that effective storytelling in 

marketing may follow this rather simple recipe: Facilitate the consumers’ role as the protagonist 

of the story and give the brand or product a supporting role, for example as the protagonist’ aid in 

achieving his or her goals (Ibid). In our case-study, the Audi brand takes on a different role, i.e. 

that of main object in the story. 

 



A Small Case-study: Alternative Reality Games as “Works in Movement” 

L. B. Alberti was a renowned Italian mathematician, poet and architect during the Renaissance of 

the early 14th Century. The Renaissance has later become known for its search for perfection and 

geniuses and its putting artists on a pedestal. On the beauty-concept of his time, Alberti stated:  

 

“I shall define Beauty to be a Harmony of all the Parts, in whatsoever Subject it appears, fitted 

together with such Proportion and Connection, that nothing could be added, diminished or 

altered, but for the Worse”. 

(Beardsley and Beardsley, 1975, p. 125) 

 

This implies that if anything about the work could be changed, it would be of a lesser aesthetic 

value. This viewpoint is in stark opposition to what Umberto Eco has defined as the work in 

movement which characteristically consists of unplanned or physically incomplete structural 

units. The work in movement springs from Eco’s own thoughts on what he refers to as the open 

work explained in his book of the same title. He exemplifies the work in movement by Henri 

Pousseur’s Scambi, who describes his musical piece in the following way: “Scambi is not so 

much a musical composition as a field of possibilities, an explicit invitation to exercise choice” 

(Eco, 1989, p. 1)  

 

So if we can conclude anything general from the way we perceive art, it is that in our 

contemporary culture dominated by postmodern fragmentation, we reject unambiguous values. 

We do this in order to fulfill our individual identity projects driven by the search for uniqueness. 

As discussed earlier, we as consumers aim to differentiate ourselves from most of our 

contemporaries. However, we also seek the feeling of belonging to a certain culture or subculture. 

This dialectic search for both uniqueness and recognition of and by our peers leads consumers to 

seek out brands which tell stories that they themselves, and the subculture they belong to, can 

relate to either positively or negatively. 

 

ARG’s resemble the work in movement in that they offer a field of possibilities for a narrative to 

unfold with the aid of consumers – An explicit invitation to exercise choice to use the words of 
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Pousseur. In ARG’s the storyline is not linear, but more of a framework inhabited by clues and 

events where players can exercise individual choice and customize the story.  

 

“The poetics of the "work in movement" sets in motion a new cycle of relations between the artist 

and his audience, a new mechanics of aesthetic perception, a different status for the artistic 

product in contemporary society. It opens a new page in sociology and in pedagogy, as well as a 

new chapter in the history of art. It poses new practical problems by organizing new 

communicative situations. In short, it installs a new relationship between the contemplation and 

the utilization of a work of art” 

(Ibid, p. 15) 

 

In the above quote, we are compelled to slightly revise it and replace some of the terms in order 

to fit the quote to the thesis at hand – It would then sound as follows: 

 

“Transmedia storytelling sets in motion a new cycle of relations between the advertiser and the 

consumer, a new mechanics of aesthetic perception, a different status for the advertisement in 

contemporary society. It opens a new page in sociology and in pedagogy, as well as a new 

chapter in the history of advertising. It poses new practical problems by organizing new 

communicative situations. In short, it installs a new relationship between the contemplation and 

the utilization of advertising” 

 

 Concluding on Transmedia Storytelling and ARG’s 

Conclusively we can argue that ARG’s in particular and transmedia storytelling in general can be 

used as tools in the creation of a new two-way relationship built on dialogue more than 

monologue between advertisers and consumers. This new mode of structuring and 

communicating stories revolutionizes the common perception of narratives and is likely to cater 

to a new breed of consumers aiming higher than traditional consumption of goods and services – 

a breed focused on cultural status and the fulfillment of personal identity projects. 

Conclusively, we can draw up the following characteristics for transmedia storytelling. The basic 

idea is to disperse integral elements of a fictive narrative systematically across multiple delivery 



channels, called extensions, with the aim of creating a comprehensive and coherent experience. 

This is done in order to insure that no single audience member knows the whole lot and 

furthermore make certain that they communicate with their peers about the franchise. Essentially, 

each extension should contribute uniquely to the telling of the story. Jenkins paints a vivid picture 

by describing consumers as hunters and gatherers chasing back and forth between the various 

extensions and their sub-stories trying to stitch together a consistent story from the dispersed 

information (Jenkins, 2007). No single extension may deliver all of the information needed to 

understand the entire story. Instead each individual contribution from the various extensions must 

be understandable on its own terms and at the same time make a unique contribution to the 

overall story. Game designer Neil Young coined the term additive comprehension to refer to this 

notion of each new text adding a new piece of information which forces us to revise our 

understanding of the fiction as a whole (Ibid) In contrast to classically constructed narratives, 

transmedia franchises are ideally based on the creation of complex and open fictional worlds with 

a possible vast amount of characters and sub-stories which leads the audience towards searching 

for further information on this world and its inhabitants. Jenkins refers to this as an “encyclopedic 

impulse” (Ibid) which drives the audience to move from one extension to another. Each extension 

may serve a variety of different functions, e.g. uphold audience curiosity, provide further 

information about the characters, describe new facets of the world or simply function as a bridge 

between a series of events etc. Furthermore, a transmedia franchise creates different entry points 

which may cater to different target groups or segments, thus potentially increase the market of the 

franchise by making an audience member who is comfortable with a particular media platform 

experiment with another. Additionally we can conclude that a transmedia franchise does not only 

scatter information, however, especially so in the case of ARG’s, it also provides a performative 

dimension, i.e. roles for the audience to assume in their active consumption of and participation 

in the narrative (Ibid).  

 

It has become obvious that enhanced storytelling such as the transmedia form we have defined 

and elaborated on so far, adds several qualities to the fields of both cultural storytelling as 

experienced in the entertainment industry, but also to corporate storytelling, especially external 

communication with consumers. But who can gain from this knowledge? The senders of brand 

communication? The receivers? Possibly even both?  
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Chapter 4 – Transmedia Storytelling and The Contemporary 

Consumer 

 

In the previous two chapters we have elaborated on the concept and mechanisms of transmedia 

storytelling and highlighted the characteristics and general trends of contemporary consumer 

culture. In the following we will combine the two and discuss the relevance of transmedia 

storytelling in contemporary consumption culture, with the aim of clarifying whether transmedia 

storytelling is a relevant brand communication tool when communicating with young 

contemporary consumers. Our main tool in this discussion is our case-study, the Audi America 

campaign ”The Art of the H3ist” which we will start out by reviewing and evaluating. In the 

following we will then discuss three different aspects which we deem central in our search to 

answer and clarify the ability of transmedia storytelling as an effective brand communication 

tool. First, we will discuss the importance of the consumers’ individual identity projects in 

relation to transmedia storytelling. Secondly, we will look at the importance of collectiveness in 

contemporary consumer culture and how this interplays with transmedia storytelling. Finally, we 

will look at how a brand is effectually deployed when implementing transmedia storytelling in a 

branding campaign, with the anti-branding sentiment and consumer resistance movement in 

mind.  

 

Case-study: ”The Art of the H3ist” 

The Marketing Challenge 

The challenge for the advertising agency McKinney-Silver was to introduce the new Audi A3 to 

the competitive American automobile market. An extensive and huge challenge considering 

similar models launched by competitors like Mercedes and BMW had failed miserably a couple 

of years earlier. (Effie.org, 2006, p. 1) 

 

The Objectives 

The main objective was to create buzz and excitement surrounding the Audi A3. The second 

objective was to convert the buzz into sales that could meet the aggressive goals set by Audi 



America. These objectives were to be achieved without compromising and devaluating the Audi 

brand. (ibid) 

 

Target Audience 

The target audience most likely to be attracted to the Audi A3 concept, was identified as young 

and highly affluent males, between the age of 24 and 30, and with an annual income above 

US$150.000. These young men were regarded as being less interested in an entry-level luxury car 

and more focused on “what’s next”. They are able to afford the A3, which is priced higher than 

the A4 and comparable to BMW’s 3-series (ibid). These prospects are the so-called “Type-I” 

consumers, characterized as luxury car buyers, who are intelligent, independent, and innovative. 

Most important, however, is the fourth “i”, which emphasizes that they are also influential among 

their peers. This consumer segment is style-focused, technology-savvy, web-addicted and 

somewhat detached from traditional media. They are attracted to content with complex storylines 

which is carefully balanced between fiction and reality such as, The DaVinci Code (novel), Metal 

Gear Solid (videogame), 24 (TV-show), and The Bourne Identity (Movie). (ibid, p. 2) 

 

The Strategy  

The strategy in short was to create an ARG that appealed to hard-core online gamers, who were 

into alternative reality games. The expectation was to create a buzz among these influencers that 

would capture and engage “Type-I” males, who then in the function of early adopters could 

diffuse the message to other luxury car buyers.  
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Figure 4 – “The Art of the H3ist” Strategy (Effie.org, 2006, p. 2) 

 

The various entry points or media platforms deployed were designed to secure that the strategic 

objective illustrated in the above figure was achieved.  Thus, as shown in figure 5, this ensured 

that the target group could be engaged on several levels, fitting the individual’s eagerness to 

engage.   



 
Figure 5 – “The Art of the H3ist” Levels of Involvement (Effie.org, 2006, p. 3) 

 

The Results 

The alternative reality game created by McKinney-Silver became a huge success, when 

comparing the initial objectives to the results achieved, which were directly linked to the 

campaign. According to statistics researched and compiled by McKinney-Silver, more than 

200.000 people became involved with the search for the stolen Audi A3 in a single day. In 

addition an estimated 500.000 people became involved in the search for the stolen vehicle on an 

ongoing basis. Website traffic to www.audiusa.com also increased dramatically. In comparison 

the website had 843.212 visitors in May 2004, while a year later in 2005, during the middle of the 

campaign, traffic had increased by 40 percent to 1.199.049 million visitors. Even more relevant 

for Audi America, 34 percent of user page views on www.audiusa.com were to A3 buying 
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indicator pages, e.g. dealer locator, payment, estimator, etc. - a 79 percent increase in 

qualification compared with previous launch efforts (Leavitt, 2005). Weekly traffic to the 

microsite www.stolena3.com increased steadily throughout the campaign starting out by 

averaging on 33.000 visitors. Two weeks into the campaign that number had boosted to daily 

traffic of roughly 281.000 visitors. In general, the interest in the new Audi A3 was tremendous; 

during the campaign approximately 10.000 potential car buyers visited Audi dealerships 

nationwide – 3.827 of these leads resulted in test drives (ibid).  

The buzz 

In terms of the buzz and excitement surrounding the A3, the 200.000 ARG’ers involved, and the 

500.000 people involved in the campaign on a general basis, show that the strategy to target the 

ARG’ers as influencers, as a means to activate and engage the Type-I target group was effective. 

Furthermore, this engagement of consumers led to the campaign managing to generate over 45 

million PR impressions, which included feature articles in lifestyle magazines and newspapers 

like Business Week and The Wall Street Journal (Effie.org, 2006, p. 4). Furthermore, the buzz on 

the Internet was also noteworthy, a couple of days into the campaign, seven fansites were 

established (Leavitt, 2005). 
 

The Alternative Reality Game: “The Art of the H3ist” 

The narrative in ”The Art of the H3ist” involves Nisha Roberts and Ian Yarbrough who are 

fighting for their lives as they are being pursued by hit men. Ian is racing across America in a 

stolen car, which holds the key to unlocking the mystery behind one of the biggest art heists ever 

planned. Nisha has been hired by Audi America to figure out who is behind the scheme. A third 

important character is the legendary game designer Virgil Tatum. The, at first, unsympathetic 

Virgil’s goal is rather selfish – creating a video game based on the adventures of Nisha Roberts 

and her company, Last Resort Retrieval (Audi of America, 2005). 

 

When “”The Art of the H3ist”” first hit, The ARG world seemed exhilarated by the introduction 

and the extensiveness of the game. As one of the most visited ARG websites reported:  

 

“Since its beginning just a few days ago, The Art of the Heist has unloaded a boatload of 

material for players to digest, including access to dozens and dozens of emails, videos, photos, 



documents, voicemail messages, and now a missing car. We have to say that this is the most 

explosive beginning to any Alternate Reality Game we've seen so far.” 

(ARGNet, 2005) 

 

As we will return to in the section on reaching the contemporary consumer, the mentioning of a 

product in an ARG “would have driven people away in droves”, what Audi America did was an 

extremely bold and audacious move, which could have back-fired and left the game’s world 

uninhabited. The fact that the Audi brand is actually a key player in the narrative of the game, 

could have proven to be a mistake, especially when keeping the anti-branding sentiments of the 

contemporary consumer in mind. Earlier examples of ARG’s, such as ”The Beast” and ”I Love 

Bees”, launch campaign ARG’s for the Spielberg movie ”A.I.” and the Xbox game ”Halo 2” 

respectively, never mentioned the existence of the products in question.  

 

So what made ”The Art of the H3ist” such a great example of transmedia storytelling? Well, it 

certainly fits most of the arguments by Henry Jenkins. The  campaign used print ads, billboards, 

TV commercials, radio spots, websites, live events, emails, videos, wild postings, blogs, IRC 

chats, direct mail, voice transcripts, puzzles, photos and scanned-in documents, as delivery 

channels, thus it featured many forms of media and provided a vast number of possible entry 

points. Furthermore, the campaign built its story on a world of different characters and a series of 

unfolding events, not on a single character or a single event. And this focus on world-creation is 

exactly the exceptional thing about ”The Art of the H3ist”, and most other ARG’s. As argued by 

Jenkins, this is one of the main drivers of a successful transmedia franchise:  

 

A good character can sustain multiple narratives and thus lead to a successful movie franchise. A 

good "world" can sustain multiple characters (and their stories) and thus successfully launch a 

transmedia franchise. 

(Jenkins, 2003) 

 

Furthermore, the story unfolded in real-time, meaning that hints were dropped in a chronological 

order, making it impossible to guess what would be happening next. This is exactly where the 

campaign really shined – the performative dimension: When playing ARG’s, consumers engage 

 64



 

65 
 

in the story by taking on roles and working towards certain goals. In “The Art of the H3ist” 

consumers became ensnarled in a crime-drama of cinematic proportions, with bad guys, fast cars 

and everything else an action-junkie could wish for. So, the campaign functioned as a piece of 

drama evolving over real-time, thus leaving the consumer to solve mysteries, i.e. to elaborate on 

what was still untold - A factor which leads back to our introduction of the term negative 

capabilities. 

 

Figure 6 shown below seeks to visualize the different extensions of “The Art of the H3ist” 

franchise and their interplay. The internet is featured as the main entry point leading narrative 

paths on to other extensions. It should be noted here, that certain extensions, e.g. video clips, 

chat, Email etc. come to life through the same delivery channel, i.e. the Internet. The dotted 

circles show the movement of the consumer from being detached from the ARG outside the 

franchise, to playing an active role in it and thus becoming part of it. 
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Web 

Figure 6 - Visualization of ”The Art of the H3ist” franchise 
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Reaching the Contemporary Consumer 

In our problem statement we use the term ”reach” as in “reaching the consumer is the goal of a 

transmedia franchise”. But what does that word actually mean? There are many ways and levels 

of reaching consumers, and in the following we will elaborate on this and close in on a definition 

to use consecutively. 

 

The AIDA model supplies us with a hierarchy of effects when discussing levels of reaching. M.T. 

Copeland developed the AIDA model in 1925 in a sales context. However, it can also be applied 

in branding-, advertising- and communication situations which aim at generating some sort of 

response. The simplicity and lack of nuances to the model could very well make it subject to 

severe criticism, however we believe it still remains relevant in its simple form because it leaves 

space for flexibility and interpretations – a flexibility we make use of by projecting it from a sales 

context onto a brand communication 

 

The best visualization of the AIDA model is a funnel as shown in figure 7. However, as we are 

not writing this thesis from a sales point of view, we will only use the model to look at what 

options there are to the success of a transmedia franchise. Of course we can also use the AIDA 

model to show the nature of a transmedia franchise with its various entry points creating 

awareness, leading to interest, desire and possibly action from some of the exposed consumers. 

But since our aim is to close in on possible success criteria for a given transmedia storytelling 

campaign, we will elaborate on which of the 4 effects can be viewed as optimal consequences of 

such. 
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Figure 7 - The AIDA Model shown as a funnel 

 

If “action” is to be understood as the act of buying the given project, then referring to the 

objectives of our case-study ”The Art of the H3ist”, we can from this point exclude it as the 

prime goal. Of course it is in Audi America’s interest that consumers engaged in the ARG, 

conclusively will go to the dealership and buy the Audi A3. However, as stated, creating 

awareness was the primary goal and sales were secondary. Furthermore, having sales as primary 

goal does not correlate with the complex nature of an ARG, in that the direct relation between the 

game and the intent to buy the marketed product is extremely blurry if at all existing. This is 

underlined by the following statement on the ”I Love Bees” ARG created by Microsoft to 

promote their Xbox game ”Halo 2”: 

 

“Bees was not just a typical marketing ploy; it was a game in and of itself, a very high-quality, 

fulfilling experience with excellent writing,” Peters said. “I never got the feeling that I was just 

being manipulated into buying a product because they never mentioned the product. If they had 

mentioned it, it would have driven people away in droves.” 

(Borland and King, 2005, p. 24) 

 

This leads us to look elsewhere in the hierarchy of effects and as gaming culture experts John 

Borland and Brad King conclude, the marketing feature of some ARG’s are OOG, or “out of 



game,” and thus a matter separate from the game itself. This means that we have to not only look 

at which effect the advertiser is looking for, but also who the actual target group is. 

 

“Many of the players believe that they are not the ones being marketed to in the first place, that 

the games are really designed to win publicity for the associated products, rather than to sell the 

products to the players.” 

(Ibid) 

 

The above quote suggests that the marketing effort is not, or at least ought not be, directed 

towards the players of the game – But who is the target then? Well, in a hyper social day and age 

of networking where social utility tools are available to everyone, a buzz about a certain product, 

brand or even campaign can spawn endless exposure on a global level, i.e. a viral effect. This 

means that even though the players of ”The Art of the H3ist” might not be the first to buy a new 

car and even less likely a brand new Audi A3, their passion for a god experience with an 

engaging ARG might lead them to spread the word of this alternative launch campaign to friends, 

relatives, co-workers or others in one or more of their networks, i.e. WOM. We elaborate further 

on this process in the below section on flow models.  

 

This before-mentioned WOM has proven to be an effective means of communicating about 

products both negatively and positively in that the receiver of a WOM-communicated attitude 

towards a product or brand is more likely to believe and trust a sender of a message if he or she is 

known to the person instead of receiving the information from a large corporation through 

advertising, which the contemporary consumer has grown to doubt or possibly even distrust. This 

is argument is underscored by a Bridge Ratings survey which concluded that when respondents 

where asked to "Please rate on a scale of 1 to 10 the following as sources of information you 

most trust" they averagely rated “Friends, family and acquaintances” at the highest score of 8.6 

and “Advertising” at 2.2 (Ramsey, 2008, p. 29). Furthermore, the CEO of renowned market 

research website www.emarketer.com, Geoffrey Ramsey lists numerous empirical studies and 

surveys to back this argumentation of an eroding trust in advertising, one of which concludes that 

the most frequent word consumers used to portray advertising was “false”! (Ibid) 
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As early as the fourth century BC, Aristotle wrote on the persuasive effects of the art of rhetoric 

and from the 1940’s and onwards the effects of personal referral on consumer choices, the 

previously mentioned WOM-effect, came into play in marketing research (Buttle, 1998). In 1967 

Johan Arndt defined WOM as oral, person-to-person communication between a receiver and a 

communicator whom the receiver perceives as non-commercial, regarding a brand, product or 

service (Arndt, 1967). This definition is still viable today, however, it should be added to this that 

person-to-person communication can take place through new delivery channels, first and 

foremost the Internet.  

 

Today, the Internet has the ability to reinforce and prolong the efficiency of the advocacy 

principle of WOM, through what has been nicknamed Word-of-Mouse, but is better known as 

viral marketing. Originally, the term viral marketing was just another name for traditional WOM 

(Phelps et. al., 2004, p. 333), however, today it mostly implies the use of electronic media as the 

primary delivery channel. Viral marketing has become an acknowledged discipline used by an 

ever increasing number of corporations, and practised by specialised agencies which offer the 

seeding and tracking of commercial messages. The goal of this kind of marketing is more often to 

generate awareness of a product or brand than it is to sell a specific product. However, if you are 

to choose between two products with similar characteristics and price of different brands and you 

have had a good advertising experience with the one brand and a poorer one with the other, you 

are likely to choose the product of the brand that you have positive connotations to (Damasio, 

1999) – an aspect which we will discuss later. If applied to the AIDA-model, the action-level 

constituting the goal of a viral campaign could be to make the receiver of the message buy the 

product in question, but it is more likely that the actual positive action taken by the receiver of, 

say the email with a video clip attached, is to become the sender of the message by clicking 

forward and sharing it with friends, family and co-workers. The means are that you supply a viral 

agency with you company’s commercial message, known as an ‘agent’, in the form of web-

applicable content, e.g. a video clip. The viral agency then goes on to seed the agent to websites 

and blogs on various local and global levels. Then, if the content is interesting, very often this 

means ‘funny’ or ‘sexy’ (Phelps et. al., 2004, p. 340) enough, consumers will engage themselves 

in the communication situation and forward or share the agent with members of their network 



thus creating a ‘buzz’. After the implementation of the campaign, the nature of the Internet 

provides ample opportunities to track the efficiency of the campaign, which is mostly measured 

in views if the agent in question is a video clip, or hits, if we are talking about a specific website. 

 

In Borland’s article on ARG’s Jordan Fisher, director of brand planning at the LA-based 

advertising agency Perceive links the effects of WOM with the traits of ARG’s: 

 

"When other people are missionaries for your brand, you've got something special, the brand 

becomes something much bigger, has a purpose rather than being just another product on the 

shelf." 

(Borland, 2005) 

 

The Transmedia Flow Model 

Katz and Lazarsfeld’s classic Two-Step Flow Model of Communications (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 

1955), depicted in figure 8, can be used to visualize how an ARG intended for a small niche or 

subculture can actually reach a broader audience or target group. The argument is that the large 

dots function as gatekeepers in that they interpret and filter the media messages, thus choosing 

which, and how, information becomes accessible to the “regular” consumers. The model is based 

on the “uses and gratifications” approach, which basically argues that consumers are not passive 

receivers of media messages, but active receivers who use media messages in various ways and 

for various purposes (Blumler and Katz, 1974). This approach is in stark contrast to the so-called 

“hypodermic needle theory”, which assumes that the media has direct influence and impact on 

consumers (Ibid). 
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Figure 8 - Katz and Lazarsfeld’s Two-Step Flow Model  

 

The model is very helpful to the understanding of contemporary networking culture and becomes 

relevant in our discussion of the above mentioned AIDA model. This is due to the differences in 

sought after actions taken by the target group which has now become divided into two sub-

groupings: a) the ARG’ers or gatekeepers, who do not constitute the actual entire target group for 

Audi America, thus we will label these “primary receivers” and b) the rest of the potentially car-

buying public, which we will refer to as “primary consumers”. The wanted action of primary 

receivers is not necessarily to go out and buy a car, but to talk about the ARG with members of 

their network, or to somehow communicate knowledge of the ARG to the general public, i.e. to 

diffuse information and interest in the Audi A3. Examples of this could be through blogs or 

social utility sites online. Once the information has been diffused through the primary receivers’ 

networks and reached primary consumers, who of course are also able to diffuse information on 

the product, the A3 will have come to the attention of more people and the probability of some of 

these to at least test-drive the A3 if they are considering buying a new car becomes greater. The 

strength of this means of communication is the WOM effect in that the consumers obtain 

attention and possible interest in the product by means of their personal network and not 

corporate brand communication. The time perspective for this may be several years, but if ”The 

Art of the H3ist” has given the Audi brand top-of-mind awareness, i.e. consumers name Audi 

before other car brands when given a cue that is related to cars (Franzen and Bouwman, 2001), 

they come to think of it as one of the first brands when asked about car brands, so that they will 
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visit an Audi dealership before, say a Ford dealership, the campaign has come a long way in 

reaching its goal. 

The two-step flow model has received a lot of criticism through its long lifetime, and most of it is 

centred on the simplicity and monologist nature, and due to the societal and technological 

changes we have witnessed since Katz and Lazarsfeld thought up the model, we are compelled to 

rearrange and add to it. Figure 9 pictured below is a modification made to fit the context of 

transmedia franchises and has thus been named the Transmedia Flow Model. 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 9 – The Transmedia Flow Model  

 

At the top of the Transmedia Flow Model we find the primary sender of the initial messages, the 

brand, in our specific case-study, Audi America. The brand then communicates its messages 

through various media platforms, such as the Internet, daily newspapers, television, radio etc. In 

the case of an ARG these messages are pieces of a puzzle, which most often differ from media to 

media, and are not necessarily communicated at the same time, nor placed in a logic 

chronological order. As described in the chapter on transmedia storytelling, this is done in order 

not to make one single individual know the entire story, so that she is forced or encouraged to 
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work together with others in a joint effort where the “collective detective” can solve the mystery. 

While and after the transmedia story is experienced, the consumers will talk about their 

experience and discuss it with others in their network who may not have experienced that same, 

or any, part of the franchise, thus generating awareness to an even broader target group, 

consequently generating a viral effect. Most arrows in the model point in both directions because 

of the nature of conversation, on- or offline, which allows parties to respond negatively or 

positively, ask questions etc. In the context of ARG’s this becomes important in that valuable 

feedback can come from peripheral actors and non-gamers might even help solve the mystery. 

Furthermore, today’s cultural experience, and especially so in gaming, are often partly based on 

user-generated content in order to make consumers feel actively engaged and possibly create a 

strong sense of loyalty. So adding to it, in one way or the other, actually becomes part of the 

experience itself. The arrows pointing back from the media platforms to the brand represent the 

tracking and measuring of the extent and exposure of the franchise authored by the brand in order 

to legitimize its efforts and expenditures. One could argue that consumers’ experiences with 

brands need not go through any media channel, e.g. if a consumer already owns an Audi, she 

does not need to rely on any media to gain knowledge of the car or the brand behind it. However, 

this consumer is already aware of the existence of Audi, and is likely to have the brand top of 

mind, thus she is less relevant to our case-study. 

 

Primary receivers are not crucial to all transmedia franchises; however, since mostly some of the 

media platforms are used to appeal to sub-cultures or niche-markets, they act as valuable helpers 

in reaching a broader crowd, and thus become assets for the sender of the message. To return to 

the example of ”The Matrix”, we might argue that the blockbuster movies had little need for 

gatekeepers other than regular advertising, whereas the animated short-film “The Animatrix” and 

the comics catered to a smaller crowd and if they were to reach the general public, would have to 

do so through the help of gatekeepers. In our case of ”The Art of the H3ist”, the ARG’ers acting 

as gatekeepers to the general public are essential in that the game itself appeals only to a small 

target group. 



 

Neuromarketing 

Let us for a short while return to the quote stating that ARG’ers do not believe that they are being 

marketed to. If you are currently up-to-date on the buzzwords in marketing, you will have heard 

the term neuromarketing. Neuromarketing is a novel and extremely controversial field within the 

advertising industry in that it focuses on consumers’ subconsciousness which gives rise to ancient 

scary perceptions of marketers as evildoers trying to take over the minds of consumers in order to 

make them buy a certain product. Basically, neuromarketing focuses on brain activity during 

consumption choices, using the expensive means of scanning the brain of the consumer while 

they are testing or talking about a certain product, brand or advertisement. Much of 

neuromarketing is also based on the notion that the most effective marketing is communicating 

with the subconsciousness of consumers, i.e. they do not know or think that they are being 

marketed to – such as the ARG’ers in question. Martin Lindstrom argues that 85% of the signals 

we are exposed to on a daily basis affect our subconsciousness and that our subconsciousness is 

what guides us towards a given decision (Andersen, 2008). This is backed by Professor of 

neurology, Antonio Damasio, who proposed a hypothesis that in decision-making, often 

situations with a high degree of complexity and uncertainty, cognitive processes become 

insufficient, and somatic markers in the brain support the decision-making process, because they 

point back to previous emotions and “bias” the decision of which action to take (Damasio, 1999) 

 

Somatic markers are stored in the part of the brain known as the prefrontal cortex, which is also 

home to cognitive processes and the entire identification-apparatus (Frank, 2007, p. 221). This 

means that it delivers the ability to choose between conflicting thoughts when faced with for 

example a buying-decision. Furthermore, Knutson et. al argue that there are three parts of the 

brain which are essential study-objects in the context of advertising and consumer choice: 1) The 

nucleus accumbens which shows a high degree of activity in the creation of preferences and 

rewards, 2) the insula which when faced with a price considered too high, created negative 

emotions and neutralized the mentioned 3) prefrontal cortex (Knutson et. al., 2007).  

To show an example of the concrete relevance to this discussion in a brand communication 

context, we will briefly draw attention to what has come to be known as the “Pepsi-Paradox”. 

The “Pepsi-Paradox” is the only classical study of neuromarketing to date and, based on taste-test 
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of Coca-Cola and Pepsi performed with test persons undergoing MRI-scans, proposes that when 

unaware of the brand, the majority prefers Pepsi, but when conscious of which soft drink they are 

drinking, the majority prefers Coke. Professor Montague from the Houston Baylor College of 

Medicine, who performed the study, saw that in the first part of the test, brain activity was limited 

to the ventral putamen, deep in the reward system of the brain, around the same area as both the 

insula and the nucleus accumbens. However, during the non-blind part of the test where people 

preferred Coke, brain activity had moved to the prefrontal cortex, where cognitive processes 

outshined the immediate and primitive sense of reward (Frank, 2007, p. 223). This is most likely 

due to successful brand communication and advertising by The Coca-Cola Company and proves 

that positive connotations to your brand or product can make the buying decision fall out to your 

advantage. And these positive connotations may very well be achieved through talking to 

consumers’ subconsciousness, for example by creating somatic markers through an ARG. This 

might sound extremely controversial and our guess is that ARG’ers will prove extremely 

unwilling to admit to this argument. Borland elaborates on this matter by stating that the 

marketing aspect of some ARG’s barely matters and that it is the gaming experience which is 

imperative. A Canadian ARG’er even puts it as follows: "Whether it's selling something or it's 

just for fun, most ARG’ers simply enjoy the game itself." (Borland, 2005) 

 

Our arguments for including Damasio’s Somatic Marker Hypothesis and the discussion of 

neuromarketing and consumer subconsciousness, is to add to the discussion on the raison d’être 

and efficacy of ARG’s and transmedia franchises. These can be used to create positive somatic 

markers of recollection which then “guide” the consumers towards the product or brand in 

question. Furthermore, it corresponds well with what Jenkins refers to as “affective economics”: 

 

“A new discourse in marketing and brand research that emphasizes the emotional commitments 

consumers make in brands as central motivation for their purchasing decisions” 

(Jenkins, 2006, p. 121) 

Implicit Learning  

The minds and subconsciousness of consumers is not only relevant to discuss in the context of 

somatic markers, but also in the context of learning. Robert Heath introduced the term implicit 

learning, to diminish to the lack of a low involvement processing model argued by Krugman in 



the 1960’s (Heath, 2001, p. 27). Implicit learning springs from the repeated processing of 

perceptions you receive at low attention levels, e.g. when overhearing a television ad while 

making coffee or talking to a friend. This means that the process is taking place in your 

subconsciousness without the influence of cognitive thinking or reflection, i.e. you are very likely 

not to beware of this process taking place at all. According to Heath, implicit learning stores what 

we sense and the simple meanings we attach to this (ibid) and can hold unlimited amounts of this 

learning over an unlimited period of time. He argues that advertising effects are attained at the 

subconscious level and agrees with Krugman that brand choices are often made intuitively, thus 

targeting the low involvement processing capabilities of consumers is a valid and effective means 

of attaining the goal of both knowledge and preference of a given brand. 

 

The arguments of Heath and Krugman pose a major question to the effect and raison d’etre of 

transmedia storytelling: if low involvement processing is effective in affecting consumption 

choices, and the implicit memory has unlimited storage in quantity and time (Ibid), why walk the 

extra mile and implement expensive and comprehensive campaigns focusing on a high level of 

consumer involvement?   

 

Maybe Heath holds the answer to this question himself: He argues that the success of a low 

involvement campaign generating implicit learning in the minds of consumers depends on 

linkages that include the brand. If these linkages, e.g. jingles, mentioning of the brand name etc. 

are non-existent, the implicit memory, will have no guidelines as to where to store the 

experienced perceptions (Ibid). This means that the much wanted brand association is lost in a 

subconscious blur and the consumer becomes unable to attach meaning to these brands in 

question. Linkages, however, are less relevant when dealing with high involvement campaigns, in 

that the mental processing attached to this mode of communication relies on cognition and 

reflection. This means that in a day and age, where the consumers’ distancing of themselves from 

brands and multinational corporations has become a part of their individual identity project, you 

can bypass the obvious linkages to your brand by creating and implementing campaigns 

provoking high involvement processing. This is what was previously referred to as OOG, i.e. out 

of game, in the sense that the brand is not even mentioned in the campaign, and thus that 

partakers do not feel that they are being marketed to. When going into this discussion it should be 
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noted that Krugman’s arguments where formulated in the 1960’s - A time where the debate of 

whether advertising manipulated the minds of the public raged, and where both advertising and 

society where very different to what they are today, and will become in the future. 

 

These findings on implicit learning actually trace back to the section on traditional storytelling in 

that learning by means of storytelling is both more memorable and retrievable than lecture-based 

learning (Woodside et. al., 2008, p. 128). This adds further weight to our arguments as to why, in 

our search for an effective contemporary brand communication tool, our focus should be on 

storytelling. 

 

Addressing Identity Projects through Transmedia Storytelling 

 As discussed in the section on sensemaking and framing, we as humans, from a very young age 

use stories to make sense of who we are and the world in which we exist. Stories in other words 

play a central role in the individual’s process of identity construction and in the cultivating of the 

self. As we have argued earlier, an important trait in contemporary consumer culture is the 

consumers’ new sense of empowerment, which is spurred by our culture’s increasing 

concentration on expansionary individualism. This new sense of agency provides the individual 

with the right of self-authorship – a right, which enables the individual to control the cultivating 

of the self and the transformations and moulding of her individual identity projects. The ability to 

control ones own transformational processes and the increased sovereignty reflects the way in 

which we use stories. Through our ability and eagerness to master our own lives, we obtain the 

right to create our own stories or pick and chose the stories which we find relevant and which fit 

our individual identity projects. However, as Holt argues, most consumers lack the time and 

energy to engage in the symbolic work required in order to master this sovereignty, and we 

therefore look to “ghostwriters”, i.e. others who can undertake the role of authors for us to help 

us out (Holt, 2002, p. 87). Thus, the individual is looking for someone to, not necessarily create 

the stories but to provide easily accessible and workable resources from which she may pick and 

choose and create her own stories. As previously identified, most theorists agree that the role of 

brands and possessions rests largely in their ability to communicate cultural meaning (Holt, 2002; 

McCracken, 1986; Solomon, 1983; Belk, 1988; Schouten, 1991). Therefore brands and products 



are obvious and relevant as vessels for communicating stories or function as the cultural 

resources that provide the ingredients for the consumers’ stories. Conclusively, the theorists 

mentioned above all argue that the corporations come up with a story about a brand in order to 

communicate about the brand, and we as consumers use the brand to projects its story onto 

ourselves. In short, we can portray a continuum where the story leaves the corporation to become 

integrated in the brand, and the brand then functions as the bearer of this story which, through 

consumption, is projected onto the consumer.  

 

Brands as Cultural Resources 

As argued in Chapter 2 on contemporary consumer culture, the consumers of today seek brands 

which are authentic, and Holt argues that in order to come across as being authentic, brands 

should function as what he terms “cultural resources”:  

 

“Instead of a standard of disinterestedness, the question of authenticity will shift to focus on the 

brand’s contribution as a cultural resource. Consumers will look for brands to contribute 

directly to their identity projects by providing original and relevant cultural materials with which 

to work. So brands will become another form of expressive culture, no different in principle from 

films or television programs or rock bands (which, in turn, are increasingly treated and 

perceived as brands). Brands that create worlds that strike consumers’ imaginations, that inspire 

and provoke and stimulate, that help hem interpret the world that surrounds them, will earn 

kudos and profits.” 

(Holt, 2002, p. 87) 

 

So Holt draws a parallel between brands and music and film, by stating that brands should 

provide “cultural materials”, which add to the consumers’ identity projects, like what has been 

the case with the cultural industries for decades. We argue that ARG’s such as “The Art of the 

H3ist” and transmedia franchises in general are pertinent providers of these materials in 

contemporary society. Audi America becomes a form of “expressive culture” by providing these 

cultural materials which are both relevant and original - Relevant in that they add value to the 

consumers by aiding their personal identity projects, and original in that this type of campaigning 

is revolutionary and novel. Later in this section we will elaborate further on the issue of novelty. 
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Holt also mentions the significance of world-building, a factor deemed essential to transmedia 

franchises by Henry Jenkins with the argument that it caters to our “encyclopaedic impulse” 

(Jenkins, 2007) and leaves the brand open to personal interpretations. In the section on 

collectiveness we will look deeper into the issue of what value this process of world-building 

gives to the young contemporary consumer. 

 

Conclusively we argue that given that the content of the transmedia franchise is a) expressive, b) 

relevant, and c) original, the consumer is likely to be left with the sensation of having had a 

positive and value-adding experience, in which a given brand, in our case Audi America, simply 

happened to be playing a minor part.  Direct contact with the brand, which we experience with 

traditional brand communication, is discarded and instead positive connotations and somatic 

markers towards the partaking brand are shaped. This alternative interaction between brand and 

consumer may seem somewhat self-contradictory and illogic at first glance, but we will delve 

deeper into this discussion in the section on how to deploy brands effectively in transmedia 

storytelling. 

 

The Issue of Novelty 

Although, we may argue that transmedia storytelling is an effective way of targeting 

contemporary young consumers, we cannot allow ourselves to ignore the aspect and relevance of 

novelty in this matter. As argued by Belch and Belch (2001) many consumers show a tendency 

towards a novelty-seeking behaviour. Especially when it comes to the Type-I target group of 

“The Art of the H3ist”, being linked to novel or innovative brands, products, services or even 

campaigns is likely to be considered an extremely positive trait. As previously argued, consumers 

do not have unlimited amounts of time to spend on the consumption of entertainment and 

information, and are thus obliged to make certain selections in this consumption. A high priority 

in this selection process would be to spend time on what is novel, and thus boasting novel content 

becomes a highly valued trait of any attempt to communicate information or entertainment. 

 

Novelty is, like other cultural meanings attached to brands or products, a mobile quality, meaning 

that the distinctive meaning of novelty can be projected from the brand onto the consumer, i.e. if 

you consume a brand with connotations of novelty, you yourself will feel innovative and with a 



high probability be perceived as such by your peers. We believe that first-movers or early-

adopters often hold high social status in certain sub-cultures because qualities such as being novel 

or innovative are often equated with being cool. Another important aspect to draw attention to in 

this matter, is the notion that if an individual is both considered cool and innovative, his or her 

actions and consumption practices are likely to diffuse to those have a high regard for this cool 

and admirable individual, thus this individual, a lead-user, becomes influential.  

 

This leads us to the question whether transmedia storytelling is an effective tool for brand 

communication because the means and mechanisms of this new mode of telling stories fit 

contemporary consumer culture, or simply because young contemporary consumers are in 

desperate need for novelty to act as the basis of their coolness and status in relation to their peers. 

If transmedia franchises are only cool because of the novelty factor, they are likely to end up as 

just another short-lived marketing ploy and go over in history as yet another forgettable fad.  One 

solution to the novelty issue could be to be novel within the genre of transmedia storytelling, for 

example by departing from the use of ARG’s and coming up with new means of deploying 

transmedia franchises in brand communication. We believe that transmedia storytelling will have 

a lasting appeal on the young contemporary consumer as an overall mode of communication, 

however, the ingredients may have to vary over time, and that at a pace which fits that of the 

progression of contemporary consumer culture. However, coming from a brand perspective it 

should be noted that consumers are not the only ones prone to be novelty-seeking. The media, 

which of course cater to consumers, are also keen on anything novel. This means that if you 

launch a campaign which leaves an impression of novelty, you are likely to generate more PR 

impressions than if you launch yet another campaign based solely on traditional media - “The Art 

of the H3ist” garnered 45 million PR impressions! (Effie.org, 2006, p. 4) 

 

We argue that to counter this issue of novelty, brands, who have already implemented transmedia 

campaigns need not to change their overall transmedia strategies, but instead focus on the 

deployment of new sub-genres of transmedia storytelling, e.g. as mentioned by leaving ARG’s 

behind and cooking up something new. In other words, if successful brand communication is the 

main course and transmedia storytelling the overall recipe, you need only to slightly change some 

of the ingredients in order to stay novel.  
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As we have previously touched upon in the thesis at hand, the process of meaning-transfer is not 

only applicable when discussing the issue of novelty, but relevant to all the positive traits of a 

given brand, product or service we consume. Furthermore, when discussing this issue of novelty 

it quickly becomes obvious that it is deeply intertwined with the notion of peer influence. Peer 

influence has already been identified as an important trait of young contemporary consumers, and 

we will elaborate further on this in the section discussing the theme of collectiveness. 

 

The Performative Dimension 

An important aspect which distinguishes a transmedia franchise from a traditional narrative is 

what Jenkins termed the “performative dimension” (Jenkins, 2007), i.e. the notion of the 

consumers’ part-taking in the story. As mentioned in Chapter 3 on ARG’s, examples of this could 

be children acting out  a narrative they have either experienced through a franchise extension or 

have come up with themselves by playing with their “Pokémon” figurines or action figures. 

Another example which resembles ARG’s is obviously role playing, where partakers construct 

and act out rather intricate stories themselves. More so than in the general case of transmedia 

franchises, the performative dimension is quintessential to ARG’s, in that ARG’ers actively 

engage in roles as protagonists or helpers and become inhabitants of the world which has been 

created for them. 

 

In Chapter 2 on contemporary consumer culture we have argued for the importance of engaging 

campaigns because young contemporary consumers tend to be more active and exploratory than 

those of previous generations. We argue of the evident correlation with what transmedia 

franchises in general and ARG’s in particular have to offer through their performative dimension. 

Consumers get to become deeply engaged in the narrative by taking on roles themselves. This 

also provides a sensation of co-authorship and possibly even co-ownership, which we in turn 

argue is likely to lead to brand-loyalty and the generating of WOM.  

 

Thus far, we have argued that being perceived as authentic and cool by your peers is imperative 

to the young contemporary consumer. From the previous quote we can remember Holt’s 

argument that the goal of brands, in order to come across as authentic, is to function as cultural 



resources. Cova, Kozinets and Shankar provide arguments of the relatively obvious linkage 

between authenticity and coolness by concluding that coolness has become “the cultural capital 

of consumption” (Cova, Kozinets and Shankar, 2007, p. 142). They add force to this connection 

by arguing that:  

 

“The ideology of cool is very much concerned with issues of authenticity (invented or otherwise) 

and with the creation of distinction; the cool will always be enticingly different from the rest of 

us”  

(Ibid) 

  

Thus we are left with the notion that authenticity, novelty and coolness are strongly intertwined, 

and we argue that by being cool you reach the goal of setting yourself apart from the grey masses 

which are inherently uncool and thus detrimental to your personal identity projects. Furthermore, 

this, and especially the final statement in the quote again provides us with a link back to a 

previous discussion, i.e. to the section on how young contemporary consumers struggle with the 

dilemma of wanting to be both dissociated from the masses and still have a feeling of belonging 

to something and being associated to at least a sub-grouping of their peers.  

 

Concluding on Identity Projects 

Conclusively, we argue that transmedia storytelling complements the individual consumer’s 

identity project in three primary ways, 1) by letting brands function as cultural resources and 

become a new form of expressive culture, 2) by transferring the notion of novelty, which equals 

the notion of coolness, from the franchise to the consumer, and 3) by providing roles which the 

consumer can perform in an act of engagement with both brand and campaign. 

 

The Means of Collectiveness 

Another imperative trait of contemporary consumer culture, and from a marketing perspective 

possibly the most powerful, is what we have chosen to term “collectiveness”, being the 

combination of peer influence and participatory culture. The fact is that peer influence and 

participatory culture saturate the way we communicate, consume and interact with each other. 
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This has been subject to consumer research for quite some time, and it has become a general 

notion that these two factors both play a significant role in consumption choices and decision-

making (Richins, 1994; Solomon, 1983; Sutherland and Thompson, 2003; Sheriff and Nagesh, 

2007).  

 

But if we are living in a day and age where individuality is highly rated as a personal trait and 

status symbol in our individual identity projects, why this focus on collectiveness? In the 

following section we will elaborate on the means and mechanisms of this collectiveness and how 

it adds value to our lives. In order to create a solid knowledge base for the following discussion, 

we will start out by looking at the rather complex and technical issue of convergence. 

Understanding the notion of the various types of convergence is essential in that it explains 

societal trends crucial to the occurrence of participatory culture. Accordingly we will elaborate 

on the notion of collectiveness in the light of transmedia storytelling in general, and our case-

study in particular 

 

Convergence 

We understand media- or platform convergence, as the connection of various platforms to meet a 

unified goal, e.g. an overarching story. Thus, we do not view the term convergence as the melting 

of all media into one and as Henry Jenkins teaches us “Media convergence is an ongoing 

process… There will never be one black box controlling all media” (Jenkins, 2001). Furthermore, 

convergence is not at all limited to being concerned with technological delivery platforms and 

mobile devices, but is also about a shift in the contemporary cultural landscape where 

“consumers are encouraged to seek out new information and make connections among dispersed 

media content” (Jenkins, 2006, p. front matter). 

 

According to Jenkins, media convergence is actually based on five different kinds of convergence 

which we will briefly introduce here: 1) technological convergence being the digitization of 

content allowing it to flow more freely across delivery channels, 2) economic convergence as in 

the horizontal integration of large corporations, this is especially the case with commercial 

cultural providers, 3) organic convergence, i.e. the individual’s ability to consume several media 

at the same time, or as Crispin Porter+Bogusky so cleverly put it “mutant multimedia, 



multitasking skills” (Berger, 2006, p. 51), 4) cultural convergence being the occurrence of new 

creative efforts where technology, industry and consumer meet, and 5) global convergence which 

is the global exchange of cultural content (Jenkins, 2001). Jenkins further argues that the cultural 

convergence sparks a participatory culture by providing the tools to process information and 

content (Ibid). As we have previously discussed, this participatory trait is characteristic of 

contemporary consumer culture and thus it becomes an important factor in creating effective 

communication with young consumers. Accordingly, we are now equipped to continue the 

discussion of the importance of collectiveness in both consumption and society at large. 

 

Collective Intelligence and Word of Mouth 

Not only do consumers participate with corporations and brands in the creation and mediation of 

content, they also participate with their peers in variety of ways. Globalization, technology and 

the surfacing of online social utility tools such as Myspace, Facebook, Twitter etc. have spawned 

new social structures so incredibly vast that it takes mere seconds for a message to reach the other 

side of the globe. These networks may have different purposes, but many online networks or 

communities are often created in an effort to solve problems. Pierre Levy lays claim to the term 

collective intelligence – a term which refers to these new social compositions or structures which 

facilitate the production and distribution of knowledge within a network (Jenkins, 2007). Jenkins 

further argues that transmedia storytelling is the ideal aesthetic form of an age of collective 

intelligence in that it expands what can be known about a particular fictional world while 

dispersing that information on various delivery platforms, ensuring that no single consumer 

knows all there is to know and ensure that they are obliged talk about it with others. Jenkins 

fortifies the above with the articulate notion that: 

 

“Consumers become hunters and gatherers moving back across the various narratives trying to 

stitch together a coherent picture from the dispersed information.” 

(Ibid) 

 

So if consumers act as hunters and gatherers, and if Sean Stewart, the novelist behind both “I 

Love Bees” and “The Beast” is right with the argument that “The Internet basically is about 

searching for things and gossiping…” (Borland and King, 2005, p. 22), we argue that ARG’s are 
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the ideal way of telling stories if you as a sender wish to utilize the Internet with all of its 

possibilities for easy sharing of information and content. Stewart further notes that he and his 

partner in creating the before-mentioned ARG’s, Elan Lee have come up with a means of telling 

stories which is basically about searching and gossiping (Ibid). This description of ARG’s 

correlates perfectly with the goal of generating a buzz about Audi – as put in the words of 

Business Week reporter David Kiley: “It was all done in the name of generating chatter about 

Audi” (Kiley, 2005). This “chatter” first had to come about between the members of the initial 

target group of the campaign being the ARG’ers and then make its move into a broader segment 

and the media landscape to create PR impressions.  

 

It seems that transmedia storytelling is the ideal tool to generate this chatter, in that a transmedia 

franchise releases bits and pieces of the narrative on different platforms in a manner which 

secures that no single consumer knows the entire story. This argument makes even better sense if 

knowledge is scrutinized as an object of trade, where consumers trade one piece of information 

for another, and if one consumer holds all possible knowledge on a given subject she has no 

incentive to share this knowledge with others and is thus liable to contain it rather than creating a 

WOM effect. So if individuals are only willing to share information and knowledge which they 

know has not been obtained by the other parties in their network, the ideal way to generate this 

sharing of information is by providing different bits and pieces of the overall narrative to 

different individuals.  

 

This leads us to the conclusion that in order to cause WOM, the sender of the message cannot 

give away the entire story at the same time and in the same place. This is exactly what Audi 

America and McKinney-Silver did with “The Art of the H3ist”: they created a narrative which 

unfolded through a number of delivery channels in a chronological order resembling real time.  

 

The Collective Detective and its Encyclopaedic Impulse 

In an ARG context, the notion of collective intelligence as a strong force fits perfectly with “the 

collective detective” - A phrase coined by Borland and King (2005) to describe the collective 

effort of a network to solve a mystery such as the one posed by Audi America in “The Art of the 

H3ist”. “The Art of the H3ist” necessitates the deployment of the collective detective in order to 



solve the mystery of the missing Audi A3, and thus creates a forum where information and gossip 

flows freely. James Surowiecki gives emphasis to the power of the collective detective in his 

book “The Wisdom of the Crowds” (2004). He argues that the knowledge aggregated by a large 

number of people is likely to be more accurate than the knowledge held by a single expert on a 

given subject. The example given is that, when the audience at a county fair were trying to guess 

the weight of an ox, the average of the guesses of the masses was closer to the accurate measure 

than most individual guesses and even more accurate than the estimates of experts on cattle 

(Surowiecki, 2004, p. 31) 

 

The process of world-building which is so characteristic for transmedia franchises, where the 

narrative is based not on single personas or explicit plots but rather intricate fictional universes 

which can contain numerous interconnected characters and all their stories, encourages our 

willingness to dig deeper for further information. This is what Jenkins terms “encyclopedic 

impulse” (Jenkins, 2007), and it actually matches the notion of the collective detective rather 

well. We are drawn to master what there is to know about a world that expands beyond our grasp. 

As a result, this encyclopaedic impulse and the transmedia structure of “The Art of the H3ist” 

calls for ARG’ers to move from one platform or extension to another in order to obtain the 

information needed to close in on the solution to the problem. This traffic from extension to 

extension caters well to the target group of the campaign, i.e. the before-mentioned Type-I’s who 

are described as being technology- and Internet-able, slightly doubtful of the qualities of 

traditional media, and they feel attracted to content with complex, serial storylines that blurs the 

line between what is real and what is fictitious (Effie.org, 2006, p. 2). This characteristic 

correlates rather accurately with the conclusions we drew on the distinguishing attributes of the 

young contemporary consumer.  

 

If we turn back to our concept of pattern migration from the creative industries, we should draw 

attention to the fact that the notion of the encyclopaedic impulse in transmedia franchises 

correlates with Umberto Eco’s insights into what turns a film (he uses “Casablanca” as example) 

into a cult artefact: It has to a) come to the consumer as a “completely furnished world so that its 

fans can quote characters and episodes as if they were aspects of the private sectarian world”, 

and b) it must be “Encyclopaedic, containing a rich array of information that can be drilled, 
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practiced, and mastered by the devoted consumers” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 97). Thus, the 

encyclopaedic nature of a given narrative is crucial in order to create the before-mentioned 

quality content which makes a transmedia franchise, cultural or commercial, interesting and 

valuable to the consumer. 

 

Concluding on Collectiveness 

Conclusively, we argue that the new technological advances based on what the Internet can offer 

of social utility tools construct the basis of networks and communities which hold the collective 

intelligence, or become collective detectives, to solve complex problems and intriguing 

mysteries. Not only do the technological advances of the 21st century offer us the possibilities to 

create complex and vast fictional worlds to enjoy, but the contemporary socio-cultural landscape 

where consumers look to, and at, each other in the ongoing process of shaping their individual 

identities is also organized in a way that collectiveness has come to play an important role in both 

cultural and commercial consumption. 

 

The Deployment of Brands in Transmedia Storytelling  

In the introduction to Chapter 2 on the young contemporary consumers, we briefly touched upon 

the aspect of ad-avoidance, which revealed an increasing negativity towards advertising and other 

corporate communication. Combined with the increasing popularity of ad-avoidance apparatuses 

like the set-top box it opened up for an interesting discussion regarding a consumer resistance 

movement in contemporary consumer culture. In the following section we will discuss how a 

brand should be deployed in a transmedia franchise in order to dodge or engage this resistance 

and effectfully reach the contemporary consumer in a positive way. 

 

Anti-Brand Sentiment 

As identified in the section on consumer resistance towards advertising and branding efforts in 

Chapter 2 there is a general social movement within contemporary society characterized by 

discontent with the marketing system and brands in general. In the extreme cases these people 

engage in an anti-branding movement but more generally it has created an environment of 



skepticism towards branded communication. The increasing focus by consumers on personal 

sovereignty and identity creation, mixed with their view of brands as a cultural coercive force, 

has lead brands to seek to create perceived authenticity in a variety of ways. Some marketing 

campaigns have used ironic and reflexive brand persona in order to distance the brand from 

obvious persuasion attempts, others try to gain authenticity by moving the brand into cultural 

epicenters, like expressive culture such as fashion and art communities, e.g. Nike’s linking to 

professional sports and Apple’s linking to the commercial arts. A third strategy is the so-called 

stealth branding, where brands rely on tastemakers to diffuse the message of the cultural value of 

the brand, for example by hiring celebrities to use your brand or through product placement in 

films. This strategy actually resembles the process depicted in Katz and Lazardsfeld’s model 

from the section on reaching the contemporary consumer. All these efforts however, are losing 

their value as consumers realize the commercial motivation behind these endeavors (Holt, 2002, 

pp. 84-88). As a result, it becomes increasingly difficult for brands to hide their commercial 

motivations or to distance themselves from the profit motive. Consumers will, as we have 

previously argued, look to brands to contribute directly to their identity projects as original 

cultural resources – just like any other form of expressive culture. However, we know that 

consumers have a luring skepticism against all culture that is related to brands or sponsored in 

any way. They do not want to be manipulated and as media-savvy young consumers they are 

equipped to interpret, evaluate and see through most attempts to stealth brand or displace the 

brand in a non-original expressive cultural context. This of course, makes it extremely difficult to 

market products to these contemporary young consumers and provides marketers with the 

dilemma of fulfilling both the demand for creative and excellent content, while also ensuring a 

key role and relevance for the brand, without scaring of the consumer. Steve Peters founder of the 

Alternate Reality Gaming Network argued in reference to the ARG “I Love Bees” that “…it was 

not just a typical marketing ploy; it was a game in and of itself, a very high-quality, fulfilling 

experience with excellent writing” (Borland and King, 2005, p. 24) 

 

The Brand as Secondary Priority  

When creating brand communication for this new breed of consumers it can therefore be argued 

that it is actually key that the brand message, without diminishing the obvious central role of the 

brand, remains the secondary priority and that the content becomes a “fulfilling experience” and 
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something “in and of itself”. One must in other words transfer all energy and focus to delivering 

an original cultural resource, which can catch the attention of the consumer, provoke, enthuse, 

and certainly also add to the consumers personal identity project, while also ensuring that a 

relevant link to the brand is in place. 

 

Can the concept of transmedia storytelling achieve the complicated and demanding objective of 

ensuring the link to the brand without compromising the creative content and scaring off 

consumers? If we review our previous examples of transmedia storytelling functioning as 

branding tools each has successfully managed to implement the actual brand message or identity 

in quite different ways.  Borland and King (2005) give emphasis to the example of “I Love Bees” 

where the brand plays a very inferior and irrelevant role. “I Love Bees” was a month long ARG, 

intended to culminate in the release of the heralded Microsoft videogame Halo 2. The link from 

the brand, Halo 2, to the ARG was made through subliminal messages in the first trailer for the 

new Halo 2 game, where a short slide with “ilovebees.com” was shown for a few seconds in the 

trailer. This sparked curious consumers to enter the site and get engaged in the ARG. Besides the 

Halo 2-trailer’s subliminal message, the videogame is never mentioned in relation to the ARG. 

Instead some of the elements of the storyline in the Halo 2 game are transferred to the ARG. For 

example, “I Love Bees” ends with the Covenant invading Earth, corresponding to a major plot 

point in Halo 2. The ARG “I Love Bees” functions as an appetizer for the upcoming launch of the 

new game, and Microsoft manages to successfully link the “I love Bees” ARG to the Halo 2 

game without mentioning the brand name one single time. In the case of the Audi campaign “The 

Art of the H3ist” the brand is used and presented in a quite different manner, but still as a part of 

the creative content.  

 

As explained in the case-study the actual A3 car and its stolen content function as the object, 

which is lost and which Audi America is looking for. From a classic storytelling point of view, 

the plot of the game uses the traditional dramatic structure of the actantial model, where Audi 

America functions as the “sender”, the Audi A3 as the “object”, the games fictional characters as 

“villain” and “hero”, while the consumer attains the role of the “helper”. The car and the brand do 

not play any other part in the game than that of the ‘real life’ Audi. In other words, they do not 

attempt to project any aberrant skills or qualities onto the car or brand, one could say that the 



brand identity portrayed in the game correlates with the actual perception of the brand. From a 

consumer perspective it might as well have been a BMW or any other car, which was stolen. The 

point is that consumers are exposed to an experience in which a car plays supporting role, like in 

most other heists you have ever heard of there is a car involved and in this case, the car happens 

to be an Audi, but generally it does not really matter what type of car it is. Conversely we argue 

that the story would have seemed rather unrealistic if no cars were present in the narrative. 

 

There is no doubt that the large majority of consumers involved in the “The Art of the H3ist” 

were fully aware that this was an Audi sponsored ARG. However, the engaging and complex 

experience of the game was the priority interest for ARG’ers. The game managed to create a 

strong community that even protected it from negative influences, as shown in this dialogue 

between a gamer and a critic:  

 

(Posted by “this is fraud”) 

“WOW…what a lame publicity stunt. 1) You have registered www.stolenA3.com 2 weeks 

before the car was actually stolen…AND 2) your website was registered by an ad agency”  

 

(Response from ”eshan”) 

“Oh wow, you figured out it’s a game?? How intelligent of you… eh we ALREADY KNEW 

THAT! Who cares if it’s sponsored by Audi, if you don’t like that just go away. Nobody forces 

you to come here” 

(Effie.org, 2006, p. 4) 

 

The above online debate shows that ARG’ers become so affiliated with the story and the game 

that they are indifferent to the fact that it is an Audi sponsored marketing ploy, and even defend it 

from critical voices. This refers back to the “this is not a game” concept, which we touched upon 

previously in Chapter 3. No one, neither ARG’ers nor developers have an interest in discussing it 

as “a game”, as also argued in the case of the ARG  “I Love Bees”:  

 

Players were never meant to believe the “This is not a game” rhetoric, he explained, 

but rather to be baited by it. “It was obviously a game,” Lee said. “There was nothing 
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we could do about that. What we could do was make it a game with an identity crisis. If 

I know it's a game, and you know it's a game, but IT doesn't know it's a game, then 

we've got a conflict.” 

(Dena, 2006, p. 56) 

 

This is due to the fact that the ARG functions not as a game but as an experience - the focal point 

is the quality of the content and the engaging experience. As previously identified, the Type-I 

consumer is drawn to the balance and that fine line between reality and fiction. Constantly 

referring to it as a game, ruins this fine line and the aura of uncertainty and fantasy which is 

essential for the experience. Jeremy Reynolds, who is an advertising practitioner, avid ARG’er 

and academic, brings this rather complex discussion to a close in his master thesis on the 

formation of group consciousness through play, by stating that: “As much as an ARG performs at 

not being a game, players perform at not playing a game” (ibid, p. 65).  

 

Aligning Campaign and Brand Identity 

The question of course remains, whether this elaborate example of transmedia storytelling 

manages to make a clear linkage to the brand? The fact that Audi plays a realistic and subtle part 

of the game does not mean that McKinney-Silver have not incorporated the brand identity of 

Audi in the story plot, in order to ensure that the values associated with the brand are visible and 

clear in the game. First of all the groundbreaking use of such an extensive ARG for marketing 

purposes entails everything that Audi wants to be. Audi’s corporate values and identity are 

summed up in the slogan “Vorsprung durch Technic” (Progress/advantage through technology), 

which has been the long-standing corporate ideal of the German car manufacturer (Superbrands, 

2008). Audi is innovation and elegance mixed with progressive thinking (Superbrands, 2008).  

The mere idea of creating “The Art of the H3ist” therefore perfectly manages to capture the 

pioneering spirit and the innovative and progressive thinking, which characterizes Audi. In the 

game content itself, Audi has also managed to make its mark. One can hardly argue with the fact 

that an “art heist” is something sophisticated and elegant, and therefore correlates better with the 

Audi identity, than say a bank robbery or the theft of a nuclear bomb. Furthermore, the vehicles 

are stolen from a dealership on Park Avenue in New York City – with Park Avenue considered 



one of the most expensive addresses in the world this furthermore signals exclusivity and high 

social status - Values which Audi would want to be associated with.  

 

The fact that Audi’s corporate values are so well aligned with both the novel and innovative 

marketing concept of an ARG, combined with the subtle and credible use of the brand in the 

game, gives the whole campaign an aura of integrity and credibility, which resonated well with 

consumers. There is no attempt to displace the Audi brand to something that it is not and no use 

of the Audi brand in a way that is not relevant for the game. We argue that this is of course not 

only something that is unique for transmedia storytelling, but something that is relevant in all 

marketing efforts if you want to circumvent the sentiment of distrust of consumers towards 

branded communication. Trustworthiness, credibility and most importantly relevance are central 

values when engaging young contemporary consumer.  

 

A good example of another brand that has successfully managed to create this link between the 

content of a cultural experience and its brand is Coca-Cola and their successful partnership with 

the popular culture phenomenon “American Idol”. Coke’s presence in the program is among 

other things exemplified by how the contestants wait for their turn in “The Red Room” while the 

notorious judges Randy Jackson, Paula Abdul and Simon Cowell, drink from large Coke cups. 

For Coke to be associated with what arguably is the most hyped pop-cultural phenomenon in 

recent years becomes relevant because as argued by Jenkins:  “American Idol offers up a fantasy 

of empowerment – America gets to decide upon the next Idol” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 64). Coca-Cola 

has always thrived on and positioned itself as part of the arch American national myth of unity 

and national identity since WWII, and this is what makes their presence in American Idol, 

trustworthy and credible and most importantly relevant (Holt, 2004).  

 

Some would argue that the secondary role of the brand, which as we argued is a necessity in 

order to capture the audience through transmedia storytelling, devaluates the brands ability to 

communicate its message. However, as identified, the prime strength of transmedia storytelling is 

not its ability to effectually communicate a brand message, but its unique ability to create and 

communicate quality content. This, nevertheless, does not necessarily conflict with the possibility 

of using it for brand communication, on the contrary. As we have discussed in the section on 
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neuromarketing - one of the most progressive and exiting discourses with in contemporary 

marketing research, high involvement experiences, can be used to create positive somatic 

markers, which then guide the consumers towards the product or brand in question. This again 

corresponds well with Jenkins idea of affective economics and how the emotional commitments 

consumers make to brands are recognized in their purchasing decisions (Jenkins, 2006, p. 61). 

This enables us to return to our discussion of the hierarchal effects discussed in the section on 

reaching the contemporary consumer. Here we concluded that transmedia storytelling primarily 

works in terms of creating attention and interest - combined under the contemporary yet fluffier 

expression buzz. We will elaborate on this and the persuasive qualities of transmedia storytelling 

in the following section, which discusses how exposure can lead to intent.  

 

Concluding on the Deployment of Brands in Transmedia Storytelling  

If we return to our discussion on the deployment of brands in transmedia storytelling, we can sum 

up the following conclusions. We have argued that the anti-brand sentiment, which characterizes 

contemporary consumer culture, has a profound relevance when determining how to deploy or 

incorporate your brand in a transmedia franchise. Based on that argument we can conclude that 1) 

brands must mainly focus on creating a transmedia franchise, which offers a fulfilling experience 

in itself, i.e. the brand plays a secondary role, and 2) the brand should be incorporated in a 

relevant context of the transmedia franchise, if one is to achieve the necessary credibility required 

in order to engage the consumer. This could be achieved both through the brand playing a 

sponsoring, or otherwise active role in the franchise. The key word here is relevance.  

 

From Exposure to Intent 

As we have discussed, the main strength of transmedia storytelling is its unique way of 

communicating and dispersing information in a novel an untraditional way. In the following we 

aim to explain the interplay between the parties of this mode of communication, i.e. the brand, 

the consumers and the story.  

 



The following attempt to conceptualize and visualize the journey from exposure to intent is based 

on three models. Partly on Petty and Cacioppo’s Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of 

persuasion with its focus on variables which affect thinking (Belch and Belch, 2001), Yssing 

Hansen and Hansen’s version of the ELM, the Advertising Response Model (2003) focusing on 

two types of consumer information processing in response to advertising and Martensen et. al.’s 

Conceptual Model for the Effect of Advertising (2007, p. 289) with its focus on how attitudes 

towards advertising can rub off on attitudes towards the brand. 

 

Our conceptual model starts of with exposure, an encounter with the brand or campaign, which 

will hopefully lead to the gaining of the consumers’ attention towards the brand or campaign. As 

argued earlier, working with transmedia franchises increases the amount of entry points, thus also 

increasing the prospects of exposure. Furthermore, in that transmedia franchises offer entry 

points on vast array of media platforms, i.e. marketers can target specific demographics through 

their preferred channel, the likelihood of actually gaining attention, and not become just another 

indifferent voice in the clutter also increases. 

 

If the consumer becomes attentive of the brand or campaign in question, a cognitive act of 

information processing is set into motion. Inspired by Yssing Hansen and Hansen, we have also 

divided this part of the model into two sub-parts; central and peripheral. The central information 

processing is focused around the brand itself or the actual product offered by the brand. The 

information which is processed here is thus related to either a brand or a product. Most often this 

will be factual knowledge or data, which can help the consumer, choose between competing 

brands. However, this type of information may be of high importance to consumers when making 

consumption choices between fast-moving consumer goods, but has less impact in the context of 

identity brands. This is due to our previous conclusion of the fact that identity brands’ 

competitive advantages are non-material and based on the quality of mobile meaning, symbolic 

significance and ability to function as a cultural resource – Qualities which are all primarily based 

on the stories and myths which are attached to the brand and which consumers connote to it. This 

story-related information processing which we have argued is crucial to identity brands, often 

relates to the communicative efforts of a company or an organization. Thus, in accordance with 

Yssing Hansen and Hansen’s Advertising Response Model, we refer to this as peripheral 
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information processing. Yssing Hansen and Hansen argue that the heavier your campaign is 

based on central issues, i.e. brand- or product-related information, the less the chance of 

penetrating the information clutter and winning the attention of consumers (Yssing Hansen and 

Hansen, 2003). This means that campaigns which are appealing to peripheral information 

processing are the most effective in generating emotional responses and attitudes towards the 

given campaign. So if prior to a consumption choice, consciously or subconsciously, consumers 

ask themselves the question “Does buying or talking about this brand or product add favourably 

to my personal identity project?”, and you as a marketer would like them to answer “yes” to that 

question, you hold a better chance of success by focusing your attention on story-related 

information. This peripheral information processing actually traces back to our notions on 

neuromarketing, in that they take place in the part of the brain known as the prefrontal cortex. 

The Prefrontal cortex is home to our concerns of identity and makes us able to choose between 

conflicting thoughts, e.g. a choice between competing brands. This was previously exemplified 

by the so-called Pepsi-Paradox. 

 

In conclusion to the above part we are obliged to briefly touch upon the terminology used. In that 

branding campaigns are our focal point, it would have made sense for us to have called the story-

related information processing the central part and vice versa, referring to the product related 

information as being peripheral. However, in order not to confuse the reader and stray too far 

away from the inspirational models, we have chosen to stay true to the terminology of the 

original contributors. 

 

Central information processing can either lead to awareness of the brand, if this was not already 

present, and an attitude towards the brand, let us refer to this as central attitude, which can be 

positive, negative or indifferent. Peripheral information processing leads to an attitude towards 

the campaign, peripheral attitude, which again can be any of the three possibilities mentioned 

above. According to Martensen et. al.’s Conceptual Model for the Effect of Advertising, a 

positive peripheral attitude is likely to lead to a positive central attitude, whereas a negative 

peripheral attitude can lead to a negative central attitude (Martensen et. al., 2007, p. 284). As 

stated by Yssing Hansen and Hansen, positive peripheral and central attitudes are strongly linked 

to brand preference (Yssing Hansen and Hansen, 2003), which obviously brings us one step 



closer to the two final boxes in the far end of our model, buying intent and favourable WOM 

intent. The latter being the intent or will to share positive stories of the brand and its products. On 

the other hand, negative peripheral attitudes will most likely have a strong, possibly even stronger 

than positive, influence on the actual attitude towards the brand. A negative central attitude will 

clearly not lead to brand preference, but will guide the consumer directly at an intent to share 

negative WOM, which can prove to become extremely hurtful to a brand. 

 

The following page features Figure 9, which is our Conceptual Model of the Effects of 

Transmedia Brand Communication. 
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So we can argue that both central and peripheral information processing lead to the same 

outcome, i.e. buying intent or WOM intent. However, the peripheral information processing is 

the only one catering to consumers aiming at altering their identities, in that its effects are of an 

emotional and individual character because they are matters of interpretations, and not mere 

factual data. Furthermore, peripheral information processing is the only of the two able to change 

brand attitudes and perceptions, i.e. if a given consumer holds a negative standpoint on the brand, 

a campaign catering effectively to peripheral information processing can change this standpoint 

into becoming of a more positive character, or vice versa.  

 

If we project our model onto our case-study, we can see that Audi America used a blend of 

central and peripheral information processing in their quest towards generating brand and product 

awareness, positive brand attitude, brand preference and finally either of the two final “intents”, 

with a clear focus on the WOM intent. More clear-cut examples of transmedia campaigns solely 

based on peripheral processing are the previously mentioned ”I Love Bees” and ”The Beast”, 

promoting the video game ”Halo 2” and the movie ”A.I.” respectively. These two campaigns did 

not mention the products in question at any point in time. ”The Art of the H3ist” presented little 

factual information on the specific product in question, the Audi A3. The campaign featured 

several leads to the Audi America website and the A3 microsite, which again featured factual 

information about both brand and product. But the campaign itself, never mentioned issues such 

as horsepower, air-conditioning or other facts relevant to potential car buyers, it only showed 

movie clips and pictures of the car and revealed that the vehicle in question was an Audi A3. This 

correlates very well with the argumentation by Yssing Hansen and Hansen that campaigns 

focusing on peripheral information processing are more proficient in generating emotional 

responses (ibid) and thus respond to what we have previously discussed about how brands should 

communicate with consumers in order to constitute themselves as cultural resources with the 

ability to add favourably to the individual consumer’s identity project. 

 

The fact that the campaign featured several leads to the Audi America website and the established 

microsite lead to approximately 281.000 daily visitors to the www.stolena3.com microsite and a 

total of 1.199.049 million visitors to www.audiusa.com (Leavitt, 2005). These numbers indicate a 
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huge awareness of the Audi brand, and the fact that they peaked during the campaign leaves us 

with a notion of the results being a consequence of the campaign. 

 

Another factor relevant to the discussion of which cognitive response crate the basis of positive 

or negative attitudes towards a given brand are what Belch and Belch (2001) have labelled 

Source-Oriented Thoughts (Belch and Belch, 2001), i.e. the consumers’ thoughts on the sender of 

the message, e.g. the company or its spokesperson. However, as we have previously noted, in 

many transmedia franchises, especially when it comes to promotional ARG’s, the sender of the 

message keeps himself in the background, leaving the limelight to the content of the franchise. 

As source-oriented thoughts can be of either negative or positive character, this strategy can 

prove both rewarding and hurtful. Nevertheless, with our analysis of the contemporary 

consumer’s often negative impression of brands and corporate communication in mind, we argue 

that the positive consequence is more likely than the negative. 

 

Adawal and Wyer suggest another reason for the effectiveness of using narratives in marketing. 

In their article “The Role of Narratives in Consumer Information Processing” (1998), they 

conclude that vacations conveyed in a narrative are generally more attractive to consumers than 

those conveyed in an unorganized manner (Adawal and Wyer, 1998). They further argue that 

even though the narrative approach to advertising, exemplified by vacation advertisements, lead 

to more emotional and affective reactions, the effectiveness of the communication could not 

solely be traced back to this narrative form. Narrative conveying of information proved superior 

to its piecemeal counterpart because of two primary factors: “a) the structural similarity to 

information acquired through daily life experiences, and b) the use of a holistic – as opposed to a 

piecemeal – strategy for computing judgments” (Ibid, p. 1). This corresponds very well with our 

introductory argumentation of what and how narratives contribute to our daily life – It s a tool of 

complexity reduction which helps us make sense of the world in which we exist. We obtain 

information, understand and communicate about the world by plotting events into an order, often 

chronological and thematic, in relation to other events, so of course, when others try to 

communicate with us about almost anything, the most effective way would be to duplicate this 

known structure called a narrative. As previously argued, the effects of peripheral information 

processing are likely to be of an emotional or affective character, in that these are matters of 



individual interpretation. This is further supported by Adawal and Wyer as they argue that 

communicating through narratives rather than simple lists, make consumers imagine themselves 

as being an active part of the narrative. For example by using the product or brand in question 

which is likely to generate an emotional response or reaction (Ibid). This leads us to the 

conclusion that when discussing consumer information processing, narratives are the primary tool 

for eliciting emotional responses. Thus, as a marketer, one needs to take the template on which 

the information is conveyed into consideration. In short, brand preference, intent to buy and 

intent to share, are direct consequences of the proper narrative communication of quality content. 

The content of the communicative effort is the key to making the message relevant to the 

consumer, and the narrative template is crucial in making the content comprehensible. 

 

The Conceptual Model of the Effects of Transmedia Brand Communication proves to us that the 

two types of information processing lead to the same end-results, but these results are obtained 

through different means. Means which cater and appeal to different demographics, primarily seen 

from an age perspective. We have earlier mapped the characteristics and traits of the 

contemporary consumer, and concluded that she is reluctant to react positively to old-fashioned 

marketing focused on direct delivery of commercial messages aimed at a passive audience. This 

type of one-way brand communication might prove effective to a demographic which has not 

become adept at using the Internet from its very beginning and has grown up in a period in time 

where multimedia has become a household-term. However, this particular demographic becomes 

less relevant to marketers in that it is receding in both numbers and purchasing power. 

Furthermore, as central information is defined as data on a given brand or product, this is likely 

to be under scrutiny from the contemporary consumer we have previously defined. The consumer 

of today is less likely than consumers of different eras to hold an uncritical and naïve stance 

towards communication efforts coming from large corporations.  On the other hand, the 

peripheral information processing is not victim to such scrutiny characteristic of contemporary 

consumers, in that it is based on positive or negative associations to the communication context 

in which the product or brand is introduced (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984). 

 

 100



 

101 
 

Concluding on the Journey from Exposure to Intent 

Conclusively, we can argue that creating good, interesting and engaging peripheral information, 

will lead to positive attitudes towards the brand in question, and can even change brand attitude 

and brand perception in the minds of consumers. It is a strong tool in the creation of both intent to 

buy and intent to share – The two actions which we have previously concluded, can be perceived 

successes of commercial transmedia franchises. However, the danger of creating strong negative 

attitudes towards the campaign and thus also the brand itself, is obviously perpetual and cannot 

be ignored. 

 



Chapter 5 - Conclusion 

Throughout this thesis we have argued for the fact that there has been a considerable change in 

contemporary consumer culture and most notably in the needs and wants of today’s consumer 

and furthermore how she responds to advertising and branded communication. Through 

discussing various theorists’ view on how and why we consume identity brands the way we do, 

we have identified general trends in consumer culture and through that, isolated certain 

characteristics and traits of the consumer which we deem relevant in the consumption of identity 

brands. This analysis of the consumer of today, and hopefully also tomorrow, was done with the 

stated target of, through a generalized understanding of the young contemporary consumer, to 

become able to effectually communicate with this changed breed.  

 

Accordingly, we argued for finding the solution to the above pickle in storytelling, more notably 

in the relatively novel approach to telling stories, transmedia storytelling. In spite of the fact that 

the field of transmedia storytelling is such a novel and rather unexplored one, we have found 

relevant theorists and case-studies to back our explanation of what transmedia storytelling is and 

how it functions. One of the goals of this thesis was to effectually implement what we have 

previously defined as an act of “pattern migration” – we wanted to examine the theories and 

methods of one field, TV- and filmmaking, and project these to another, that of brand 

communication. Thus, we created a basic understanding of the means and mechanisms of 

transmedia storytelling from a creative or cultural perspective and, through a case-study, 

examined how it was applied to brand communication. As we will return to in both our critical 

reflection of the thesis and the discussion on implications for further research on this particular 

subject, measuring the effects of this mode of brand communication is rather complex and 

intricate. Due to this fact, we have included a lengthy discussion of how and when the 

implementation of a transmedia franchise in brand communication can be considered successful. 

Furthermore, in our journey towards an answer to our stated research question, we sought to 

conceptualize the interplay between brand, story and consumer emotions and attitudes. This was 

accomplished through the modification of the Elaborations Likelihood Model in order to make it 

adept to be applied to the understanding of consumers’ information processing when being 

exposed to a transmedia franchise.  
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To return to the structural approach we have implemented to reach our conclusion, we divided 

the main part of the thesis into two overall themes: 1) Characteristics of the contemporary 

consumer, which we examined and analysed using our main theories from Holt and McCracken, 

and 2) the means and mechanisms of transmedia storytelling, which were subject to our scrutiny 

with assistance from Jenkins and Long. From here on, we sought to assemble or bring together 

the two themes in a discussion section, with the aim of examining whether there was an actual fit 

between the needs and wants of the contemporary consumer and what transmedia storytelling had 

to offer them. The discussion was rooted in a case-study in order to provide ample 

exemplifications to support both arguments and understanding.  

 

Before we go on to the actual conclusion to the thesis at hand, we are aware that the reader, may 

not recall the exact formulation of our problem statement, and therefore we repeat it: 

 

 

 

 

 

Could transmedia storytelling, exemplified by ARG’s, be an effective brand 

communication tool, in order for identity brands to reach contemporary consumer?  

And how does the interplay between brand, story and consumer function? 

 

The above problem statement was complemented with a series of numbered of sub-questions, 

which we will not recap here. However, to simplify matters, we will as we progress through the 

conclusion, mention the relevant question and its number when answered. It should be noted 

here, that we will not do so in a chronological order. 

 

Our sub-question number 4 evolved around what characterized the contemporary consumer. In 

chapter 2 we drew up four general tendencies which we deemed most characteristic of the 

contemporary consumer: 1) The consumer’s new sense of empowerment, 2) the increased 

resistance towards advertising and brands in general, 3) the increasing focus on consumer culture 

as an active culture of participation, and 4) the growing influence of peers in consumption 

decisions. 

 



Based on the theoretical accounts throughout the chapter, we classify the contemporary consumer 

as an individual, which holds transformational abilities. Brands aid the consumer with 

transformations and personal identity projects in the senses that they are able to function as 

cultural resources. However, as we witness a growing anti-brand sentiment, some consumers go 

as far as to seek non-brand assisted identities, which are not supported or ghostwritten by brands 

and corporations. This is partly due to the fact that consumers, because of over-exposure to 

advertising, have evolved into being able to filter out or simply ignore commercial messages. 

This new breed of consumers no longer feels content with being left passive in the consumption 

of information or cultural artefacts. We are compelled to perform actively on almost any given 

stage, and if we are not stimulated to do so, we will simply move on without ever looking back. 

This motivation to engage is based on the want for co-authorship and the search for authenticity – 

a quality, which can only be guaranteed and monitored by one self and ones peers. This leads us 

to our final argument on who the contemporary consumer is, where we conclude that the recent 

technological progress has led to a heightened effectiveness in social utility tools, which in turn 

gives our peers a growing influential role in society and in consumption decisions. 

 

The above characteristics overlap with the answer to our sub-question number 5, in which we try 

to map the needs and wants of the contemporary consumer. Our conclusion on that matter is that 

what is crucial to consumers when using brands, is their own individual identity projects. If the 

brand does not add positively to the impression which the consumer wishes to exhibit to the 

surrounding society, it is of no value to the consumer, and thus not a relevant object to consume. 

We conclude that what consumers want, and to some extent need from brands, is that they hold a 

value-adding quality to the construction and transformation of their identities. Meeting these 

needs and wants can be achieved by functioning as a cultural resource. Brands must act as the 

vessels, which lay the foundation for the mobile quality of the meaning attached to the brand.  

 

In Chapter 3 we aimed to examine our sub-question 1 and clarify the nature of transmedia 

storytelling and how its qualities correlate with the needs and wants of the contemporary 

consumer. We have argued that transmedia storytelling functions as a process where integral 

components of a narrative get dispersed across multiple platforms with the purpose of 

constructing a larger overarching narrative. Each extension plays a unique, distinctive and 
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valuable part in the unfolding of the overarching story, meaning there is no one place where all 

information can be retrieved at the same time. The central quality and relevance of the concept 

however, is its ability as a tool to communicate complex fictional worlds and their narratives. In 

this ability rests also its applicability as a tool to reach the contemporary consumer.  As we 

concluded previously, consumers are looking to brands as cultural resources. Brands in other 

words, compete on the same playing field as all other cultural resources, such as music, film and 

entertainment in general, for the attention of the consumer. Therefore, the quality of the cultural 

resource must also fulfill other desires from the consumer in order for it to gain a competitive 

advantage. Among these desires are the consumer’s request for novelty and authenticity, and 

most importantly the ability of the resource to activate and engage the consumer. Due to the 

complexity of transmedia storytelling and its mode of structuring and communicating stories, it 

has the ability to address these needs and wants of the consumer. It is therefore likely that it will 

resonate well with this new breed of consumers, who aim higher than traditional consumption of 

goods and services – a breed focused on cultural status and the fulfillment of personal identity 

projects.  

 

Figure 10 clarifies how the qualities of transmedia storytelling correlate with the characteristics 

of the contemporary consumer we have summarized and illustrated the key learnings and 

components from our examination of both concepts.  

 



 
Figure 10: Contemporary Consumer Culture vs. Transmedia Storytelling 

 

Although the characteristics of contemporary consumer culture correlate well with the traits of 

transmedia storytelling, the question remains how you successfully apply or incorporate your 

brand in a transmedia franchise? We have argued that the key element is relevance. The brand 

must be included in the transmedia franchise as a relevant and realistic part, in order to counter 

the resistance from consumers with negative attitudes towards brand communication. Therefore it 

is also our argument that brands should play a secondary role in a transmedia franchise and that 

the content and fulfilling experience for consumers must remain the primary objective. A 

fulfilling experience will provide the consumer with positive connotations towards your brand. 

Furthermore, consumers are likely to share this positive experience with fellow consumers, i.e. 

theirs peers, consequently also leading to a strengthening of the awareness and positive attitude 

towards the brand, among these consumers.  

 

This leads us to our sub-question number 3, which evolved around the question, when a 

transmedia franchise can actually be considered successful. By adjusting and applying the AIDA 

hierarchy of effects, we argued that generating awareness and WOM would be the prime goals of 
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a transmedia franchise. These measures of generating intent to share information on the brand, 

was then depicted as the end result of our previously described conceptual model functioning as 

the answer to sub-question number 3. Furthermore, by discussing both neuromarketing and 

implicit learning from a branding perspective, we were also able to identify the creation of 

positive somatic markers in the subconsciousness of the consumers as a valid goal or success 

criteria of a transmedia franchise. 

 

The second sub-question of our problem statement was to explain the interplay between the 

brand, the story and the consumer. This ended up as rather intricate model, which we articulately 

dubbed “The Conceptual Model of the Effects of Transmedia Brand Communication”. The model 

is, as mentioned based on the Elaborations Likelihood Model, and functions as a 

conceptualization of the interplay between brand, story and consumer emotions and attitudes. It is 

depicted in Chapter 4 and proves to us how the transmedia mode of communication is superior to 

traditional brand communication on two major points: 1) The communicative efforts fit 

contemporary consumer culture in its means and mechanisms, and 2) it holds persuasive qualities 

attractive to any brand in a multi-brand society. Conclusively, we answered the question by 

creating a conceptual model of the efficiency of transmedia franchises in marketing identity 

brands to the contemporary consumer – We showed how emotions, attitudes, involvement and 

other factors are obtained, come into play and relate in order to reach the defined goal, and we 

showed the interaction of the brand and the transmedia story and the effects rubbing of from one 

to the other.  

 

Transmedia Storytelling as an Effective Brand Communication Tool 

Is transmedia storytelling, an effective brand communication tool, in order for identity brands to 

reach the contemporary consumer?  

The basic and straightforward answer is: “Yes, indeed it is!” Of course a basic answer always 

includes some reservations. As is often the case in such fields as branding and marketing there 

are both but’s and if’s. In spite of these we believe that transmedia storytelling can definitely be 

viewed as an enhanced version of traditional storytelling in that it has a lot more to offer us. Our 

argument is that all of the positive attributes which transmedia storytelling puts to the table fit the 



needs and wants of the contemporary consumer: It aids personal identity projects by making 

brands cultural resources, it is engaging and holds a performative dimension, it is still novel and 

thus cool and admirable, it stimulates collectivism and it changes focus from brand to content. 

Furthermore, it holds the necessary tools to include the brand in a subtle and relevant way, which 

can even engage an otherwise branding-resistant consumer culture. In addition, the transmedia 

flow model revealed how transmedia franchises can effectively reach their audience, through the 

targeting of specific influencers, who will then activate lead-users and early adopters, 

consequently resulting in a diffusing of the message to the average consumer and laggards.  

 

We do not state that ARG’s and transmedia storytelling are necessarily the ideal aesthetics in 

meeting the needs and wants of the contemporary consumer, but we do state that there are evident 

links between the two, a link which facilitates an opportunity that if exploited could be very 

effective in reaching a consumer with the characteristics which we have identified. Nevertheless, 

we are aware that transmedia storytelling is just one, possibly out of many, ways of successfully 

deploying your brand communication and reaching young contemporary consumer. 

 

Critical Reflection 

When working with a thesis of this magnitude and with a subject relatively novel in brand 

communication, one can easily lay claim to certain points and assumptions that may become 

subject to scrutiny and criticism. The following section will function as a pre-emptive strike 

against such scrutiny by highlighting relative lacks and weaknesses. We are fully aware that there 

are certain areas, which can reasonably be criticized, and we tend to show this awareness by this 

section. 

 
Throughout this thesis we have been rather stringent when discussing certain terms and themes 

such as the consumer’s sense of agency and her sense of empowerment. It is important to us to 

underline the fact that what the consumer is experiencing is not necessarily an actual 

empowerment or actual agency, but more of a feeling or sense of these. We make this distinction 

because of the fact, that even though consumers may feel like free agents, they are still subject to 

the norms and restrictions of the commercial environment in which we all exist. We believe that 

the sense of agency and empowerment which consumers experience is to some extent an illusion, 
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in that the means by which they aid their identity projects are commercial – even so if they 

choose to reject brands totally, in which case brands are used as a tool in dissociating oneself 

from the commercial reality. However, as relevant and intriguing this discussion may seem, it is 

too vast to counter in this thesis.  

 

It is also important to point out that our definition of contemporary consumer culture, by no 

means, lays claim to cover all aspects of contemporary consumer culture – one can even discuss 

the actual existence of such an entity. We have subjectively focused on specific tendencies in 

contemporary society which we found to be relevant for our objective, i.e. identifying whether 

the concept and characteristics of transmedia storytelling corresponds with contemporary trends 

in consumer culture. Therefore the term contemporary consumer culture has been used as an 

idiomatic term to cover our specific target group and should thus not be considered to be a 

schematic categorization and identification of THE contemporary consumer culture.    

 

We cannot allow ourselves not to take a critical look back at the section “Reaching The 

Contemporary Consumer” where we concluded that awareness and the generating of WOM were 

manageable success criteria. Is this at all satisfactory for a campaign such as “The Art of the 

H3ist” which total media expenditure landed somewhere between 10 and 20 million US$ 

(Effie.org, 2006, p. 4)? If a corporation is to spend such a vast amount of money on a campaign, 

it is hardly enough for them to generate awareness. Indeed, as we argued in Chapter 4, awareness 

can lead to sales. However, we cannot be certain that it will. Thus we are left with a form of 

brand communication where we are not guaranteed the likely overall goal of any marketing 

campaign, return on investment. And even if sales numbers show in the direction of a return on 

investment, we cannot be certain that these numbers are a direct consequence of the campaign. 

Furthermore, due to the expenditure on such vast transmedia franchises as ”The Art of the H3ist”, 

these are only relevant to large corporations and their brands. Regardless of the possibilities of 

the implementation of the relatively cost-free user-generated content, transmedia storytelling is 

likely to stay a campaigning tool for the well-off. 

 

We have argued for the fact that transmedia branding campaigns such as “The Art of the H3ist”, 

with the aim of generating awareness and WOM, have rather long scopes in relation to time. 



Especially in the case of Audi, we argue that most people exposed to the campaign are unlikely to 

be in the need of the presented product straight away and possibly even within the next several 

years. This leads us to the argument that even if it is at all possible to measure the sales effects, 

NOT simply awareness and exposure, of “The Art of the H3ist” and other similar campaigns, it 

cannot be done until years after the implementation of the campaign. And it seems like a rather 

complex problem to trace the sale of a car back to a campaign which ran years back – especially 

so, if the campaign only exists as somatic markers stored in the subconsciousness of the 

consumer! 

 

All of this then comes to relate to the issue of novelty, which we examined in chapter 4. The 

question is, if it is at all relevant to try to measure the sales effects of a campaign like “The Art of 

the H3ist”. We have discussed whether ARG’s are only cool, and thus relevant to the young 

contemporary consumer because of the magnitude of the novelty factor, and if you cannot 

measure the sales effects of such a campaign until several years after the launch, the results are 

somehow irrelevant before they even exist. Of course the results can still be taken into account 

from an overall transmedia storytelling perspective, but since the transmedia sub-genre of ARG’s 

is no longer novel and thus unlikely to be value-adding and relevant to the consumer why should 

we be interested in the results? Of course we can then judge whether the campaign was 

successful or not, but is this still relevant years after the campaign has ended?  

 

All in all we find that there are obvious points of criticism, which can be aimed at our 

conclusions. However, we are certain that these are not weaknesses in our argumentation or in 

our methods of meeting the problem statement. These are merely due to the complex nature of 

contemporary consumer culture and the immeasurable nature of transmedia storytelling. 

 

Implications for Further Research 

If we review the many sub-themes and topics we have discussed and touched upon in this thesis, 

one can argue that our review of transmedia storytelling and the contemporary consumer, has 

answered some questions but has raised even more new and interesting ones. In the following 
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section we will elaborate on some of the themes and areas that we believe deserve the further 

attention of scholars within marketing and consumer research.  

 

To follow up on what we have just stated concerning the immeasurable nature of transmedia 

storytelling, one obvious field of further studies on the subject is to work out a way of actually 

measuring the effects of a transmedia franchise which are concerned with more than just 

awareness and WOM.  Unfortunately, the framing and comprehension of such a study does not 

lie within the scope and limitations of a thesis as this one, in the sense that it would require 

substantial amounts of empirical data collected over a period of several years.  

 

The field of neuromarketing is another area, which we believe can be explored further. Research 

on the subjects of both consumer responses towards the communication of identity brands and 

transmedia storytelling could very well be conducted within the field of neuromarketing. In spite 

of an old-fashioned reluctance towards it, neuromarketing holds great potential in the measuring 

and review of the processes, which are subconscious to consumers and thus becomes a great tool 

in measuring the immeasurable. In order to obtain a general understanding as to how consumers 

respond and use cultural resources would also benefit substantially from further exploration of 

the mind.  

 

Another subject which we believe is worth the attention of scholars and which is also 

fundamental for understanding more about the effects of transmedia storytelling is WOM and 

peer influence. In our thesis we have highlighted the relevance of peer influence in contemporary 

consumer culture and the increasing value and significance of WOM. The fact that conversations 

on products and brands now to a large extent take place among consumers, is a highly interesting 

development, which we argue needs to be explored, both in terms of the nature of these 

conversations but also how one from a brand communication perspective can map, understand, 

and consequently influence and create these consumer conversations.  

 

On a more philosophical level an interesting discussion is that of marketing’s future role in 

society. One of our basic conclusions is based on Holt’s argumentation that brands should obtain 

the role of a cultural resource, similar to film, music and the arts. This clash or blur between 



entertainment and brand communication, raises an interesting discussion as to the future of 

traditional marketing. Are we headed for an end to traditional advertising and one-way 

communication? And is the future indeed solemnly based on an approach of dialogue between 

consumers and marketers? Only time and further studies can tell.  

 

As for transmedia storytelling, we definitely look forward to witnessing its future in brand 

communication and seeing whether marketers and brand communicators can create novel 

campaigns through the utilization of the tools and means of this mode of communication. It is our 

strong belief that transmedia storytelling is more than an unmemorable branding craze and that it 

will become subject to even more academic scrutiny in the future. 
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