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ABSTRACT
In this paper we question the dominating rule of fit within brand 
management literature by examining a merging phenomenon 
within branding where brands choose and succeed with 
collaborations despite contradicting brand images. With existing 
brand management in mind such collaborations are unadvisable 
and brand management theory cannot provide an explanation for 
this phenomenon; neither can is recent theories within related 
scientific disciplines able to explain the phenomenon. However they 
do provide insights, which we have extracted in the construction 
of a brand perspective called Complex Brand Narratives. With 
this perspective we advocate that it can be beneficial for brands to 
collaborate with contradicting brands. This can expand the brand 
narratives that reside within the consumers, evolving the brand 
with new nuances and roles, keeping it relevant for consumers.
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1. Introduction 
Is the notion of fit1 crucial in order to succeed in a brand collaboration or co-branding 

strategy? Looking to general brand management theory and dominating theoreticians within 

marketing and brand management (such as Aaker (1995); Keller (2008); Kapferer (2004); 

Ries & Trout (1986); de Chernatorny (2001)) the answer would be “Yes”. The dominating 

code of practice within brand management theory, when considering brand alliances, is the 

rule of fit. The notion of fit seems to be valid within areas such as co-branding, brand 

alliances, brand extension, choice of spokesperson or choice of retailer when looking to 

general brand management. 

 

Cases of strange brand partnerships seem to emerge none the less. Going against general 

brand management theory and practice, collaborations between brands with contradicting 

brand identities and brand images are actively chosen and entered by both partners. And these 

cases succeed, despite the immediate assessment of failure and expected result of dilution of 

brand image. Examples of these sensational brand collaborations are the alliance between 

H&M and Karl Lagerfeld concerning a special designed collection by Lagerfeld in H&M2, 

Apple and their choice of Walmart as distribution of the iPhone and the recent, Danish 

example, of Løgismose choosing to enter Netto3 and distribute its quality delicacies through 

the discount chain in an extended collaboration. All are cases of brand collaborations that do 

not seem to make sense, at least not from the perspective of Karl Lagerfeld, iPhone, and 

Løgismose. It was a collaboration between Innocent drinks and McDonald’s, regarding a trial 

of Innocent’s smoothies for kids in Happy Meals, that lead us on to explore this development 

of brand collaborations further. We were not the only ones to be left puzzled by the 

collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s. Many brand experts, laymen and consumers 

had strong reactions against the collaboration on Innocent’s behalf, which indicates that the 

case lacks coherency to existing brand theory as well as brand collaboration in practice. 

 

We believe the above cases can be seen as part of an emerging phenomenon within brand 

collaborations that challenge general brand management theory. In this paper the view of fit 

or match in brand image and its crucial role in the success of brand collaborations is 

questioned, as we set out to theoretically understand and explain the phenomenon. In this 
                                                
1 Defined as match or fit between two or more brands and their brand images 
2 www.vogue.co.uk/news/daily/2004-11/041118-lagerfelds-high-street-split.aspx 
3 www.loegismoseudvalgt.dk/side1.php?p_id=14 
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paper we will analyze and test the phenomenon with seven identified brand approaches. The 

conclusion of the analysis is that no exhaustive explanation or understanding of the 

phenomenon is available within these seven brand approaches. The analysis is therefore 

followed by a further exploration within various scientific disciplines searching for emerging 

theory that can bring value of explanation. Here we again conclude that there is no existing 

theory that will prescribe a brand collaboration with an unfitting brand partner. We do 

however find valuable insights from the theories explored, which we use as building blocks in 

a creation of a plausible explanation to the phenomenon. The explanation to the phenomenon 

we see as a brand perspective, adding to existing theory. We call the brand perspective 

Complex Brand Narratives. 

 

Before elaborating on an alternative explanation for the phenomenon, we need to establish the 

common assumptions within branding, which we question. It is due to these common 

assumptions we initially identified the case of Innocent and McDonald’s to be theoretically 

problematic.  

1.1. Common assumptions in Brand Management 

Widely used terms such as brand essence, brand core, brand DNA, brand identity, brand spirit 

and mindshare (Brown, 2006; Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006) stem from and influence certain 

approaches towards brands and brand management. When applying the notion of a brand as 

having a central core and an appertaining identity or brand voice, it is natural to think in terms 

of fit or unfit when considering and evaluating a possible brand partner. Kevin Lane Keller 

has, as one of the few theorists, published articles and textbooks dealing with co-branding 

strategies, brand extensions and choice of retailer. It is therefore natural that his approach 

influences the theoretical area. Keller (2008) defines co-branding, also called brand bundling 

and brand alliances, as two or more existing brands combined into a joint product or are 

marketed together in some fashion. Keller (2008) provides specific guidelines to create a 

strong co-brand, concerning the importance of both brands having strong, favourable and 

unique associations and the most important requirement being a logical fit between the two 

brands. One can question whether the phenomenon is not merely a matter of retailing, but 

according to Keller (2008) the choice of retailer also influence the brand, because the 

consumers’ associations linked to the retail store may spill over on the brand. This means a 

company has to choose a retailer or brand partner, whose values fit with the companies or at 

least do not conflict with it. The retailer or brand partner must reflect the image of the product 
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and support the wished for identification (Keller, 2008). Therefore choice of retailer and 

brand alliance is of great importance to the brand. 

 

Despite latest brand management theory questioning the notion of control and the idea of one 

brand identity, recent research papers concerning brand extension strategy, brand stretching or 

co-branding support the common assumption that the degree of fit is a key factor in 

influencing whether consumers will evaluate the extension/co-branding/brand stretch 

favourably (Simon in & Ruth, 1998; Monga & John, 2007; Ahluwalia, 2008; Jain et al., 

2007). 

 

It is due to the above description of basic guidelines and assumptions towards co-branding 

that the case of Innocent choosing to collaborate with McDonald’s stands out. Through this 

theoretical frame of reference the case of Innocent and McDonald’s seems impossible to grasp 

and understand from Innocent’s point of view. Innocent’s action simply does not make sense. 

How could Innocent, a company known for their social responsibility, actively choose to enter 

collaboration with McDonald’s and their junk food business? And why did the collaboration 

not destroy the otherwise strong and positive brand image of Innocent, as the case shows? 

Why did the consumers not abandon Innocent and their products – did the consumers 

somehow make sense of this otherwise odd couple? These are some of the questions we asked 

ourselves and gave rise to the paper at hand. Before presenting the research questions of this 

paper, our approach to the case of Innocent and McDonald’s as an example of the observed 

phenomenon is presented. 
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2. Approach to case as phenomenon 
Cases such as Innocent and McDonald’s challenge the general code of practice within brand 

management theory. We find these cases interesting, as they seem to come up with 

unexpected results, when referring to general brand management theory. The unexplainable 

results are our point of departure in this paper.  

 

The case of Innocent’s collaboration with McDonald’s forms the backdrop for our puzzlement 

and the case will serve as the focal point in this paper. However this paper is theoretically 

founded, as the aim of the paper is to theoretically make sense of the phenomenon, against the 

backdrop of the specific case of Innocent and McDonald’s. The case is presented in section 5. 

Case description. Despite the use of a case, the paper is not a case study. We do not intend to 

clarify the specific reasons and rationales of Innocent’s top management or investigate the 

specific reasoning among Innocent’s consumers concerning their behaviour. The specific case 

of Innocent and McDonald’s accounts for the observed phenomenon along with similar cases 

such as the collaboration between H&M and Karl Lagerfeld and Løgismose and Netto.  

 

Among the other cases mentioned, we consider the collaboration between Innocent and 

McDonald’s most suited in reflecting a general astonishment and resistance over the choice of 

an unusual retailer and brand partner. The case of Innocent and McDonald’s will represent the 

phenomenon of brands actively entering brand collaborations, such as co-branding, brand 

alliances and choice of retailer, and succeeding despite the odd or even lacking match 

between the brands. The case of Innocent and McDonald’s represents more than just itself and 

the case will be leveraged from “a particular” to “a general” level and serves as an observed 

phenomenon. In other words the case chosen represents the phenomenon. The case serves as 

an object of observation in the paper and as the backbone, to which theory is applied and 

tested. We will therefore use the case to explore the observed phenomenon. 

 

We distinguish between the case and the phenomenon as two layers on top of each other. As a 

third and underlying layer we operate with a scientific theoretical view on the phenomenon. In 

this layer all specific and concrete information about brand collaboration and the lack of fit is 

spoken of as an empirical observation that is not explainable by theory. The observation 

challenges the existing theory and irritates the scientific field and can be considered an 

anomaly. How we approach the phenomenon on a scientific theoretical level will be 
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elaborated on in section 7.0 and the underlying sections, where we explore the development 

of science and how we can speak new theory. All in all, we operate with and distinguish 

between three layers: The case, the observed phenomenon and the scientific theoretical layer, 

as illustrated in figure 1. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Case, phenomenon and scientific theoretical layer 

 

Case 
Innocent & 
McDonald’s

Observed phenomenon
Successful brand collaborations 

despite contradicting brand images

Scientific theory
An observation that irritates the

 scientific field 
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Løgismose 

& Netto

Case 
H&M & 

Karl Lagerfield

Case 
... & 

...

Case 
... & 
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3. Problem statement 
The objective in this paper is to theoretically make sense of brand collaborations that 

challenge common guidelines and assumptions, such as Innocent and McDonald’s, by 

investigating how existing brand management is able to understand and explain the 

phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting 

brand images. In other words, we put existing brand management theory to the test, and study 

how the theories respond to the phenomenon, as we state the following research questions: 

 

 

Research question 1 

How can existing brand management (1985-2006) understand and explain the phenomenon of 

brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

 

 

Research question 1 is dealt with in section 6.0 Examination of seven brand approaches and 

in the eight subsections, where existing brand management theories are tested in regards to the 

observed phenomenon by applying the theories to the case. 

 
 

Research question 2 

How can theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines bring 

value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

 

 

Research question 2 is answered in section 7.0 Examining other scientific disciplines and in 

section 8.0 Theoretical exploration and in the appertaining subsections. We explore how 

theory in general emerges and present four levels embedded in scientific contributions and 

how they depict evolution within science, establishing a lens, with which we can identify new 

theory or contributions that may induce new thoughts within the scientific fields we explore. 
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Research question 3 

How does the phenomenon, taking the findings from research question 1 and 2 into account,  

result in future implications in brand management theory? 

 

 

Research question 3 is dealt with in section 9. Intertwining of scientific disciplines and 10. 

Theory articulation. In section 9 the theories found in an exploration within the chosen 

scientific fields are used as building blocks. The theoretical blocks are combined in section 

10. Theory articulation as the implications in brand management theory are answered in the 

form of an articulation of a theoretical perspective we call Complex Brand Narratives. How 

we approach the three research questions will be presented in section 4.0 Methodology where 

appertaining working questions are articulated. In the following section the problem statement 

will be elaborated on, with regards to how we define the research questions. 

3.1. Elaboration of problem statement and conceptualization 

3.1.1. Defining the field of brand management 

In research question 1 we use the term ‘existing brand management theory’ as frame of 

reference when approaching the phenomenon, but brand management theory encompasses a 

great research field. Brand management theory emerged in the 1950’s and has especially been 

developing as a subject of theory since 1985 (Bjerre et al., 2008; Heding et al, 2009). In order 

to make the great theoretical field manageable, we look to the recent published book “Brand 

Management, Research, Theory and Practice” by Heding et al., (2009) as a guideline. The 

book (Heding et al., 2009) presents seven brand approaches, identified in an extensive 

analysis (Bjerre et al., 2008) of more than 300+ brand management research articles spanning 

the period of 1985-2006. We will in this paper confine existing brand theory to the seven 

brand approaches, identified by Heding et al. (2009). What the choice of this defined 

theoretical field entails of limitations will be accounted for in the following section 3.2. 

Limitation of the problem statement. 
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3.1.2. Defining “contradicting brand images” 

In the problem statement we define brand collaborations as being contradicting based on the 

two brand’s brand images. In this paper we distinguish between identity as an internal term, 

and image as an external designation. When using the term identity, we refer to notion of the 

brand profile from the sender’s perspective, whereas image is a result and interpretation of the 

identity generated in the external marketplace (Kapferer, 2004). Both terms are relevant in our 

approach to the phenomenon and will be used, but we will define the brand collaborations as 

unfitting due to an external perception of the two brands. When examining the phenomenon in 

the shape of the Innocent-McDonald’s collaboration, our point of departure will be the brand 

images of Innocent and McDonald’s perceived by the Innocent consumers. This perception is 

based on published and secondary material such as visuals, payoffs, publicity and mission 

statements and on their actions as companies in general. Especially the blog on Innocent’s 

website will serve as material when illustrating the interaction between Innocent and their 

consumers. We are aware that such material to a high degree is produced and controlled 

content already edited, but all these elements among others reflect a certain idea of the two 

brands. 

 

By the word “contradicting” in research question 1 and 2 we mean that the two brands do not 

apply to a notion of fit in regards to the brand image, not necessarily that they are total 

opposites. Normally brands in collaborations are supposed to support each other’s brand 

image or at least bring about a wished for image, which we do not perceive is the case in the 

example of Innocent and McDonald’s, seen from Innocent’s point of view. Innocent and 

McDonald’s and their brand images are presented further in section 5.0 Case description. 

3.1.3. Defining “other disciplines” 

In research question 2 we broaden the theoretical field by referring to other disciplines besides 

brand management. In this paper we argue that the collaboration between Innocent and 

McDonald’s can be referred to as co-branding, also called brand alliance (Keller, 2008), but 

also as a channel of distribution. Both perspectives concern how consumers’ associations are 

linked to the other brand or for example a retail store (Keller, 2008). As retailers increasingly 

are becoming strong brands themselves (Thomassen et al., 2006), choosing retailer almost 

accounts as choosing a partner for a brand alliance. Therefore, we will process the retailer as a 

distribution and a brand partner to the brand being distributed. From this perspective, it seems 

reasonable to include Retail Management as a scientific field in our exploratory research in 
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relation to the observed phenomenon. Another factor causing puzzlement is the reaction of 

Innocent’s consumers, and the fact that they did not boycott or in other ways reject Innocent 

and their smoothies. This could imply a new type of consumer or a new way of consumption 

or use of brands. Consumer Research is therefore of interest in searching for explanations that 

might shed light on the observed phenomenon. As a scientific field, Consumer Research is 

also ahead of Brand Management, and Heding et al. (2009) include this field when exploring 

the development within Brand Management. 

 

Retail Management and Consumer Research are ranked on line with Brand Management as 

three independent disciplines revolving around our example of the observed phenomenon. We 

see all the three disciplines as possessing a general layer of Strategic Management within their 

fields. Therefore we look to general Strategic 

Management also, as an overall field that affects 

all three disciplines both theoretically, but also in 

practice when managing a company. 

 

To sum up, we look to Retail Management, 

Consumer Research, Brand Management and 

Strategic Management, illustrated in figure 2, in 

our search for explanation and understanding of 

the observed phenomenon in research question 2 

(Bjerre et al., 2008). In the following section, 

limitations of the problem statement will be 

accounted for. 

 

3.2. Limitations of the problem statement 

By defining the theoretical field of brand management to consist of seven main directions, 

identified by Heding et al. (2009), we restrict ourselves to only explore the observed 

phenomenon within these seven brand approaches. This entails deselection of other 

theoretical contributions that do not fit into this classification. There might exist theory within 

brand management that is not to be rated according to the seven identified brand approaches, 

but this also means that the theory has not been convincing enough to spread out and establish 

an eighth approach. We are aware of the possibility that such theory exists, but by referring to 

 
 

Figure 2: Scientific disciplines for exploration 

 

Strategic 
Management

Brand

Management
RetailManagement

Consumer
Research

The observed
phenomenon
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the seven identified brand approaches we cover the main tendencies and the most employed 

theories within brand management. 

 

Besides the confined theoretical field, we are also aware of how we use the theory. Contrary 

to how brand management is executed in everyday life by brand strategists, we are orthodox 

in how we use and apply the seven brand approaches. Real life management will not be as 

stringent as theory and will not only look to one brand management approach, but since we 

want to explore how theory within brand management will bring value of explanation to the 

observed phenomenon, we need to be true to theory and take their views very literally. 

 

As we focus on brand image as the defining object that causes puzzlement concerning the 

observed phenomenon, we limit the reach of this paper to primarily concern branding as 

rational ground. This means we deselect other possible rational basis, on which collaboration 

can be decided upon, such as financial benefits or simply distribution as a means to sell more. 

These reasons among others may be true to the case, but they will not be touched upon in the 

paper, since they do not give rise to puzzlement. It is not an objective to explore the reasons 

of why Innocent entered the brand partnership with McDonald’s by clarifying the assessment 

of the management of Innocent. Instead we make use of the specific case to illustrate what we 

believe to be an emerging phenomenon. We take the case from a specific level to a general 

level. 

 

Since we do not set out to explore the specific case of Innocent and McDonald’s, but see it 

merely as an example of an observed phenomenon, we use secondary data such as annual 

reports, publicity online as offline and the Innocent blog, to support our analysis of the 

communication between Innocent and their consumers. We did try to get in contact with top 

management of Innocent in London to gain deeper insight into the case, but we were met with 

rejection. We were only directed to their blog and website as sources of information by a 

receptionist and personal assistant to the founders. The fact that we were not able to get 

further information, than through the website, means that we only had access to published 

communication. We do not find that crucial to our paper, though an interview or other internal 

papers might have shed light on issues, we are not aware of due to ignorance. 
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4. Methodology 
As this paper looks to many different theoretical fields, theories will be presented continually 

as they are used, but before presenting how we approach our problem statement 

methodologically we will account for our scientific theoretical base. 

4.1. Scientific theoretical base 

The seven brand approaches represent distinct theoretical clusters, which look at branding 

from very different perspectives because of different bases of ontology. The seven brand 

approaches serve as a structural tool enabling us to analyse the phenomenon drawing from a 

range of branding perspectives. The seven brand approaches stem from an acknowledgment 

of paradigms (Bjerre et al., 2008; Heding et al, 2009), which this paper also supports. By 

reckoning the notion of paradigms, we must try to enter each branding approach on its given 

premise and disclaim ourselves our embedded scientific approach. We ourselves stem from a 

socially constructed paradigm, which also is apparent in our identification of the problem 

area. If we did not recognize social constructivism as a lens, we would not be able to view the 

collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s to possess difficulties or be puzzled about it. 

We would merely see it as a marketing action being controlled by top management of 

Innocent and not as a potential risk of diluting and damaging the brand image due to the 

perceptions of the surrounding world. As stated above though, when looking to the seven 

brand approaches, we will enter these approaches on their given premises, being as true as 

possible to them when examining their value of explanation to the observed phenomenon. 

4.2. Method 

This paper is theoretically grounded and the character of the paper is affected by the theory 

applied. The method of the paper therefore lies in how it is technically structured as an 

assignment, which we will account for in this section. 

 

First of all the paper is divided into three main sections according to our three research 

questions. In order to ensure a methodological approach we have articulated underlying 

working questions that work as guidelines, to make sure we answer our research questions.  
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4.2.1. Working questions 

Each research question is divided into a number of working questions that reflect how we 

come about answering it. 

 

Research question 1 

How can existing brand management (1985-2006) understand and explain the phenomenon 

of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

• To what extent can the economic approach explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent can the identity approach explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent can the consumer based approach explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent can the personality approach explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent can the relational approach explain the phenomenon?  

• To what extent can the community approach explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent can the cultural approach explain the phenomenon? 

 

Research question 2 

How can theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines 

bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

• How can we speak of scientific evolution within a scientific discipline? 

• To what extent can recent theories within Brand Management explain the 

phenomenon? 

• To what extent can theory within the discipline of Retail Management explain the 

phenomenon? 

• To what extent can theory within the discipline of Consumer Research explain the 

phenomenon? 

• To what extent can theory within the discipline of Strategic Management explain the 

phenomenon? 
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Research question 3 

How does the phenomenon, taking the findings from research question 1 and 2 into account, 

result in future implications in brand management theory? 

• How can findings within different disciplines be combined in a possible brand 

theoretical explanation? 

• To what extent can our theoretical contribution explain the phenomenon? 

• To what extent does our theoretical contribution seem reasonable and valid? 

 

Our research questions and underlying working questions are inserted in three tables, see 

tables below that outline the full paper, by providing a total overview of how we approach 

each question, with what ambition and with what theoretical base. Each research question and 

its appertaining working questions are presented in one separate table. The working questions 

are divided into rows, Design variables, as they all are answered in accordance to the 

columns. In the column Ambition the aim of the question is drawn up. The second column 

Question consists of the exact working question we seek to answer. In the third column 

Object of analysis we present the object we investigate in the specific working question. In 

the fourth column Program of observation we present the theory, we use when investigating 

the object of analysis. In the fifth column Strategy of analysis we formulate how we approach 

or analyse the object of analysis. In the sixth and last column we present the specific 

techniques or tools we use in our analysis. All in all, the three tables depict the complete paper 

and give a total overview of our research questions, references used and how they are used. 
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Table 1: Method for research question 1 

 
Research 
Questions 
Working 
questions 
 
 

How can existing brand management (1985-2006) understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing 
and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

1. To what extent can the economic approach explain the phenomenon?  
2. To what extent can the identity approach explain the phenomenon?  
3. To what extent can the consumer based approach explain the phenomenon?  
4. To what extent can the personality approach explain the phenomenon?  
5. To what extent can the relational approach explain the phenomenon?  
6. To what extent can the community approach explain the phenomenon?  
7. To what extent can the cultural approach explain the phenomenon?  

Design-
variables 

Ambition Question Object of 
analysis 

Program of observation Strategy of analysis Technique of 
analysis  

Working 
question 1  
Economic 
approach 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the 
economic 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the 
economic 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon?  

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

McCarthy (1964) 
Borden (1964) 
Grönroos (1994) 
Heding et al. (2009) 
Zaichkowsky (2001) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the 4Ps 
and the marketing 
mix in building the 
brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 2 
Identity 
approach 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the identity 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the identity 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon?  
 

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Balmer & Gray (2000) 
Gotsi & Wilson (2001) 
Hatch & Schultz (1997) 
Hatch & Schultz (2000) 
Hatch & Schultz (2001) 
Hatch & Schultz (2002) 
Hatch & Schultz (2003) 
Heding et al. (2009) 
Karmark (2005) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the 
relation between 
image, identity and 
culture in building the 
brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 3  
Consumer 
based 
approach 
 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the 
consumer based 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the 
consumer 
based 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon?  
 

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Heding et al. (2009) 
Keller (1993) 
Keller (2003) 
Keller (2008) 
Simonin & Ruth (1998) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the role 
of brand image, 
associations and 
mental mappings in 
building the brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 
 

Working 
question 4 
Personality 
approach  
 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the 
personality 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the 
personality 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon?  
 

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Aaker, (1996) 
Aaker (1997) 
Aaker et al. (2004) 
Ahuvia (2005) 
Ahuvia (2006) 
Belk (1988) 
Escalas & Bettman (2005) 
Govers & Schoormans  
(2005) 
Heding et al. (2009) 
Smit et al. (2003) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning brand 
archetypes and 
stereotypical user 
images in building 
the brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 5 
Relational 
approach  
 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the 
relational 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the 
relational 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon?  

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Aaker & Fournier (1995) 
Belk (1988) 
Fournier (1998) 
Fournier (2005) 
Gürhan-Canli & Ahluwalia 
(1999) 
Heding et al. (2009) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning 
relationships 
between brand and 
user in building the 
brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 6 
Community 
approach 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the 
community 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the 
community 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon? 

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Heding et al. (2009) 
McAlexander et al. (2002) 
Muñiz & O’Guinn (2001) 
Muñiz & Schau (2007) 
Wipperfurth (2005) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the role 
of communities in 
building the brand. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 7 
Cultural 
approach 

Explore and test 
the value of 
explanation 
within the cultural 
approach. 

To what extent 
can the cultural 
approach 
explain the 
phenomenon? 

The 
phenomenon in 
shape of the 
case of 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

Heding et al. (2009) 
Holt (2002) 
Holt (2003) 
Holt (2004) 
Holt (2005) 
McCracken (1986) 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the role 
of cultural myths in 
building the brand 
(icon). 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 
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Table 2: Method for research question 2 

 
Research 
Question 
 
Working 
questions 
 
 

How can theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines bring value of 
explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations 
despite contradicting brand images? 

1. How can we speak of scientific evolution within a scientific discipline? 
2. To what extent can recent theories within Brand Management explain the phenomenon? 
3. To what extent can theory within the discipline of Retail Management explain the phenomenon? 
4. To what extent can theory within the discipline of Consumer Research explain the phenomenon? 
5. To what extent can theory within the discipline of Strategic Management explain the phenomenon? 

Design-
variables 

Ambition Question Object of analysis Program of observation Strategy of 
analysis 

Technique 
of analysis  

Working 
question 1  
Scientific 
evolution 

Explore the 
notion of 
scientific 
evolution and 
paradigms 
within the 
chosen 
scientific 
disciplines. 

How can we 
speak of 
scientific 
evolution within 
a scientific 
discipline? 
 

Development of 
theory – theory 
evolutions 

Berthon et al. (2003) 
Bjerre et al. (2008) 
Kuhn (1970) 

Apply Kuhn’s 
(1970) theory of 
science in 
relation to the 
phenomenon. 

The 
paradigm 
funnel. 

Working 
question 2 
Brand 
Management 

Explore the 
main Journals 
and 
supplementary 
literature in 
search for 
theory with 
potential 
explanational 
value. 

To what extent 
can recent 
theories within 
Brand 
Management 
explain the 
phenomenon? 
 

Brand 
collaborations, 
challenging the 
notion of fit or in 
other ways 
containing an 
understanding of 
complexity and 
antagonistic and 
paradoxical brand 
understanding. 

Scientific Publications 
Journal of Marketing (Jan. 
2007-June 2009) 
Journal of Marketing 
Research (Jan. 2007-June 
2009) 
 
Supplementary 
Schroeder & Salzer-Mörling 
(2006) 
Wipperfurt (2006) 
Money & Rollins (2009) 

Investigative 
approach 
determining 
whether articles 
or theories may 
bring value of 
explanation in 
regards to the 
phenomenon. 

The 
paradigm 
funnel. 

Working 
question 3  
Retail 
Management  
 
 

Explore the 
main Journals 
and 
supplementary 
literature in 
search for 
theory with 
potential 
explanational 
value. 

To what extent 
can theory 
within the 
discipline of 
Retail 
Management 
explain the 
phenomenon? 
 

Brand 
collaborations, 
challenging the 
notion of fit or in 
other ways 
containing an 
understanding of 
complexity and 
antagonistic and 
paradoxical brand 
understanding. 

Scientific Publications 
Journal of Retailing (Jan. 
2007-June 2009) 
 
Supplementary 
Gilbert (2003) 
Van Tongeren (2008) 
Thomassen et al. (2006) 
Lincoln & Thomassen (2007) 

Investigative 
approach 
determining 
whether articles 
or theories may 
bring value of 
explanation in 
regards to the 
phenomenon. 

The 
paradigm 
funnel. 

Working 
question 4 
Consumer 
Research  

Explore the 
main Journals 
and 
supplementary 
literature in 
search for 
theory with 
potential 
explanational 
value. 

To what extent 
can theory 
within the 
discipline of 
Consumer 
Research 
explain the 
phenomenon? 

Brand 
collaborations, 
challenging the 
notion of fit or in 
other ways 
containing an 
understanding of 
complexity and 
antagonistic and 
paradoxical brand 
understanding. 

Scientific Publications 
Journal of Consumer 
Research (Jan. 2007-June 
2009) 
 
Supplementary 
Brand Base no 24 June 2008 
Abbey & Falmagne (2008) 

Investigative 
approach 
determining 
whether articles 
or theories may 
bring value of 
explanation in 
regards to the 
phenomenon. 

The 
paradigm 
funnel. 

Working 
question 5 
Strategic 
Management  

Explore the 
main Journals 
and 
supplementary 
literature in 
search for 
theory with 
potential 
explanational 
value. 

To what extent 
can theory 
within the 
discipline of 
Strategic 
Management 
explain the 
phenomenon? 
 

Brand 
collaborations, 
challenging the 
notion of fit or in 
other ways 
containing an 
understanding of 
complexity and 
antagonistic and 
paradoxical brand 
understanding. 

Scientific Publications 
Strategic Management 
Journal (Jan. 2007-June 
2009) 
Academy of Management 
Review (Jan. 2007-June 
2009) British Journal of 
Management (Jan. 2007-
June 2009) 
 
Supplementary 
Stacey (2007) 
Davenport et al. (2006) 

Investigative 
approach 
determining 
whether articles 
or theories may 
bring value of 
explanation in 
regards to the 
phenomenon. 

The 
paradigm 
funnel. 
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Table 3: Method for research question 3 

 
Research 
Question 
Working 
questions 
 

How does the phenomenon, taking the findings from research question 1 and 2 into account, result in future 
implications in brand management theory? 

1. How can findings within different disciplines be combined in a possible brand theoretical explanation? 
2. To what extent can our theoretical contribution explain the phenomenon? 
3. To what extent do our theoretical contribution seem reasonable and valid? 

Design-
variables 

Ambition Question Object of 
analysis 

Program of observation Strategy of 
analysis 

Technique of 
analysis  

Working 
question 1  
Combination 
of disciplines 

Incorporate 
different 
scientific 
disciplines into 
one cohesive 
brand 
management 
theory. 

How can findings 
within different 
disciplines be 
combined in a 
possible brand 
theoretical 
explanation? 
 

The selected 
articles and 
literature from 
research 
question 2. 

Consumer Research 
Østergaard (2008) 
Abbey & Falmagne (2008) 
Brown (2006) 
Monga and Lau-Gesk 
(2007) 
 
Strategic Management 
Stacey (2007) 
 
Brand Management 
Balmer (2006) 
Diamond et al. (2009) 
Csaba & Bengtsson 
(2006) 
Monga & Lau-Gesk 
(2007) 

Interlink the three 
disciplines 
through a mutual 
understanding of 
key issues and 
terms. 
 
 
 

Discussion and 
line of 
reasoning. 

Working 
question 2 
Our 
Theoretical 
Contribution 

Explore and 
test the value 
of explanation 
within our 
theoretical 
contribution. 

To what extent 
can our 
theoretical 
contribution 
explain the 
phenomenon? 

The case of 
the 
collaboration 
between 
Innocent and 
McDonald’s. 

The reasoning within our 
theoretical contribution 
(in working question 1 in 
research question 3). 

Enter main 
assumptions 
concerning the 
notion of 
complex brands 
and identities, 
brand narrative 
and sense-
making. 

Apply the 
program of 
observation 
onto the case 
grid. 

Working 
question 3  
Validity and 
quality  

To critically 
question and 
discuss our 
theoretical 
contribution. 

To what extent 
does our 
theoretical 
contribution, the 
perspective of 
Complex Brand 
Narratives, seem 
reasonable and 
valid? 

Our 
contribution, 
the 
perspective of 
Complex 
Brand 
Narratives. 

Associated Professor Per 
Østergaard, University of 
Southern Denmark. 

Present and 
discuss the 
phenomenon and 
our theoretical 
contribution, 
getting key 
assumptions 
confirmed or 
rejected. 

A semi-
structured 
qualitative 
conversation. 

Table 1: Method for research question 1 

Table 2: Method for research question 2 

Table 3: Method for research question 3 
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4.3. Discussion of methodology 

In this section we will discuss the chosen methodology and account for our choice and why 

we find it useful. The objective in section 6.0 Examination of seven brand approaches is to 

analyse the phenomenon, in shape of the case, by applying the seven identified brand 

approaches (Heding et al., 2009) in order to be able to conclude the fact that the observed 

phenomenon is not explainable when 

looking to existing theory. We could have 

chosen to only operate on case level (see 

figure 3), and we might have been able to 

explain and understand the collaboration 

between Innocent and McDonald’s without 

adding scientific theory. Without the 

scientific theoretical layer though, we would 

not be able to add value of explanation to 

any other cases that are parts of the 

phenomenon, and thereby reduce the paper’s 

usefulness. Instead of only concluding in the 

case of Innocent and McDonald’s, we want 

to exhaust the theoretical field in general, to support our claim of us finding a hole in existing 

theory. Concluding that theory lacks value of explanation is not enough though; we want to 

find an alternative explanation and look for new emerging theory. Therefore we need to dig 

deeper by adding the scientific theoretical layer, which we do in section 7.0 Examining other 

scientific disciplines. By understanding the evolution of science and the four paradigmatic 

levels that exist naturally within theoretical contributions (Bjerre et al. 2008; Berthon et al., 

2003), we enable ourselves to first of all identify any possible new theories that alters 

common assumptions, or at least research articles that question the assumptions as we do. We 

are also able to be self-reflective about our contribution and able to establish the value of the 

perspective of Complex Brand Narratives, which we present in section 10. Theory 

articulation. The chosen methodology enables us to find an answer that goes beyond just the 

case of Innocent and McDonald’s, and brings value of explanation to cases like Karl 

Lagerfeld in H&M and iPhone in Walmart. More than that, by establishing the scientific 

theoretical background, our contribution in shape of the perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives is directly related to existing theories and the perspective is made possible to 

research further. 

 

 
Figure 3: Case, phenomenon and scientific 

theoretical layer 

 

Case 
Innocent & 
McDonald’s

Observed phenomenon
Successful brand collaborations 

despite contradicting brand images

Scientific theory
An observation that irritates the 

scientific field 
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5. Case description 

5.1. Presentation of Innocent 

Innocent started in 1998 when three student friends asked the guests at a jazz festival to taste 

their homemade smoothies and then vote on whether the three guys should keep their jobs, or 

quit and start a smoothies company on their own. They did the latter in 1999 and are today not 

only the third-fastest growing company in the UK, but also market leader in their business 

(Lincoln & Thomassen, 2007; Marketing, 12.06.2006) and are expanding all over Europe4. 

Innocent is known for their commitment to social responsibility and their high ethical 

standards accordingly wanting to leave things a little better than how they found them (People 

Management, 2008). Innocent aims to keep products natural, use responsible ingredients and 

sustainable packaging, maintain a resource-efficient business and share profits. Innocent gives 

away smoothies to the homeless, encourages recycling, plants trees and donates to the 

developing world with the Innocent Foundation, which gives 10% of the company profit for 

development projects in 3rd world countries (People Management, 2008; Lincoln & 

Thomassen, 2007). According the Richard Reed, one of the Innocent founders, there are no 

ulterior motives: “I want to be judged on making the world a tiny bit better by making juices 

that people like and doing it in as socially and environmentally friendly way as possible. And 

if we give some of our profits to people that are less blessed than we are, it is because we can 

and want to” (Lincoln & Thomassen, 2007, p. 89). 

 

Today Innocent is a market leader in the smoothies and yoghurt sector in the UK with 72 % of 

the market. In Europe the company has more than 10 000 retailers and sells more than two 

million smoothies on average per week5. Recently Innocent has seen decreasing sales due to 

the economic slowdown in the world economy (MarketWatch, 2009: Marketing 2008). The 

slowdown has had a high impact on premium products, to which Innocent belongs in the 

smoothies, fruit and yoghurt category. Innocent’s competitors are suffering far more though 

(Drinks MarketWatch, 2008). We therefore do not see Innocent’s slowdown in growth as a 

result of their collaboration with McDonald’s. 

                                                
4 www.innocentdrink.dk 
5 www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/press/cheatsheet/ 
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The latest key development for Innocent happened in April 2009 (during the writing of this 

paper) where Innocent announced that the Coca-Cola Company had made a minority 

investment in the company paying £ 30 million for a stake of between 10-20 % of Innocent6. 

5.1.1. The Innocent Brand 

When establishing the Innocent brand we have looked towards John Simmons, former 

director of Interbrand7, who has been writing a series of books about “Great Brand Stories”, 

including one of Innocent (Simmons, 2006). Here it becomes clear that Innocent is most of all 

about the brand. According to Maurice Pinto, the first investor in Innocent, “They wanted to 

start a company with the idea of creating a brand. That was very clear. Smoothies were 

simply the vehicle” (Simmons, 2006, p. 39). Innocent sees their brand as their prime asset and 

creative catalyst, as well as the touchstone that guides everything that happens (Simmons, 

2006, p. 59). When people working for or a stakeholder of Innocent describes the brand, it is 

with words like naive, innocent, messianic enthusiasm, smile, warmth, fuzzy, creative, pure, 

healthy, proud, pure, cheeky, hope, truth, fun, wholesome, honest, and laid back (Simmons, 

2006). 

 

What separates Innocent from many other brands is their importance of a humoured tone of 

voice in building a relationship with consumers. Innocent wants to be a friend to the 

consumers, a friend the consumers can trust (Simmons, 2006). According to founder Richard 

Reed: “a brand is what it does, not what it says it does (...) We wanted to build a business to 

be proud of” (Simmons, 2006, p. 49). One thing is what Innocent says about themselves, 

another is how the brand image is perceived by consumers. This is a subject more relevant for 

our research questions. Going to the Innocent blog, people are describing Innocent as 

favourite company, gorgeous, all around greatness, proud of, trusted, innocent, healthy, anti-

american, environmentally and socially responsible, great stuff, ethical.8 These words here 

are very much in line with the above description of Innocent giving appearance of coherency 

between the identity and image of Innocent. 

                                                
6 www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/us/our_story/2009-investment/ 
7 world’s largest brand consultancy www.interbrand.com 
8 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/ 
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5.2. Presentation of McDonald’s 

In 1940 Dick and Mac McDonald opened “McDonald’s Bar-B-Que” on Fourteenth and E 

Street in San Bernadino, California9. In 1948 Dic and Mac McDonald shut down their 

restaurant for three month for alterations. When it opened in December it was a self-service 

drive-in restaurant with a simple menu of burgers, soft drinks, potato-chips and pie. Sound 

familiar? Today McDonald's is the leading global foodservice retailer with more than 32,000 

local restaurants serving more than 58 million people in 120 countries each day10. According 

to McDonald’s “McDonald’s is one of life’s many small pleasures that millions of people 

around the world enjoy every day. Great food. Fun to eat. Casual environment. Local and 

familiar. And always something new.”11 

 

In recent years McDonald’s has made an attempt to modernise their restaurants and its public 

image with new uniforms for staff, new “retro” indoor decorations and furniture, and new 

healthier menu choices, according to McDonald’s being done in reflection to the growing 

concerns and desires for healthy fast food. McDonald’s also offers coffee on its menu with its 

recent McCafé12and have launched Rainforest Alliance certified sustainable coffee and tea13. 

 

A modernisation of McDonald’s may seem unnecessary since McDonald’s is one of the most 

recognised brands in the world14, but in recent years McDonald’s have had to face a host of 

serious problems: a decline in food quality, branding issues, indifferent employees, shoddy 

service and a poor bottom line (Publishers Weekly, 2009). McDonald’s found that especially 

young adults worldwide were rejecting McDonald's for the same reason: McDonald’s was not 

contemporary to them. McDonald’s was to a large degree known for being an affordable, 

convenient brand for families with kids15. 

5.2.1. The McDonald’s Brand 

As part of the overall modernization of McDonald’s and its brand image, McDonald’s 

launched a new youthful brand in a world-wide campaign in September 2003. The new 

signature theme was five musical notes and the phrase “I’m lovin’ it.” sung by the famous 

pop-singer Justin Timberlake. The new campaign was designed to reflect McDonald’s new, 
                                                
9  www.aboutmcdonalds.com/mcd/our_company/mcd_history.html 
10 www.hoovers.com/mcdonald's/--ID__10974--/free-co-profile.xhtml 
11 www.mcdonalds.com/usa/fun.html 
12 www.marketresearchbulletin.com/2009/07/mcdonald%E2%80%99s-brand-upgrade/ 
13 www.mcdonalds.co.uk/about-us/latest-news/latest-news.shtml 
14 www.interbrand.com/best_global_brands_intro.aspx 
15 www.marketresearchbulletin.com/2009/07/mcdonald%E2%80%99s-brand-upgrade/ 



 24 

young-adult spirit, with the aim of appealing to those with a young-adult spirit at heart instead 

of appealing to the child in heart16. 

 

The perceptions of the McDonald’s brand appear to be quite diverse though. In a recent study 

(Cui et al., 2008) evaluating the brand personality of McDonald’s among American students 

using Aaker’s (1997) framework, three dominating personalities were revealed; McDonald’s 

as corporate leader, reliable, secure, and hard working; McDonald’s family-oriented, friendly 

and cheerful; and McDonald’s as imaginative, young spirited, and trendy (Cui et al., 2008). It 

should be noted though that in this study all personality traits available to choose from are 

positive, which we believe may influence the result of the personalities revealed. A place 

where respondents have not been limited in their evaluation of McDonald’s is an American 

based website called Brand Tags17. Respondents are tagging brands with the first word that 

comes to mind, when seeing the brand. The most used words for McDonald’s are American, 

arches, bad, calories, cheap, crap, disgusting, evil, fattening food, greasy, junk, and shit18. 

 

With our research questions in mind however, what is interesting to us is not the general 

opinions of McDonald’s, but how the users of Innocent perceive McDonald’s’ brand image. 

Due to the objective and scope of our paper, we will not conduct a thorough analysis of the 

perceived brand image of McDonald’s among Innocent users, but going through their 

comments on the Innocent blog, McDonald’s are not held in high regard. Words like unethical 

business, deceit, misery, McDollar, terrible reputation, giant carbon emissions, rainforest 

clearance, exploitative business practices, rubbish, commercialism, green-wash publicity, 

anti-social practices19 characterizes the views of McDonald’s by the Innocent users. We will 

therefore conclude that the brand images of Innocent and McDonald’s appear contradicting 

among Innocents brand users. 

                                                
16 www.marketresearchbulletin.com/2009/07/mcdonald%E2%80%99s-brand-upgrade/ 
17 www.brandtags.net/ 
18 www.brandtags.net/browse.php?id=47&rd=1 
19 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/innocent_drinks/2007/05/to_burger_or_no_1.html 
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5.3. The Brand Collaboration 

The 1st of May 2007 Innocent announced on their blog: 

“This week our kids smoothies are going on trial in a few branches of McDonalds 

in the North East. We're excited about this as it means we get more fruit in front of 

kids, but we also know some people may feel a bit funny about us being there, so we 

wanted to share our thinking.”20 

The collaboration was a trial where Innocent’s smoothies for kids were to be offered at 80 

McDonald’s restaurants in the North of England (Marketing, September 2008) as an 

alternative to soft drinks in Happy Meals. Innocent stated that collaboration could achieve 

getting more fruit into people, especially kids, since Innocent’s smoothies for kids would 

serve as a healthy alternative to a fizzy coke. 

 

According to Innocent’s blog-statement McDonald’s had approached Innocent with regards to 

testing smoothies for kids in McDonald’s restaurants. Apparently such a decision was not 

easily made. The management of Innocent held staff meetings to discuss the collaboration 

with McDonald’s internally. Here it was decided that making Innocent’s smoothies for kids 

available in McDonald’s was the right thing to do, both for the business and for their 

consumers. There was also a survey conducted with Innocent’s regular drinkers, which 

accordingly showed that 72% of these would actively like Innocent to be present at 

McDonald’s. Innocent therefore entered collaboration with McDonald’s despite having 

apparently been doubtful of McDonald’s as a collaborator21. 

 

After posting the blog-statement the consumers of Innocent started reacting profoundly on the 

blog commenting the collaboration. The consumers were divided roughly in two groups. One 

which absolutely did not agree with the collaboration:  

“Terrible idea, I think. Innocent was a brand people trusted. Innocent and 

McDonald's don't go together in the same sentence. It really will have a 

massively negative impact on your brand - and let's face it, nobody will believe 

it's about anything but money, nobody will buy that it's about giving McDonalds 

kids a healthier drink in their boxes of lard”.22 

                                                
20 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/innocent_drinks/2007/05/page/3/ 
21 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/innocent_drinks/2007/05/to_burger_or_no_2.html 
22 www.innocentdrink.co.uk - Posted by: Nigel, May 01, 2007 
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The first group’s responses were characterised by strong emotions and feelings of betrayal. 

They accused Innocent of being greedy and of selling out on their values and ethical stance, 

and did not want Innocent to be associated with McDonald’s. The other group believed that 

getting fruit in front of children and the prospects of Innocent’s business justified the 

collaboration with McDonald’s. McDonald’s in itself were still perceived negatively though: 

“Good luck - it's a brave move. McD's may well have a terrible reputation but at 

least they're doing something to try and put it right. Let's be honest, the entire 

food industry generally doesn't have a good reputation but that's no reason not 

to try and change it.”23 

The second group is also very emotional in their response on the blog. They considered 

Innocent to be brave and a helper in doing good. 

 

Whatever the stance was, the consumer reactions were massive. As one person wrote in the 

trade magazine “Marketing” (May, 2007): 

“If ever there was a place to learn about brand equity, it is the Innocent blog, 

where it has posted about the trial under the title 'To burger or not to burger' 

and consumers have posted their responses. All manner of brand loyalties, 

relationships and emotions are on display, each typed neatly into a paragraph 

of heartfelt prose” 

Following the massive consumer reactions on the blog the management of Innocent posted 

another blog-statement the following day. This time it was signed, unlike normal Innocent 

blog-postings, by one of the co-founders, Richard Reed: 

“Thanks to everyone who has posted their thoughts in the last 24 hours or so. 

We've benefited from reading them all, both good and bad. To be honest, it's a 

pretty similar debate to the one we had here at Fruit Towers over the last few 

months (…) [First] We haven't sold our company to them (and nor are we going 

to), just our smoothies. Secondly, the other thing that is not up for grabs is our 

approach to business, which in a nutshell is – make the best tasting drinks 

possible; keep them 100% healthy and natural. (…) It [the collaboration] gives 

us the opportunity to sell more smoothies, which is obviously important to us. 

And it does give kids in McDs the opportunity to have a portion of fruit instead 

                                                
23 www.innocentdrink.co.uk - Posted by: Scottie, May 01, 2007 
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of a fizzy cola. We see that as a good thing, not bad. Thirdly, I know some 

people are upset about us doing this. Obviously we would never want that”24. 

Again the blog-statement from Innocent spurred fierce commenting among their customers, 

but after a couple of days the debate died out, with no apparent effect on Innocent and the 

brand. Innocent even extended the trial to cover more McDonald’s restaurants a year later, but 

after 1½ years the collaboration ended without it being made permanent25. Innocent’s 

impressive growth in sales numbers continued until the end of 2008, where the world wide 

economic slow-down appeared. 

 

As previously mentioned, we find the case puzzling. First we consider the collaboration to be 

contradicting. Innocent is known among it’s consumers as proud of, trusted, innocent, 

healthy, anti-american, environmentally and socially responsible, great stuff, and ethical, 

while McDonald’s on the other hand is characterised as unethical business, deceit, misery, 

McDollar, exploitative business practices, rubbish, and anti-social practices. For Innocents 

consumers the McDonald’s’ and Innocent’s brand images are most definitely contradicting. 

This should according to dominant brand management theory be damaging for the Innocent 

brand image. Second we would imagine consumers, who have reacted so strongly against the 

collaboration, would abandon the Innocent brand resulting in declining sale. This does not 

appear to be the case, on the contrary - 2007 had the highest ever growth rate for Innocent. 

We will therefore in the following section examine how existing brand management (1985-

2006) can understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images, taken the above case as a point of 

departure. 

 

                                                
24 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/innocent_drinks/2007/05/to_burger_or_no_2.html 
25 www.mad.co.uk, March 2008 
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6. Examination of seven brand approaches 
In the following section the ambition is to examine the case of Innocent’s collaboration with 

McDonald’s by exploring and testing the value of explanation for each of the seven brand 

management approaches identified by Heding et al. (2009). The seven brand management 

approaches are known as the economic, the identity, the consumer-based, the personality, the 

relational, the community, and the cultural approach. These stem from either the positivistic 

or the socially constructive paradigm, making the approaches highly different from one 

another with regards to their understanding of the brand-value creation, the control of the 

manager and especially the activity level of the consumer. The seven brand management 

approaches are all present in today’s brand management, making each of them relevant in 

examining the case. Practical brand management will most likely be a mix of more than one 

approach, but because this is a theoretical paper we will examine the approaches individually. 

Each approach focuses by nature on different things within the case, e.g. the community 

approach naturally focuses on communities. With basis in our case description, we have 

developed the below case grid with central elements from the case. This is on order to keep 

the case as “fixed” as possible. This case grid is the program of observation in examining the 

different approaches’ value of explanation to the observed phenomenon. 

 
Event Approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

 

Examination of 

collaboration 

 

Expected response   

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

 

Consumer response  

Reaction towards 

consumer  

 

Long term expected 

consumer response 

 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

 

Table 4: Case Grid, unspecified 
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When examining each approach we will first give a short introduction to the approach 

followed by a description of its position on branding and key assumptions. With this in mind, 

we will then analyse the case using the above-mentioned case grid in order to explore to what 

extent the chosen approach can explain the phenomenon. 

6.1. The economic approach 

6.1.1. Introduction 

Most marketing scholars are familiar with the economic approach with its notion of the 

“marketing mix” (Borden, 1964) and the four Ps; Product, Price, Promotion & Place 

(McCarthy, 1964). Those terms have likely been a part of the scholars’ first introduction to 

the field of marketing. The economic approach has its roots in early marketing from the 1950-

1960’s (Ydelson, 1999; Constantinides, 2006). Despite its age the economic approach is 

highly used today, especially in the practical field of branding and marketing (Grönroos, 

1994; Constantinides, 2006). The economic approach has evolved since its early days, but the 

underlying assumptions are still intact and highly used today. 

6.1.2. Position on branding and key assumptions 

In the economic approach a brand is a “name, term, symbol or design, or combination of 

them, intended to identify the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to 

differentiate them from those of competitors” (Louro & Cunha, 2001, p. 856). Branding is 

about making your product stand out from the competitors, but the brand itself does not 

contain certain emotional values, which the consumer feels attached to, as seen in other brand 

approaches. The brand value creation is a matter of the marketer designing a brand, which is 

then communicated to consumers. With brand value creation we mean the endowment of 

brand equity in a subjective understanding (Heding et al., 2009) to the product or service. 

There is no value creation between consumer and brand within the economic approach. 

Instead the consumer is a passive receiver of the brand communication. 

 

In the economic approach the marketer puts together different marketing elements (the 

marketing mix), which will bring desired behaviour of trade with consumers at costs that will 

permit a profit for the company (Borden, 1964, p. 7). Though it is not explicitly mentioned, 

there is interaction between the elements of the marketing mix (Grönroos, 1994), meaning 

that e.g. choice of product influences choice of place. The elements of the marketing should 
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be fitted together to a complete recipe, which is then held against those forces that can 

influence the marketing mix (Borden, 1964). This speaks of coherency for a brand, but fit is 

not held as important here as seen with other approaches. It appears that fit between 

collaborating brands is appreciated, but not the far most important element when choosing for 

example a retailer - far more important is facilitating next transaction and eliminating barriers 

for purchase (Heding et al., 2009). 

 

In the economic approach the marketer is the sole creator of a brand by setting up the optimal 

mix. The consumers, on the other hand, are passive receivers of the marketing mix. The 

individual consumer will purchase the product that delivers the most value (Zaichkowsky, 

2001; Heding et al., 2009). With the rightly planned and executed marketing mix the 

consumer will therefore purchase the optimal product because, he or she is acting in a rational 

manner. In new conceptualisations of the economic approach there has been a development of 

the consumer. Consumers are now believed to have a more active role by communicating 

about wants and needs (Constantinedes, 2006; Schultz, 2001), but still acting in a rational 

value-optimising manner (Ydelson, 1999). 

6.1.3. Theoretical background 

The economic approach stems from the positivistic paradigm, where the marketer is the 

owner of the brand and the consumer is a rational thinking and passive receiver. The 

consumer is acting as an “economic man”, whose purchasing decisions are rational and 

conscious economic calculations driven by self interest (Zaichkowsky, 2001; Heding et al., 

2009). Consumers do not have perfect information or accessibility to all choices available or 

there may be cost associated with switching to another solution. Such barriers to choosing the 

optimal solution are called transaction costs (Heding et al., 2009). The economic approach is 

therefore rooted in transaction cost theory by making the marketer responsible for eliminating 

the transaction costs for the consumer. The tool available for eliminating transaction costs in 

the economic approach is the marketing mix (Borden, 1964; McCarthy, 1964; Heding et al., 

2009), which has to be designed to facilitate transactions.  



 31 

 

6.1.4. View on phenomenon 

A collaboration such as McDonald’s and Innocent would, in the economic approach, be 

classified as a matter of distribution (Heding et al., 2009). Retail choice is one of the four Ps 

(McCarthy, 1964) and a part of Borden’s (1964) 12 elements in the marketing mix. Because 

the marketer’s role is to enable the next transaction, distribution is a crucial factor. In this 

view the economic approach is able to make sense of Innocent’s choice of McDonald’s as a 

retailer in regards to the distribution channel. McDonald’s is a retailer with large market 

coverage, making the Innocent products more available to the consumer and thereby the 

marketer is enabling the next transaction. The brand of McDonald’s may not be in line with 

the rest of the marketing mix of Innocent, but the interaction between the elements of the 

marketing is merely implicit (Grönroos, 1994). Therefore one must assume that the enabled 

opportunities for purchasing Innocent at McDonald’s will be of more importance when 

evaluating whether to enter collaboration with McDonald’s, than the lack of fit between the 

two contradicting brands. 

 

Due to the above, collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s makes perfect sense with 

regards to the economic approach. In the case Innocent conducted an examination of the 

collaboration in terms of employees’ and customers’ attitudes towards Innocent collaborating 

with McDonald’s. Because the collaboration makes perfect sense to the economic approach, 

and because the marketer is the sole creator of the brand value creation, an examination would 

be highly unlikely within the economic approach. It could though be a qualitative survey 

regarding customer wants and needs from the product and retailer in order to eliminate 

barriers to transaction. The expected response of such survey would be a positive attitude 

towards such a collaboration, since McDonald’s is a convenient retailer with wide 

distribution. Therefore collaboration with McDonald’s is advisable within the economic 

approach. 

 

In the economic approach communication regarding the collaboration would evolve around 

making sure that consumers are aware of where to purchase Innocent’s products. This could 

e.g. be through advertising campaigns. The marketer would not engage in dialogue with the 

consumers as seen in the Innocent case, since consumers are considered passive receivers of 

the one-way market communication of the marketer. The notion of passive consumers is also 

why the economic approach cannot make sense of the reactions from the consumers on the 
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Innocent blog - least of all not the emotional degree in these responses. The brand is in the 

economic approach a means to separate two similar products, making it unable to comprehend 

the value-based reaction from consumers. The economic approach could understand if 

consumers reacted towards not being able to purchase the product in places like McDonald’s, 

because it would hinder easy access to the product. 

 

In the case of Innocent and McDonald’s there are strong reactions towards the collaboration 

though. The economic approach may not be able to make sense of it, but as a reaction, the 

marketer would adjust the marketing mix in order to make the consumer understand the 

message as intended by the company. With the marketing mix adjusted the expected long-

term response from consumers would be satisfaction with the new distribution channel 

making it easy to purchase Innocent. Therefore the economic approach would recommend a 

prolongation of the collaboration. 

 

To sum up to what extent the economic approach can explain the phenomenon, taking shape 

within the Innocent-McDonald’s collaboration, the economic approach can make perfect 

sense of Innocent choosing to collaborate with McDonald’s. McDonald’s as distribution in the 

marketing mix. Brand coherence or fit between brand collaboration is regarded as less 

important than enabling transactions. The economic approach would therefore prescribe 

collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s to be successful. The economic approach 

can therefore partly explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images. However the economic approach cannot 

comprehend the consumers’ reactions towards the collaboration as seen in the Innocent-

McDonald’s case. First the economic approach cannot make sense of the dissatisfaction with 

McDonald’s as a retailer. This both replies to the activeness of the consumers (not passive 

receivers of marketing mix) and to the emotional degree in the responses. The economic 

approach’s lack of ability to make sense of the consumers’ reactions in the case makes it 

unable to explain our observed phenomenon. 
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6.1.5. Grid summary: Economic approach 

Event Economic approach 

Classification of 

collaboration  

Distribution channel, part of marketing mix. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

Collaboration makes perfect sense to the economic approach. Therefore no need for 

examining consumer reactions.  

Expected response  McDonald’s is a convenient retailer and enables easy transaction, so feedback should 

be positive. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

Yes. The collaboration presents a new retail opportunity that enables easy transactions.  

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Communication would evolve around making sure that consumer knew where to 

purchase their Innocent products. The approach cannot make sense of the dialogue 

approach by Innocent on their website.   

Consumer response Consumers are believed to be passive receivers, so the reaction seen in the case of 

Innocent and McDonald’s cannot be understood using the economic approach. 

Reaction towards 

consumer  

A negative response would result in adjustment of marketing mix. Economic approach 

would not begin to debate with consumers as seen in the case.  

Long term expected 

consumer response 

Consumers are predicted to be satisfied with better possibilities of purchasing the 

product.  

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Yes. 

Table 5: Case Grid, Economic approach 

 

6.2. The identity approach 

6.2.1. Introduction 

In the identity approach it is the organisation in itself and its identity that becomes point of 

departure for branding as the name indicates. This means a shift from the product oriented 

branding in the economic approach into corporate branding. When exploring the identity 

approach we will mainly use the approach of Hatch & Schultz. We are aware of other 

perspectives within the identity approach (Gioia, 1998), but we find Hatch & Schulz to be 

quite elaborated in their view of branding, and not just organisational identity, which is the 

element central for this case (Hatch & Schultz, 1997, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003). 
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6.2.2. Position on branding and key assumptions 

The idea of branding in the identity approach is to create one unified message across all 

functions involving the organisation (Heding et al., 2009; Balmer & Gray, 2000). The unified 

message is derived from the organisational identity and delivered by the whole company. All 

marketing and communication activities should be aligned, which makes coherency in brand 

communication highly stressed (Hatch & Schultz, 2003; Heding et al., 2009). Therefore when 

customers are evaluating the brand, they take the entire organisation and its decisions and 

behaviour into consideration. The identity approach though is not solely focusing on 

customers in their branding efforts. Instead the organisation interacts with all stakeholders, 

since visibility, recognition and reputation is an important part of the branding effort, which 

cannot be embraced with only a customer-based perspective (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). 

 

In the identity approach a strong brand is expressing values and sources of desire that attracts 

the stakeholders to the organisation and encourages them to feel a sense of belonging to it. 

The brand offers symbols that help stakeholders experience and express their values (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2001). This makes the brand attractive for consumers and can lead to competitive 

advantages. The brand therefore adds value to the products and services offered by the 

company (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Branding is seen as the identity of the company and 

emerges in the interplay between the organisational culture, strategic vision, and the corporate 

image of the organisation (Hatch & Schultz, 2003). Strategic vision is central idea behind the 

company that embodies and expresses top management’s aspiration for the company. 

Organisational culture is the internal values, beliefs, and basic assumptions that embody the 

heritage of the company while corporate image is the view of the organisation developed by 

its stakeholders (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). 

 

In the identity approach brand management is at a strategic level. The management has to 

align corporate vision, organisational culture and corporate image in order to create a strong 

corporate brand. If there are gaps, it will lead to dissatisfaction and disruption of the brand 

due to the relational nature of branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2001; 2003). It is not only top 

management that has an important role in the brand value creation in the identity approach. 

The employees of the company carry information about the organisation with them and 

therefore they are seen as vital for brand value creation in the identity approach, not only in 

the shaping of the identity of the organisation, but also as “ambassadors” (Karmark, 2005; 

Gotsi & Wilson, 2001). 
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6.2.3. Theoretical background 

According to Hatch & Schulz (1997) the identity approach is grounded in social 

constructivism. The creation of the brand is between organisational members and the 

organisation’s stakeholders. Despite a social constructive view on branding, we believe that 

the identity approach has strong elements of the positivistic paradigm, because of an if-then 

logic. If the three elements of the brand (culture, vision and image) are aligned, then the 

consumer, as receiver of the brand, will understand the brand as intended by the marketer, or 

in this case the organisation. Also, despite the brand’s reliance on image, consumers are still 

rather passive. They project an image back to the organisation, which then negotiates brand 

meaning internally. There is no brand value creation between company and consumers. 

Instead the brand is created internally (with considerations to image) by the brand manager 

and then communicated to consumers. Therefore, despite Hatch and Schultz consider their 

approach to be grounded in social constructivism, we will, compared to other brand 

approaches, view the identity approach as rooted in positivism. 

6.2.4. View on phenomenon 

Unlike the economic approach choice of retailer is not explicitly considered in the identity 

approach. Instead the identity approach focuses on coherence and alignment of the 

corporation’s brand and expression to its stakeholders: “corporate brand depends on the total 

corporate communication mix because corporate branding requires integration of internal 

and external communication, as well as creating coherence of expression across a multiplicity 

of channels and news media” (Hatch & Schultz, 2001, p. 1045). With this in mind, we believe 

that collaborating brand partners are a part of a corporation’s communication and branding 

efforts in the identity approach and therefore belonging to “vision”. A brand collaboration is 

an expression of top management’s visions for the company and its strategic direction (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2001). The collaboration partner should therefore be aligned with corporate image 

and organisational culture in order to sustain the brand of the company. A classification of 

collaboration with McDonald’s would therefore be characterised as a visionary decision of 

top management. 

 

To choose a collaborating brand, whose brand image is contradictory to the corporate brand, 

would be a mistake due to clashes between both vision and culture and vision and image. 

Therefore it is likely that top management would examine whether collaboration with 

McDonald’s is in line with organisational culture and corporate image as seen in the case, 
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where the collaboration was discussed among all employees at Innocent and a survey 

questioned consumers about their attitude towards Innocent in McDonald’s. 

 

The expected result of the consumer survey and the internal debate would be a negative 

response internally and externally. For the organisational culture (internal debate) it would be 

expected that a choice of a collaborating partner, being a visionary decision, that does not 

support the brand would be seen as a gap between “talk” and “reality”, which would damage 

the brand because of mismatch between organisational culture and strategic vision (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2001). The organisational members may feel that the top management is misleading 

the company and cannot support such visions. Collaboration with McDonald’s would 

expectedly also create a gap between corporate image and strategic vision.  

 

According to the identity approach, a company must understand what the stakeholders want 

from the company. In Innocent’s case, is it just smoothies that the customers want, or is it the 

brand about healthy lifestyle and a sense of social responsibility? Smoothies are rather easy to 

create, so what the customers really want is probably the latter. Choosing a brand partner 

known for the complete opposite is not what the customers would want. Because of the 

expected negative outcome of an examination of collaboration with McDonalds it would, 

within the identity approach, not be advisable to enter such collaboration. 

 

According to Innocent on their blog both consumers and employees were positive towards 

collaboration with McDonald’s in their examination of the collaboration. This does not fit the 

above prescription of the identity approach. Neither does the manner of which Innocent 

announced the collaboration. Since such collaboration would be belonging to strategic vision, 

it would also be communicated as such, instead of just a posting on a blog. It would more 

likely be through press releases, explaining the decision, the strategic ideas behind it, and 

Innocent’s future direction. 

 

The identity approach can partly explain the reactions from the consumers. Innocent, by 

collaborating with McDonald’s, does not deliver what the customers want from the brand. 

This should erode brand equity because of misalignment between vision, culture and image. 

However the degree of emotional distress in the consumer outcry on the blog does not make 

sense to the identity approach. Emotional attachment to a brand is not part of the corporate 

brand and it is still the brand manager that is the brand value creator. 
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Because the collaboration would be a visionary top management decision, the reaction 

towards the consumer response to the collaboration would not be as seen in the Innocent case. 

Firstly the identity approach does not have “dialogue” between the company and the 

consumers in the brand value creation. Brand value is derived from the company’s identity by 

the company. Therefore Innocent should, according to the prescriptions of the identity 

approach, engage in an internal and external corporate communication effort explaining the 

decision. This would be damage control attempt making it either understandable why the 

collaboration is valuable for Innocent, or ending the collaboration with McDonald’s. 

 

The long-term effect of Innocents collaboration with McDonald’s within the identity approach 

would be a devaluation of brand equity. A successful brand rests on the interplay between 

vision, culture and image. A collaboration with McDonald’s, being part of vision, is likely to 

create gaps in this interplay because the brand image of McDonald’s does not support 

Innocent’s brand and does not deliver what the consumers want from the Innocent brand. 

Therefore within the identity approach, it is not advisable to prolong the collaboration with 

McDonalds. 

 

To sum up, the identity approach cannot explain the observed phenomenon. A collaborating 

partner as McDonald’s to Innocent would be belonging to a visionary decision as an 

expression of the management’s aspirations for the company. The identity approach stresses 

fit between the elements of vision, culture and image in the creation of the brand. 

Collaboration with a contradicting brand image would not fit the culture and image of 

Innocent leaving the brand to be eroded, and unable to deliver what the consumers want. The 

identity approach can therefore in part explain the dissatisfaction of the consumers, but not to 

the emotional degree in these responses, and not that this did not damage the brand. The 

identity approach can therefore not understand and explain brands choosing and succeeding 

with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. 
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6.2.5. Summary grid: Identity approach 

Table 6: Case Grid, Identity approach 

6.3. The consumer-based approach 

6.3.1. Introduction 

The consumer-based approach emerged in 1993 with the publication of the research article 

‘Conceptualizing, measuring, and managing customer-based brand equity” by Kevin Lane 

Keller. The article broke with the ‘sender-end’ focus in brand communication and introduced 

a new brand and consumer perspective, thus giving birth to a new brand management 

approach (Heding et al., 2009). Keller and his publications have a substantial impact on the 

approach and he is to be accounted for a great deal of the further development within the 

approach, which is today widely used. 

6.3.2. Position of branding and key assumptions 

From the consumer-based perspective the power of the brand resides within the minds of the 

consumers (Keller, 1993; Keller, 2008). The consumer is considered the owner of the brand 

Event Identity approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Visionary decision by top management  

Examination of 

collaboration 

Collaboration should be examined internally due to culture and externally regarding 

image to make sure that there is alignment between vision, culture and image. 

Expected response  Negative: Culture and image would not appear to be aligned with a strategic decision 

of collaboration with a company with contradicting brand image. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

Not advisable due to possible misalignment of image, culture and vision.  

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Identity approach cannot explain the communication of the decision, since it is a 

visionary decision of the top management, and should be communicated as so.  

Consumer response The identity approach can explain the consumer response because of misalignment 

between vision and image leaving the company unable to deliver what the consumers 

want from the brand. It is however not able to explain the emotional degree of the 

consumer response.  

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

As a visionary decision the reaction towards consumer response would likely be 

damage control effort. The approach cannot make sense of the dialogical posting on 

the Innocent blog.   

Long term expected 

consumer response 

The misalignment between vision, culture and image will erode brand equity. 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Not recommendable because of the above 
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(Heding et al., 2009) and is the centre of attention. This is a major shift from the identity 

approach, where the company is the owner and centre of attention. Whereas the identity 

approach has an inside-out view, the consumer-based approach takes an outside-in 

perspective. The organization or company is not considered in this approach. 

 

Keller introduces the notion of ‘Customer-based brand equity’, which is defined as “the 

differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” 

(Keller, 1993, p.2). Brand knowledge is in other words the key to creating brand equity 

(Keller, 2008; Keller, 2003). The tasks for brand managers are to gain insights into what their 

customers think, feel, and believe about the brand and how cognitive construal is formed. 

When insights are gained the marketers are able to make “better strategic decisions about 

target market definition and product positioning, as well as better tactical decisions about 

specific marketing mix actions” Keller, 1993, p. 2). This indicates control of the brand, even 

though the consumers are seen as the carriers of the brand. If the brand manager knows how 

brand knowledge exists and is shaped in consumer memory, the brand manager will be able to 

tap into the consumers’ minds. Within the consumer based approach the brand manager can 

be seen as possessing the power of control of the brand, as long as he or she knows how to tap 

into the mind of the consumers. This if-then logic reflects the positivistic paradigm, even 

though the approach at first seems social constructive due to the psychological perspective 

and the focus of the consumers. 

 

Brand knowledge is multiple dimensioned and different kinds of information can be linked to 

a brand; information such as Awareness, Attributes, Benefits, Images, Feelings, Attitudes and 

Experiences (Keller, 2003). The consumer-based approach builds on the assumptions that the 

goal of branding is to build cognitive associations in a product category and to reinforce those 

associations by consistently communicating those associations in everything the brand does 

over time (Holt, 2005). Keller (2008) develops the Customer-based Brand Equity model; a 

pyramid depicting what he terms “brand building blocks”. 

 

The first dimension of brand knowledge is brand awareness. Following awareness is brand 

image, here defined as perceptions of the brand as reflected by the brand associations held in 

consumer memory (Keller, 1993). Brand associations are central in the consumer-based 

approach. Mapping associations and clarifying the width and strength of the associations is a 
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central tool. To insure a successful brand, the associations must be unique, favourable and 

strong (Keller, 2008; Keller, 1993, Holt, 2005). 

6.3.3. Theoretical background 

The consumer-based approach builds upon the cognitive consumer perspective (Heding et al., 

2009). The centre of attention in the consumer-based approach is the cognitive construal in 

the minds of the consumers. Keller (1993) looks to the conceptualization of memory structure 

as associative models, which views semantic memory or knowledge as consisting of a set of 

nodes and links (Keller, 1993). Nodes are stored information connected by links that vary in 

strength (Keller, 1993). Keller refers to an associative network memory model as he 

conceptualises brand knowledge as “...consisting of a brand node in memory to which a 

variety of associations are linked” (Keller, 1993, p. 3). A node is a mental representation, and 

cognitive research aims at deepening the understanding of mental representations (Heding et 

al., 2009). 

6.3.4. View on phenomenon 

A brand may borrow equity from other brands by collaborating with the other brand. The 

collaboration induces leveraging brand associations (Keller, 2003). The consumer-based 

approach addresses brand collaborations and how to enter these alliances. Co-branding, also 

called brand alliances, occurs when two or more existing brands are combined into a joint 

product or are marketed together in some fashion (Keller, 2008). Innocent’s smoothies for 

kids are a part of the Happy Meal package as an ingredient, and can be seen as a joint product. 

McDonald’s is a very strong brand, having high brand recognition and brand recall and 

collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s is therefore considered co-branding within 

the consumer-based approach (Keller, 2008). 

 

In the brand collaboration the two brands are linked to the each other and the associations of 

the one brand has a spill-over effect to the other brand (Keller, 2008). A brand can enter 

collaboration with another company/brand strategically in order to leverage the existing 

associations, but the image transfer can be either positive or negative (Keller, 2008). The most 

crucial for a brand in order to build brand equity is to build strong, unique and favourable 

associations – and to be consistent over time. An unsuccessful co-branding can harm the core 

brand image by creating undesirable associations. Co-branding is therefore not a decision to 

take lightly. Keller (2008, p. 292) provides following guidance: “To create a strong co-brand, 

both brands should have adequate brand awareness; sufficiently strong, favourable, and 
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unique associations; and positive consumer judgements and feelings”, but most important 

requirement is a logical fit between the two brands. Deciding within the consumer-based 

approach an examination of the collaboration would therefore benefit from a survey, which 

can help shed light over the consumers’ associations of McDonald’s versus their associations 

of Innocent. Mental mapping is very useful for that purpose. By mapping brand knowledge of 

both Innocent and McDonald’s, it can be clarified whether Innocent would benefit from the 

collaboration or risk diluting their brand equity. 

 

If mental maps were conducted, the survey would most likely identify a difference in 

associations between Innocent and McDonald’s as expected response. It can be argued that an 

image gap exists between McDonald’s and Innocent for many consumers, when taking the 

reactions on the Innocent blog into account26. McDonald’s is struggling with a bad image and 

reputation due to the business in junk food, despite the otherwise strong brand. It is likely that 

mental maps of McDonald’s would reveal unfavourable associations and thereby undesirable 

associations for Innocent to be linked to. Words like Crap, Death and Evil are used to describe 

McDonald’s27. These words are not desirable for any company, especially not if the company 

is called Innocent and has strategically been building up a brand image as a responsible, 

friendly and giving company. In case of consumers having negative, or in other ways 

undesirable associations about McDonald’s, collaboration will not be advisable, since fit in 

brand images play a significant role in brand alliances (Simonin & Ruth, 1998; Keller, 2008). 

 

In the case Innocent did decide to enter collaboration with McDonald’s. Within the consumer-

based approach Innocent is expected to communicate about the new brand alliance, but a post 

on a blog is not a natural choice for this approach. Instead the brand and marketing 

department would be the departments from where marketing communication would be 

formed. If operating within the consumer-based approach, theoretically Innocent should 

communicate the collaboration by strategically plan a marketing program consisting mainly 

of traditional advertising (Keller, 2003). 

 

The consumer-based approach can partly make sense of the reactions from the consumers. 

Since a clash of brand images is expected, the consumer-based approach can make sense of 

the critique and opposition about the co-branding. The consumer-based approach does not 

                                                
26 www.innocentdrinks.typepad.com/innocent_drinks/2007/05/to_burger_or_no_1.html 
27 www.brandtags.net/browse.php?id=47 
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contain the notion of dialogue between the consumers and the marketer however. Therefore it 

cannot make sense of the consumers addressing the company on a blog wanting to influence it 

to change its decisions. The consumer-based approach would expect a consumer reaction if 

the co-branding was received negatively, but in the form of altered consumer behaviour such 

as declining brand loyalty and thereby declining sales. 

 

Because the co-branding is a marketing and brand management decision, the reaction towards 

the consumer response would be of other kind than in the case. The consumer-based approach 

takes an outside-in perspective separating the consumers/the market and the company. The 

company responds and alters according to the market and evaluations of the brand 

performance. Innocent is not expected to enter the dialogue with the consumers on the blog, 

but to alter the marketing program by either withdrawal from the co-branding or by 

reinforcing its desirable association through other marketing activities. 

 

Due to the difference in brand images the long-term effect of the co-branding would be 

dilution of brand image and decline in brand equity. Innocent is not consistent by entering co-

branding with McDonald’s. The unfavourable associations of McDonald’s would be 

transferred to Innocent, which would risk blurring of their existing and desired associations. 

The unique, favourable and strong associations Innocent possesses will erode over time. 

Because of the risks of diluting the brand image of Innocent, a prolonging of the collaboration 

is not to be advised. 

 

In the above we have examined to what extent the consumer-based approach can explain the 

phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting 

brand images. We can conclude that the consumer-based approach cannot give explainable 

value to the case. First the approach cannot comprehend collaboration between two brand 

images, with such conflicting associations tied to them. According to the consumer-based 

approach Innocent strongly risks loss of brand equity by being associated to McDonald’s. 

Second the consumer-based approach may give reason to the dissatisfied consumers, but it 

cannot make sense of the interaction between Innocent and their consumers at the blog. 

Overall the consumer-based approach cannot comprehend that such a collaboration does not 

harm the Innocent brand. The approach is therefore not able to explain our phenomenon. 
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6.3.5. Summary grid: Consumer-based approach 

Event Consumer-based approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Co-branding and Channel of Distribution. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

Mental mapping of McDonald’s and Innocent. Are there any overlaps? Does 

McDonald’s have associations, which Innocent may want to have?  

Expected response 

from consumers 

Negative. The associations are conflicting. Innocent risks being associated with all the 

negative associations of McDonald’s. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

No – the Innocent brand may risk losing brand equity. 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

If collaboration was pursued the consumers’ associations about McDonald’s would be 

sought to be altered to a more positive image before the collaboration. Communication 

would be through advertising and actions.  

Consumer response The consumer-based approach would more expect consumer response in form of 

declining brand loyalty and thereby declining sales. The fact that the consumers enter 

dialog is not expected within the approach.  

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

Outside-in perspective assumes that Innocent would change their Marketing Program 

after reviewing the consequences of the collaborations. They would test existing brand 

associations and then change/alter the marketing program. 

Long term expected 

consumer response 

The unique, favourable and strong association Innocent has established will erode over 

time. The associations are not consistent and will ruin the existing memory nodes. 

Innocent will lose customer loyalty.  

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Not recommendable.  

Table 7: Case Grid, Consumer-based approach 

 

6.4. The personality approach 

6.4.1. Introduction 

So far we have concluded that none of the approaches stemming from the positivistic 

paradigms are able to explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images. We therefore continue our search for an 

explanation to our phenomenon within the socially constructive paradigm, beginning with the 

personality approach. 

 

In the personality approach the brand is imbued with human personality traits, which can 

create an emotional bond between the consumer and the brand, besides enabling consumers to 

express themselves (Belk, 1988, Aaker, 1997, Heding et al., 2009, Ahuvia, 2005). The 

personality approach is very much inspired by Jennifer Aaker’s (1997) article “Dimensions of 



 44 

brand personality”, who again uses the notion of expression of self via possessions from the 

article by Russel Belk (1988) “ Possessions and the extended self”. In the personality 

approach, the consumers use the personality of the brand as an expression of self, not only 

socially but also in order to construct the consumer’s own idea of self (Heding et al., 2009). 

Self is understood as how a person subjectively perceives who he or she is (Ahuvia, 2005, p. 

172). The key driver of consumption of brands in the personality approach is the consumer’s 

need for identity and expression of self (Heding et al., 2009) and not the brand in itself. 

6.4.2. Position on branding and key assumptions 

What is interesting in the personality approach is how the consumers use or do not use a brand 

in their own identity creation. It is through the ability of the brand to express personal traits 

and identification that the value of the brand is created. The personality of the brand is what 

sets the brand apart and is the central driver of consumer preferences (Aaker, 1997). Brand 

personality is understood as “a set of human characteristics associated with a brand, which 

makes it unique, compared to other brands” (Aaker, 1996, p.1). There are different 

dimensions of determining brand personality (Smit et al., 2003). Aaker (1997) uses five 

dimensions being Sincerity, Excitement, Competence, Sophistication, and Ruggedness, and 

the personality traits of the brand are assumed to be enduring, distinct and stable (Heding et 

al., 2009) meaning that the personality of the brand must be consistent. The personality of the 

brand determines how the brand should react to different situations or behave generally over 

time. If a sincere brand suddenly violates its character, the consumers react towards this as a 

kind of betrayal, often finding it hard to forgive and forget (Aaker et al., 2004). 

 

According to the personality approach people prefer brands with which they share personality 

traits (Govers & Schoormans, 2005). This is because consumers use their choice of brand to 

build their own self (Ahuvia, 2005). The closer the brand personality is to the consumer’s idea 

of self, the more likely they are to purchase the brand and consider it a possession as a part of 

their extended self (Aaker, 1997; Belk, 1988). Extended self is the extension of self that 

humans produce through their relations with other people, our family, achievements and our 

possessions (Heding et al., 2009). Possessions can be persons, places, and things to which one 

feels attached - including brands. They are part of the extended self as “a part of me” (Belk, 

1988). This is why people, if they involuntarily lose a possession, can react highly emotional, 

because possessions become part of the extended self and when losing the possession, people 

lose a part of themselves (Belk, 1988). This reaction is however not seen if people themselves 
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dismiss the possession. This often happens when the possession is no longer recognised as 

consistent with the person’s image of self (Belk, 1988). This is very true for brands and 

products, where people regularly switch between different brands. The reason for some 

possessions to lose their connection to people’s image of self is that what constitutes the self 

is a subjective assessment that changes between people over time (Ahuvia, 2006, p. 172). 

 

Possessions as extended self are both internally constructing and an expression socially. 

Therefore group membership becomes an issue with regards to possessions. People evaluate 

possessions with regards to those who also use it as extended self. The stereotypical user is a 

source of brand personality traits (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Aaker, 1997), where people 

prefer specific products or brands because they see themselves as similar to those who 

generally use that product or brand (Govers & Schoormans, 2005). Consumers are therefore 

likely to accept meaning from brands associated with groups where they feel belonging 

(ingroup), making the brand a part of their extended self. Conversely consumers avoid 

associations from groups they do not consider to belong to (outgroup).  

 

Avoidance or rejection of a brand can also serve as a symbol in the construction and 

expression of self (Escalas & Bettman, 2005). Therefore in the personality approach the 

relationship with brands becomes a person-thing-person, meaning that the desire for a brand 

reflects who also wants the brand (Ahuvia, 2005). This is why, unlike the previous 

approaches, the brand-consumer exchange is not one-way but dyadic and interactive. 

Consumers buy into a brand personality and use it as a part of an expression of self. This 

creates a stereotypical user of the brand, which influences the personality of the brand 

(Heding et al., 2009), which is then communicated as part of brand personality to other 

consumers. This “circle” can be never-ending, but it should be noted that the brand-consumer 

exchange is between one consumer and one brand, despite the influence of the stereotypical 

user. 

6.4.3. Theoretical background 

Studies within the personality approach are based on a mix of quantitative and qualitative 

research. The approach is rooted in human psychology for the categorisation of personalities. 

Here animism also comes into play since brands are endowed with human like characters, 

which is related to the consumer self in a search for brand-self congruence, which is the 

foundation for the personality approach. Therefore theory regarding consumer self is also 
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important for the approach, because of the symbolic meaning being laid to consumption in the 

construction of self (Heding, et al., 2009). 

6.4.4. View on phenomenon 

According to Aaker (1997) brand personality arises from factors that people relate to the 

brand. In a direct way, such factors can be the personality traits of those associated with the 

brand and the brand’s user imagery, which is the human characteristic of the stereotypical 

user. Indirect ways of how personality traits can be associated to a brand is through product 

related attributes, product category associations, brand name, logo and symbols, advertising 

style, price and distribution channels (Aaker, 1997, p.348). We also see brand collaborations 

as an indirect source of personality traits. Choice of collaborating partners would therefore be 

of strategic importance and can be characterised as an alliance between two brands 

exchanging personality traits. 

 

An examination of collaborating with McDonald’s would not be a qualitative survey as it 

appears in the case. Because brand value emerges in an interplay between company and 

consumer, one has to detect the meaning that the consumer holds to the brand and, in this 

case, what personality traits are associated to McDonald’s and Innocent. Such examination 

could very well be similar to those conducted by Aaker (1997) and Aaker et al., (2004). The 

expected response from the consumers of Innocent in such examination would be a negative 

response. The personality traits of a brand is assumed to be enduring, distinct and stable 

(Heding et al, 2009), indicating that the personality of the brand must be aligned across the 

above factors or at least not contradicting. If the personality of the brand is sincere (Aaker, 

1997), which we consider Innocent to be, the overall expression of the brand should be that.  

 

To collaborate with a brand that appears anything but sincere to Innocent’s consumers, can 

undermine the sincere brand, making the consumers react as if Innocent had betrayed them. In 

the expected consumer response it is also important to take the stereotypical user associated to 

McDonalds into account. If the stereotypical user of McDonald’s is inconsistent with the self-

image of the consumers of Innocent, the consumers would expectedly be negative towards 

such collaboration because they will avoid using brands belonging to an “outgroup”, in who 

they do not see themselves (Aaker et al., 2004; Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Belk, 1988). 

Because of the above it would not be advisable for Innocent to collaborate with McDonald’s. 
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Despite expecting a negative reaction, the consumer feedback in the case is positive towards 

collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s. The following communication regarding the 

collaboration makes sense within the personality approach. It is the dialogue-based 

announcement, which stresses that Innocent, despite collaborating with McDonald’s, remains 

completely the same as prior to the collaboration. Brand value creation is a dyadic process 

between consumer and brand in the personality approach. Therefore Innocent cannot dictate 

how consumers perceive the brand, but has to enter a dialogue with them instead. A company 

however should communicate accordingly to their existing brand personality (Aaker et al., 

2004). Innocent therefore has to communicate that the brand remains the same personality as 

prior to the collaboration with McDonald’s, in the hope that consumers do not associate the 

personality traits of McDonald’s with the Innocent brand. 

 

Despite Innocent’s attempt to communicate that they are the same as prior to the 

collaboration, the consumers react very emotionally towards the collaboration with 

McDonald’s. The previous approaches have not been able to make sense of the emotional 

degree in the consumer reaction, but it is explainable within the personality approach. If the 

Innocent brand is a possession and part of the extended self of the consumers, collaboration 

with McDonald’s can be seen as an involuntary loss of possession and self. The consumers 

may feel that they lose Innocent since the brand personality changes due to McDonald’s brand 

personality and stereotypical user image being associated to Innocent. The personality of 

Innocent is therefore no longer coherent with the user’s conception of self. Thereby the 

consumers lose Innocent as possession, which would be a lessening of self (Belk, 1988, p. 

142). People react in a very emotional manner when this happens, which is what we see on 

the Innocent blog. 

 

The reaction towards the consumer response in regards to collaborating with McDonalds can 

partly be explained by the personality approach. Normally when brands “do wrongly” 

according to the consumers, the company can try to save the emotional bonding with the 

consumers by transgression-recovery. This can sometimes rescue the relationship, even 

making it stronger than prior the incident of distrust (Aaker et al., 2004), but this is however 

not seen in Innocent’s case. Innocent does not change their actions despite it being 

condemned by many of the consumers at the blog. Innocent explains their decision though 

and gives it a noble cause (getting more fruit into children), which is in line with their brand 
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personality of sincerity, but Innocent do not undo the deed by ending the collaboration with 

McDonald’s and find new ways of getting fruit into children. 

 

Because Innocent does not alter their decision to collaborate with McDonald’s, the expected 

long-term consumer reaction would within the personality approach be an abandoning of the 

Innocent brand. McDonald’s’ perceived personality and its stereotypical user image still 

remains the same. The Innocent brand should no longer be considered as the same possession 

to the consumer, which should result in the consumers abandoning the Innocent brand as 

possession. With this prescription it is not recommendable to prolong the collaboration within 

the personality approach. 

 

The consumers have not abandoned Innocent’s brand though. This makes the personality 

approach unable to understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. The personality approach 

is unable to make sense of Innocent entering collaboration with a contradicting brand and 

especially that this collaboration did not harm the Innocent brand. The approach however 

does deliver explainable value to the case in its understanding of the interaction between the 

consumer and brand. It gives reason to the dialogue seeking communication of Innocent at 

their blog, and the content in this blog statement, and also to the emotional response from the 

consumers towards Innocent’s actions. The personality approach therefore offers new insights 

to parts of the case, but not to our phenomenon of brand collaborations involving 

contradicting brand images. 
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6.4.5. Summary grid: Personality approach 

Table 8: Case Grid, Personality approach 

 

6.5. The relational approach 

6.5.1. Introduction 

The relational approach is closely linked to the personality approach with its dialogue based 

approach to the brand value. It is an approach of its own though because of its foundation in 

phenomenology. The approach embraces that it is merely the individual consumer’s 

understanding and relationship to the brand that matters (Heding et al., 2009). A social 

constructed reality of the individual consumer becomes the point of departure for a co-created 

brand value creation in ongoing interaction between the brand and the individual consumer. 

The brand manager has to let go of control over the brand meaning and incorporate the 

meaning of the consumers in the brand (Heding et al., 2009). This makes the relational 

approach difficult to manage in practice, which also gives challenges to the examination. The 

relational approach appears to be suited for a prescriptive fashion because normatively it 

Event Personality approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Brand collaboration exchanging personality traits. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

Examination of consumer’s perception of the brand personality of McDonald’s and how 

these are compatible with the brand personality of Innocent. 

Expected response  McDonald’s personality traits are not favourable for Innocent and are not what the 

Innocent consumers would use as part of extended self. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

No. Because of the negative expression the consumers have of McDonald’s and the 

stereotypical user of McDonald’s. 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Innocent tries to disassociate itself from McDonald’s claiming that they are still the 

exact same as prior to the collaboration as seen in the case, which makes sense within 

this approach. 

Consumer response The consumer response is very understandable within the approach since Innocent as 

possession is involuntarily lost because of its collaboration with McDonald’s. 

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

Innocent maintaining that they are still the same personality. There is no undoing the 

deed or transgression-recovery though, making the approach only able to partly 

explain Innocent’s reaction.  

Long term expected 

consumer response 

The Innocent brand will be abandoned by the original consumers since Innocent is 

associated to a brand, whose personality traits the consumers do not appreciate. 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Not advisable. 
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offers little guidance in how to actually manage the brand with so little control over the brand 

value creation. Further we cannot generalise about the consumers’ relationship to the Innocent 

brand because the relationship is of an individual character. The relational approach is very 

interesting though for the case, because the consumers are the true “owners” of the brand 

(Heding et al., 2009). What happens when the consumers do not agree with the brand 

management of the company? 

6.5.2. Position on branding and key assumptions 

As with the personality approach the value creation of the brand is in a dyadic ongoing 

dialogue between one company and one consumer. The relationship between consumer and 

brand is influenced by contextual change like relationships between humans. Relationships 

are in this approach understood as a purposive reciprocal exchange between active and 

independent relationship participants providing meaning to those engaging in the partnership. 

The relationship evolves and changes over a series of interaction and as a response to 

fluctuations in the contextual environment (Fournier, 1998, p. 344). In the relational approach 

the brand is therefore not a passive object in marketing but an active member in a relationship 

with the customer. The equity of the brand is in the meaning that the brand relationship holds 

for the consumer (Gürhan-Canli & Ahluwalia, 1999). For a brand to be legitimised as a 

relational participant the brand is personalised (Fournier, 1998), linking the relationship 

approach to the personality approach (Aaker, 1997). 

 

Consumers develop relationships to brands in order to fulfil self-related needs (Gürhan-Canli 

& Ahluwalia, 1999). In fact in the relational approach the relationship can add meaning to or 

change people’s conception of self (Belk, 1988; Fournier, 1998) like we have seen with the 

brand personality in the personality approach (Aaker, 1997). It should be noted though that 

the brand does not have any objective existence at all in the relational approach. The brand is 

merely a collection of perceptions held in the consumers mind (Fournier, 1998, p.345).  

 

Despite brands only existing in the mind of the consumer, the relationship to a brand has high 

importance since they add meaning to peoples’ lives and selves. With relationships there are 

three sources of meaning: psychological, socio-cultural and relational (Fournier, 1998). The 

meaning sources give great reason to why the consumer-brand relationship is highly 

individualised, since the meaning that the consumers derive from the relationship to a brand 

can be completely different despite it being the same brand. In addition Fournier (1998) 
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describes 15 different consumer-brand relationship forms ranging from Enmities to 

Committed partnerships. Each type of relationship form contributes to the personal 

development of the consumer, but they vary greatly in how much maintenance the 

relationship requires and how loyal the consumer is to the relationship. Some relationships 

can easily be disrupted by relational or contextual change (Fournier, 1998). 

 

The relationship between brand and consumer is seen as an implicit contract existing between 

the two parties that embody the rules and norms of behaviour accepted in the relationship 

(Fournier, 2005). Such a contract is based on the signals that the brand sends in their 

marketing mix and can control inferences and relationship strength levels (Fournier in Heding 

et al., 2009). If a brand is to be successful the brand manager must make the brand 

relationships as meaningful, stable and lasting as possible (Heding et al., 2009). 

6.5.3. Theoretical background 

The relational approach is rooted in social constructivism and focused on the individual and 

their inner reality. It is how the consumer understands a brand that is valid. The relational 

approach is also linked to animism because the brand is endowed with human characteristics. 

The brand must be seen as a “living person” because the relational approach builds on 

relationship theory stressing relationships as a reciprocal exchange between to interdependent 

partners. Relationships in the relational approach are seen as purposive since they add and 

structure meaning to peoples’ lives (Heding et al., 2009, p. 157-159). With the relational 

approach there is an implied shift from quantitative to qualitative methods, which we for 

example see in Fournier’s (1998) examination of brand relationships with phenomenological 

interviews with only three respondents. 

6.5.4. View on phenomenon 

As mentioned in the introduction the relational approach is highly difficult in regards to the 

managerial implications of the approach. In the relational approach the marketing mix 

decisions constitutes a set of signals and behaviours enacted on behalf of the brand, which 

gives the brand the ability to act as an enlivened participant in the relationship with the 

individual consumer (Fournier, 1998; Aaker & Fournier, 1995). This does not give many 

clues to how a manager should manage the brand within the relational approach, but it does 

give an understanding to how consumers see the brand as an active relationship partner and a 

new consideration to the use of the marketing mix. The behaviour (marketing mix decisions) 

of the brand is judged against the norms and values in the implicit relationship contract 
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between brand and consumer, which only exists in the mind of the consumer. Marketing mix 

decisions are trait language of the brand, by which the consumer evaluates their relationship 

to the brand by (Fournier, 1998). We would therefore characterise collaboration with 

McDonald’s as a distribution channel and in this the trait language of Innocent in the 

relationship to their consumers. 

 

A qualitative survey as examination of collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s, seen 

in the case, does not make sense within the relational approach. It is the individual consumer’s 

identity construct that matters and qualitative surveys will not be able to catch the inner life of 

the individual consumer and the context of how he or she uses the Innocent brand in their day-

to-day life (Heding et al., 2009; Douglas & Olson in Aaker & Fournier, 1995). In order to 

manage a brand within the relational approach the manager must have a real and deep insight 

to the consumer base, which is done by highly qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews 

and life stories (Heding et al., 2009; Fournier, 1998).  

 

The expected response of such examination is difficult to predict since it depends on whether 

such collaboration is considered within accepted norm of the relationship contract between 

consumer and Innocent, and whether McDonald’s via collaboration fits into the life of the 

consumer. One could though consider the response to be negative since Innocent’s brand 

behaviour signals the type of relationship contract they have with the consumers. The brand 

behaviour of Innocent with its emphasis on social commitment and healthy living, does not 

point in the direction of McDonald’s - quite the opposite. 

 

Whether collaboration with McDonald’s is advisable or not also depends solely on the 

consumer’s inner world, and the meaning negotiation taking place between Innocent and the 

consumer, and their relationship contract. For the brand manager to be successful, within the 

relational approach, he or she would have to know the relationship the consumers have to the 

brand. By this knowledge the brand manager should be able to tell whether a collaboration 

with McDonald’s make sense in the relationships they have with their consumers. It would be 

case specific knowledge, but it would answer whether such collaboration is advisable within 

the relational approach. 

 

Relationships are in themselves unstable and fragile (Heding et al., 2009; Fournier, 1998). 

The management of the brand is therefore an ongoing, complex and unstable process where 
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the brand must act as a true friend to the consumer. There are certain relationship norms that 

the participants of the relationship must apply in order not to violate the relationship contract 

(Fournier, 1998). Breaking such can lead to the consumer abandoning the relationship. When 

communicating about the collaboration with McDonald’s, Innocent is very much in tune with 

the relational approach by communicating that Innocent remains the same brand/company 

with the same intensions as before the collaboration. It is also communicated in a forum 

where the consumers, as relationship participants, can enter a dialogue with Innocent about 

their views on the collaboration with McDonald’s. Innocent is communicating as a dialogue 

seeking relationship participant trying to keep the relationship stable and their actions within 

the relationship norms. 

 

The consumer response towards Innocent’s collaboration with McDonald’s is not surprising 

within the relational approach, especially not the diversity within the responses, where all may 

agree that McDonald’s are “bad”, but there are many different opinions towards the 

collaboration itself. Every consumer will have an individual relationship with the brand. Each 

consumer evaluates Innocents actions according to their relationship contract with Innocent. 

Despite such contracts being dynamic and adjusted according to the behaviour and 

communication of the participants in the relationship (Fournier, 2005), the consumer can still 

consider the relationship contract to have been violated. If Innocent, according to the 

consumer’s evaluation, acts in violations to the norms in this relationship, the consequence 

depends on the relationship strength and the relationship form (Fournier, 2005). Consumer 

reactions, as in the case, towards a collaboration with McDonald’s should not come as a 

surprise for Innocent in the relational approach, since the marketer would have intimate 

knowledge of the consumers’ inner world and attitudes towards such actions. The marketer 

should have been able to predict that the consumers do not appreciate such a collaboration. 

 

The response towards the consumer reactions is somewhat explainable by the relational 

approach. Innocent communicate that they understand the consumers’ reactions and thereby 

listen and take part in the meaning-based dialogue with the consumers. Innocent also 

maintains that they are the same participant in the relationship as prior to the collaboration, 

trying to ensure stability in the relationship. On the other hand Innocent continues the 

collaboration with McDonald’s despite the reactions of the consumers. Even those responding 

positively towards the collaboration are communicating negatively about McDonald’s. If 

Innocent should act as a true friend of the consumer and engaged in a meaning-based 
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dialogue, as the relational approach prescribe, they ought to do a transgression act ending 

collaboration with McDonald’s and find a retailer for their smoothies for kids with a more 

appealing reputation. This would communicate that Innocent in fact listens to the consumer 

and takes their considerations into the management of the brand. This would have been an 

adaptation of brand management to the fluctuations in the meaning negotiation of the 

consumer-brand relationship.  

 

This does not happen however. Innocent is therefore not acting as a good relationship 

participant and consumers should therefore be likely to draw the consequences of Innocent 

not only entering a collaboration with McDonald’s, but also the inability to actually take 

notice of the consumers’ concern. The long-term response from the consumers would 

therefore be abandoning or dissatisfaction with the Innocent brand because Innocent is 

breaking the relationship norms and does not listen to the consumers. This makes it unwise to 

prolong the collaboration. 

 

For our research question we can establish that the relational approach is not able to 

understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaboration despite contradicting brand images. The approach can make sense of parts of the 

case and gives a dynamic understanding of the development of a brand relationship with the 

marketing mix as trait language. It also enhances the notion of the understanding of a brand 

and its actions are an individual assessment by the consumer, making it difficult to analyse the 

case at a general level. There is no doubt that some consumers find the collaboration with 

McDonald’s to be within the relationship norm, due to their individual assessment, a 

differentiation in the consumer group the relational approach can embrace. However the 

approach cannot give reason to Innocent’s choice of collaborating partner, nor that the 

collaboration did not harm Innocent in the face of such displeased consumers. 
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6.5.5. Summary grid: Relational approach 

Table 9: Case Grid, Relational approach 

 

6.6. The community approach 

6.6.1. Introduction 

The community approach to brand management introduces the idea of brand value creation 

being formed by consumers and the brand in a triadic relationship. Prior brand value is either 

created by the company and thereafter “sent” to the consumer or formed in negotiation 

between one consumer and one brand. The community approach includes a social perspective 

where brand value creation also takes place between the consumers. The point of reference, 

with regards to consumer response, has in this paper been the discussion on the Innocent blog 

at the company’s corporate website. Here the consumers comment on each other’s postings 

Event Relational approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Trait language in relationship. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

An examination within the relational approach would be qualitative indepth interviews. 

Expected response  Depends on meaning negotiation, but compared to Innocent’s prior brand behaviour 

expected response would be negative. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

Cannot be predicted. Requires intimate knowledge of the consumer base. There is no 

normative prescription for this matter within the relational approach. 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Innocent’s communication makes sense within relational approach by acting as 

dialogue seeking participant in the relationship, who is not changed by collaboration 

with McDonald’s. 

Consumer response Clear that Innocent’s collaboration with McDonald’s is for some consumers against 

relationship norms and values in the mind of the consumer and collaboration is a 

transgression act. 

Reaction towards 

consumer & media 

response 

Maintaining that Innocent remains the same trustworthy participant in the relationship 

and communicating that Innocent understands the concern of the consumers, if not 

transgression act by ending collaboration. Innocent does not adapt the strategy to 

fluctuations in meaning negotiation though, but continues their collaboration with 

McDonald’s. 

Long term expected 

consumer response 

Expected to be negative because Innocent does not listen to the meaning negotiation 

of the consumer, but response depends on the implicit contract of the consumer and 

the general behaviour of Innocent. 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Depends on meaning negotiation, but since there does not appear to have been 

negative long-term consumer response, it is advisable to prolong the collaboration. 
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about the Innocent-McDonald’s collaboration, but still it is not a forum that invites much 

interaction between consumers. Therefore we cannot characterise the Innocent blog and the 

consumer activity here as a community (Heding et al., 2009) when establishing to what extent 

the community approach can explain the phenomenon. However there are other places for 

such communities. Facebook is one of them, with different groups devoted to the Innocent 

brand. When typing “Innocent smoothies” more than 46 groups appear, one of them the 

“Innocent Smoothies Appreciation Society” has more than 5.000 members28. Members of this 

group discuss the latest news from Innocent and create subgroups and debate forums. The 

group also reacts towards Innocent actions with for example open letters to the Innocent 

management. The recent case with the Coca-Cola Company acquiring a minority share of 

Innocent is at this forum widely debated with opinions, apparent facts of Coca-Colas 

unethical behaviour, and discussions about what the Innocent brand is about (certainly not 

Coca-Cola as it seems). With this it is obvious that communities devoted to the Innocent 

brand exist, making the community approach relevant when examining the Innocent-

McDonald’s case in the search for an explanation to our observed phenomenon of brands 

choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. 

6.6.2. Position on branding and key assumptions 

In many ways the community approach follows the ideas of the relational approach (Fournier, 

1998), but adds a social perspective to the relationship formed between brand and consumer. 

The consumer not only forms relations to the brand, but also to other consumers of the same 

brand. The community approach is highly influenced by the article “Brand Community” by 

Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) where brand community is a specialised non-geographically 

bound community, based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of the 

brand (Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 412). Brand value is created in a social interaction among 

dedicated consumers in a triadic relationship between them and the brand. Within the 

community approach consumers form communities around brands, which become their focal 

point of interaction, where they share brand experiences and brand stories (Heding et al., 

2009). According to Muñiz & O’Guinn (2001) there are three indicators of a community 

being shared consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a shared sense of moral responsibility. 

 

Members of a brand community are characterised by communal self-awareness and self-

reflexivity towards their interest being a commercial object. They have a well-developed 

                                                
28 www.facebook.com/home.php#/group.php?gid=2226927149&ref=ts, 09.05.28 
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understanding of their feelings towards the brand and to the other members of the community. 

The community is not the most important thing in the members’ lives, but neither is it trivial. 

Communities tend to form around brands with a strong image, a rich and lengthy story, and 

threatening competition. Members of a brand feel an important connection to the brand, but 

even more to the other members. It is a matter of a “we-ness” despite the community and its 

members are largely imagined and unmet (Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001). The only thing 

connecting community members to each other is the admiration of a brand. It is not a 

homogeneous lifestyle segment or a reference group. Rather the members can be quite 

contradicting in these matters (McAlexander et al., 2002). 

 

For a brand manager the community, despite its differentiated members, can give great insight 

to how the consumers create meaning of the brand. Community members will most often be 

highly loyal lead users of the brand. They are a source of feedback and can even serve as a 

“grass-root R&D” (Heding et al., 2009). A danger of brand communities is that because of 

their collective nature, the members can also collectively reject the brand communication of 

the company. They can even get a sense of being owners or stewards of the brand acting 

against the company, since “they know what is best for the brand” (Muñiz & Schau, 2007; 

Wipperfurth, 2005). 

6.6.3. Theoretical background 

Though the community approach follows many of the ideas of the relational approach, it is an 

approach of its own, influenced by sociology with an anthropological approach to 

consumption and consumer culture (Heding et al., 2009, Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001). 

Consumers are no longer seen as an “island”, but as individuals interacting with other 

consumers and, in this interaction, negotiating brand meaning. With the community approach 

there is no linear brand communication as seen in previous approaches, even for those also 

rooted in social constructivism. Instead communication takes place between autonomous 

consumers in a chaotic manner where the brand manager has very little control, if any at all 

(Muñiz & Schau, 2007). 

6.6.4. View on phenomenon 

The community approach is not focused on the brand as such, but instead the communities 

that forms around a brand. We find that the community approach is rather about community 

management than brand management. We also find the community approach to be related to 

the relational approach and will use some of the ideas from this approach in the examination 
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of the case within the community approach, due to little insight into the management of the 

brand. Therefore when classifying the collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s we 

will again view such collaboration as trait language in a relationship – this time the 

relationship partners are the brand and the community instead of the brand and the individual 

consumer. Like with the relational approach one can argue that a relationship contract exists 

between the community and the brand. With the community approach this contract is 

embedded in the three markers of a community: Shared consciousness, rituals and traditions 

and a sense of moral responsibility (Fournier, 1998 & 2005; Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001). If the 

brands actions go against these markers, and therefore the community, it can be seen as a 

violation of the relationship contract between brand and community, making the community 

act collectively against the brand (Muñiz & Schau, 2007). 

 

In the community approach an examination of collaboration with McDonald’s would be 

within the community in an ethnographic fashion with both quantitative and qualitative 

methods as for example seen with McAlexander, Schouten & Koenig’s (2002) examination of 

the Jeep community and their attitudes towards the Jeep brand. It would hardly be a 

qualitative survey as in the Innocent-McDonald’s case, since such a survey would not be able 

to capture the negotiation of brand meaning between the community members. For this to be 

observed the examination would have to be able to watch what happens, listening to what is 

said and ask questions over an extended period of time in an ethnographic tradition 

(McAlexander et al., 2002; Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001; Muñiz & Schau, 2007; Heding et al., 

2009). When the community is internet-based as with Innocent’s community it would be a 

“netnographic” study where the traditions of ethnography are carried out over the internet 

(Heding et al., 2009). 

 

The community’s position towards such collaboration would depend on the community’s 

attitude towards the brand and the community itself. As mentioned a brand community 

construct consists of consciousness of kind, shared rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral 

responsibility. If collaboration with McDonald’s can question these community constructs, 

the community is likely to react against it. From the community of Innocent at Facebook it 

appears that the community members are very keen on social responsibility. This is not 

surprising since it is very much in tune with the Innocent brand. The community members 

have built a “we-ness” around this notion, and cherish stories and rituals about social 

commitments and ethical behaviour. It is in support and projection of the little independent 



 59 

brand that in its own way is trying to change the world to something better. Since McDonald’s 

is typically known as quite the opposite, such collaboration could therefore be considered a 

threat to the Innocent brand and the community construct. The expected response of an 

examination of the community’s attitude towards collaboration with McDonald’s would be 

negative and therefore the collaboration would not have been advisable within the community 

approach. 

 

With the above in mind, the communication concerning the collaboration should within the 

community approach, as with the relational approach, state that Innocent remains the same 

relationship partner and thereby that the relationship between the community and the Innocent 

brand also remains untouched by the collaboration with McDonald’s as seen done in the 

Innocent-McDonald’s case. This is in order for the community not to react negatively towards 

the collaboration.  

 

The communication of Innocent regarding the collaboration is not successful according to the 

community approach though, because the consumer response is highly negative. Within the 

community approach the consumers feel that they have a better understanding of what the 

Innocent brand inhales than the brand management at Innocent and that it is their 

responsibility to get the management back on the right track (Muñiz & Schau, 2007; Muñiz & 

O’Guinn, 2001). 

 

The reaction of Innocent towards the consumer response is very much in tune with the 

community approach. Innocent continues in a dialogue-based forum (their blog) to claim that 

the Innocent company and brand remain the same despite Innocent’s collaboration with 

McDonald’s. Within the community approach it is stressed that the brand management must 

follow the conversation that takes place among the consumers, where the community is a very 

good source of inside information. It is suggested that the marketer should listen and 

understand what their communities are saying (Muñiz & Schau, 2007).  

 

Despite Innocent’s claim of listening they do not alter their collaboration with McDonald’s, 

giving notion of not listening to the worries of the consumers. The long-term expected 

consumer response would therefore, according to the community approach, likely be an 

abandoning of the brand. The community can also attempt to hijack the brand because the 

community, as stewards of the brand, no longer consider Innocent capable of managing the 



 60 

Innocent brand. Here the community could create counteractive vigilante marketing (Muñiz & 

Schau, 2007). It would therefore not, within the community approach, be advisable to prolong 

the collaboration with McDonald’s. 

 

In the case though, the community did not abandon the Innocent brand or create a counter 

Innocent brand. There is still loyalty towards the Innocent brand and there are still a lot of 

comments on the Innocent blog. The Facebook Innocent group has only continued to grow in 

membership, even after the last event of Innocent’s collaboration with Coca-Cola. Like with 

the McDonald’s case it has also spurred massive protests on the blog and at the Facebook 

group site, but still with no apparent consequence for the Innocent brand, despite neither 

Coca-Cola nor McDonald’s being what the Innocent communities and consumers are about. 

This makes the community approach unable to understand and explain the phenomenon of 

brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. 

6.6.5. Summary grid: Community approach 

Table 10: Case Grid, Community approach 

 

Event Community approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Trait language in relationship between Innocent and community. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

Ethnographic research. 

Expected response  Negative response towards collaboration with McDonald’s since it would be against 

community foundation and brand meaning. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

No, since the community would react against the collaboration in their meaning 

negotiation. 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Communicating that Innocent remains the same, so that the community foundation is 

not threatened. 

Consumer response Negative. Since it is against the foundation of the community. 

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

Maintaining that Innocent is the same despite collaboration with McDonald’s and 

communicating that Innocent is listening to the concerns of the consumers. 

Long term expected 

consumer response 

Abandoning of the brand – the company is no longer in tune with the community’s 

understanding of the brand. 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

No. 
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6.7. The cultural approach 

6.7.1. Introduction 

Douglas Holt accounts for this approach primarily, and we will mainly refer to him. Holt 

introduces the cultural branding approach with the article “Why do brands cause trouble?” 

(2002) and the book “How Brands become Icons” from 2004. Holt’s goal with his 

publications is to “[…] build a theory that explains how brands become icons” (Holt, 2004, p. 

223). Holt demonstrates his theory’s strength by comparing it to other branding models, 

named Mind-Share Branding, Emotional Branding and Viral Branding (Holt, 2004). The 

cultural approach is especially a break with the Mind-Share Model (Holt, 2004; Holt, 2005), 

which in this paper is referred to as the consumer-based approach (Heding et al., 2009). 

6.7.2. Position of branding and key assumptions 

The cultural brand perspective focuses on the correlation between brand and macro-level 

culture in the society (Heding et al., 2009). As opposed to the other approaches, the cultural 

approach operates only on a macro-level and does not deal with individual consumers. The 

field of study is consumer culture rather than the individual consumer. Holt (2005; 2004; 

2003) deals with how marketers can use cultural forces to build strong brands, ultimately 

brand icons (Heding et al, 2009; Holt, 2004), which is when brands have become cultural 

symbols and, hence, are the most successful in delivering identity value to consumers (Holt, 

2005). Holt describes the emergence of a brand as when“[…] various “authors” tell stories 

that involve the brand. Four primary types of authors are involved: companies, the culture 

industries, intermediaries (such as critics and retail salespeople), and customers (particularly 

when they form communities)” (Holt, 2004, p. 3). When these collective understandings 

become firmly established a brand emerges. In the cultural approach the brand is analysed as 

a cultural artefact moving through history (Holt, 2004). Iconic brands lead culture rather than 

mimic it. The brand is a vessel of meaning and myth making (Heding et al., 2009). Myths rely 

on populist worlds, which are groups that “express a distinctive ideology through their 

activities. They are potent cultural sites because the public perceives that populist world 

ideologies are authentic” (Holt, 2004, p.58). 

 

Strong myths address powerful cultural issues and contradictions that are useful in addressing 

certain social desires and anxieties. Contradictions in the national ideology create myth 

markets (Holt, 2004). Holt (2004) challenges the rule of consistency within branding. He 

distances his approach from the consumer-based approach by not urging consistency of 
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existing brand essence. Iconic brands must, in order to stay Iconic, renew and reinvent the 

myth and secure the relevance of the brand myth (Holt, 2004). Holt calls these shifts “cultural 

disruptions” (Holt, 2004). The notion of change and its central role in remaining an Iconic 

brand clashes with fundamental elements within the identity and consumer-based approach. 

While rejecting the value of consistency, Holt (2004) and the cultural approach does however 

not completely turn down the idea of fit regarding the brand’s historical storytelling. Holt 

(2004, p. 37) phrases it as “from consistency to historical fit”. As the brand performs its 

myths, the consumers eventually perceive that the myth resides within the brand. When 

brands become renowned for authoring a successful myth, then people grant the brand 

authority to tell similar stories later; Cultural Authority as Holt defines it (Holt, 2004). 

 

Iconic brands are built through advertisements, mainly TV-commercials, but are co-authored 

by cultural industries and populist worlds. Because myths are grounded in a populist world, 

consumers think that they can bring some of the values of that specific populist world into 

their own lives by consuming the product. But the brand’s claim on a populist world depends 

on its consumers. Iconic brands develop three types of constituencies: Insiders, Followers and 

Feeders (Holt, 2004). Insiders are the gatekeepers to the brand’s claim on the populist world 

(Holt, 2004). They are a crucial group since they perform great influence on followers, which 

is a sizeable group. If the insiders do not support the brand’s claim or its doings, they can 

destroy the brand by withdrawing their approval (Holt, 2004).  

 

Insiders, in general, strongly resist the brand’s commercialisation. They perceive themselves 

as fellow participants, rather than as consumers. Insiders only account for a small segment, 

but their primary role is not to generate revenue but to bestow legitimacy. Insiders compete 

with the brand for leadership within the populist world, where as Followers identify strongly 

with the brand’s myth (Holt, 2004). Followers rely on the brand for guidance and it provides 

for their identity needs. Feeders only have a superficial connection to the brand. They thrive 

on the identity value the brand produce for the followers. The approach assumes a consumer 

who is very much embedded in the symbolic universes of branding and influenced by the 

surrounding culture. 
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6.7.3. Theoretical background 

The cultural approach builds on Holt’s brand icon theory, but is related to the theory of 

cultural consumption formulated by Grant McCracken (1986). The theory of cultural 

consumption acknowledges that goods not only have a utilitarian character, they are also able 

to carry and communicate cultural meaning (Heding et al., 2009). Pivotal in the theory is the 

notion of culture and consumption operating as a system. McCracken (1986) describes the 

transfer of values from the cultural constituted world to consumer goods and further down to 

the individual consumer. The transfer to consumer goods are facilitated by the advertising and 

fashion systems and incorporated to the individual through consumption of those goods 

(McCracken, 1988). 

6.7.4. View on phenomenon 

Brand collaborations and brand alliances are not considered or described in the theory of 

brand icons. Therefore, an official term of such a notion does not exist. As previously 

mentioned, a brand is analysed as a cultural artefact within the cultural approach (Heding et 

al., 2009). A brand is a storyteller and a myth provider (Holt, 2004). Brand collaboration, as 

with Innocent and McDonald’s, can therefore be characterised as part of the story the brand is 

telling. It either renews or reinvents the brand’s myth. The brand taps into another vessel of 

cultural meaning, another populist world. 

 

Before deciding on collaboration, as between Innocent and McDonald’s, an examination of 

the brands’ genealogy is required. The brands are known for telling stories, and have earned 

authentic myths. Within the cultural approach those myths would be analysed at a socio-

cultural level, as Holt does with his cases of brand icons (Holt, 2004). If new stories could be 

told by intertwining with McDonald’s, while remaining historically fit, collaboration with 

McDonald’s could be advisable. Such new stories could contribute to staying relevant as an 

iconic brand. We see some fundamental differences between the two brands though. Innocent 

and McDonald’s are both strong brands, if not brand icons. They originate from respectively 

the US and the UK. Nations have different cultures and values29and therefore also different 

anxieties and myths. Without a systematic, historical research of McDonald’s and Innocent, as 

a cultural approach would require, we would argue that the two brands build on two very 

different populist worlds. Where as McDonald’s taps into a careless, fun world where “big is 

                                                
29 www.geert-hofstede.com 
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better” Innocent claims a responsible, caring position where small is desirable with its notion 

of “favourite little company”.  

 

When people go to McDonald’s to eat, they tend to another personal identity compared to 

when they choose an Innocent smoothie. Innocent has a group of consumers who are deeply 

engaged in the brand, they can be considered as Insiders, and they give Innocent the 

legitimacy of the position of the little feel good company, who is everything but big corporate 

America. Innocent has historically been playing on the anti-branding field, claiming the myth 

of good-hearted amateurs with no money to spend on traditional advertising (Marketing, 

4/21/2004; Campaign, 5/28/2004). McDonald’s on the other hand is a big, commercial brand 

and often object for criticism from consumer segments and from the anti-branding 

movement30. As mentioned previously, Insiders often resist commercialisation of the brand. 

The expected reaction of the Insiders and by the Followers of Innocent is therefore resistance. 

Innocent no longer help ease the anxiety in their identity projects. 

 

Insiders are crucial for the brand’s claim of a populist world. Insiders can destroy an iconic 

brand when they withdraw their approval (Holt, 2004). If Insiders reject the brand, the 

followers and the feeders will eventually follow, since the brand no longer is authentic. 

Collaboration with McDonald’s would be risky for Innocent. The danger of losing the 

Insiders is too great and this would jeopardize Innocent’s position as an iconic brand. It would 

therefore not be advisable to enter collaboration with McDonald’s. 

 

If Innocent, against the advice, would enter collaboration with McDonald’s, the expected 

communication would be in form of traditional advertising. Holt (2004) focuses on adverting 

like TV-commercials in particular. When collaborating with McDonald’s, Innocent would, 

within the cultural approach, be seen as trying to adjust their myth. They would enter 

McDonald’s cultural meaning in the collective mind, this meaning creating new 

advertisements with new stories building on new myths and desires. This is not what we see 

in the case. Innocent has not changed their marketing communication remarkably, but still 

claims the myth of the little, responsible and independent brand31. 

 

                                                
30 www.socialaffairsunit.org.uk/digipub/content/view/8/27/1/7/ 
31 www.innocentdrinks.co.uk  
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The cultural approach does partly make sense of the consumer reaction. If tapping into 

McDonald’s stories and myth, Innocent’s Insiders would reject the brand. As mentioned 

earlier the cultural approach operates only on a macro-level and does not deal with the 

individual consumers. Therefore it cannot discuss the individual statements on the blog, nor 

the responses of Innocent by the founders responding on the blog are explainable. The 

expected response from Innocent would be a renewal of the myth, though still true to its 

heritage, in order to keep its legitimacy within the populist world, which it builds on. This 

would mean withdrawing from the collaboration with McDonald’s, which Innocent does not. 

 

The long term expected result of the collaboration would, within the cultural approach, be the 

degrading of the status of an iconic brand to an identity brand. Insiders would be expected to 

redraw their approval, taking Followers with them and eventually the Feeders. Innocent 

would no longer approach the identity value of a cultural icon. Therefore a prolongation of 

the collaboration would not be advisable. 

 

The above prescription to the case of the cultural approach is though not what happened to 

Innocent and the brand. Innocent’s claim onto its populist world seems as strong as ever. 

Innocent have managed to keep the legitimacy of the myth of the good-hearted, little 

independent company despite continuing cooperating with McDonald’s. The cultural 

approach does question the notion of consistency fit, which we think is interesting towards the 

observed phenomenon, but we do not consider the approach to ever recommend a 

collaboration between two so contradicting brands as McDonald’s and Innocent. Such 

collaboration would not be staying true to the myth of Innocent, which the cultural approach 

requires.  

 

All in all the cultural approach is therefore not able to understand and explain the 

phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting 

brand images. 
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6.7.5. Summary grid: Cultural approach 

Table 11: Case Grid, Cultural approach 

 

Event Cultural approach 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Storytelling about the brand and the brand myth, by tapping into another vessel of 

cultural meaning. 

 

Examination of 

collaboration 

A brand genealogy of both Innocent and McDonald’s. It would require a systematic 

historical research, a socio-cultural analysis, of both brands to establish the stories 

they have been telling and what myths they build upon. Further an analysis of the two 

brands’ insiders and followers’ identity projects at a macro collective level could be 

beneficial. 

 

Expected response 

from consumers 

Resistance from the Insiders and perhaps the Followers. McDonald’s symbolises big 

corporate America and is very commercial, which Insiders resist. 

 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

No. Innocent risks losing their insiders, which are crucial for the brand’s claim of 

populist world. 

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

Altered marketing communication, especially TV commercials, which build on another 

myth, the McDonald’s myth. 

Consumer response The cultural approach does not take individual consumers into account, but deals with 

the macro-level. Generally seen, the approach could analyse how Innocent could lose 

its claim on its populist world, and thereby risk the withdrawel from the Insiders. 

 

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

The cultural approach is not able to explain the dialogue between Innocent and the 

consumers on the blog. 

 

Long term expected 

consumer response 

Insiders are expected to withdraw their approval - meaning Innocent would expectedly 

lose its status as a brand icon. It would degrade to an identity brand. 

 

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Not recommendable.  
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6.8. Examination of seven brand approaches sum up 

As part of each examination of the collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s we have 

used our case grid to describe the individual approaches’ ability to make sense of the case. In 

table 12 we have gathered all these answers in one large grid in a simplified form giving an 

overview to the exploration of the seven dominating brand approaches identified by Heding et 

al. (2009). 

 

Positivistic Social constructive  

Event/ 
approach 

Economic Identity Consumer
-based 

Personality Relational Community Cultural 
 

Classification 
of 
McDonald’s 
approach 

Distributio
n in 
marketing 
mix 

Visionary 
decision 
from top 
manageme
nt 

Co-
branding 

Brand 
alliance 
exchanging 
personalities 

Distributio
n as trade 
language 

Distribution 
as trade 
language 

Storytelling 
of brand  

Examination 
of 
collaboration 

Not 
necessary, 
but maybe 
survey 

Internal 
and 
external 
examina-
tion 

Mental 
mapping 

Brand 
personality 
examination 

In depth 
interviews 

Netnogra-
phic 
examination 

Brand 
genealogy 

Expected 
response from 
consumers 

Positive  Negative Negative Not 
matching 
personalities 

Negative Negative Resistance 

Would 
collaboration 
be advisable 

Yes No No No No No Yes, if 
incorpo-
rated in 
myth 

Communicati
on concerning 
the 
collaboration 

Market 
communic
ation 

Corporate 
communic
ation 

Advertising Personality 
remains the 
same 

Relationshi
p remains 
the same 

Relationship 
remains the 
same 

Market 
communi-
cation 

Consumer 
response 

Does not 
make 
sense 

Mismatch 
between 
vision and 
image 

Declining 
brand 
loyalty  

Loss of self 
= emotional 
response 

Breaking 
relationshi
p contract 

Breaking 
relationship 
contract 

Withdrawal 
from 
Insiders 

Reaction 
towards 
consumer 
response 

Adjustment 
of 
marketing 
mix 

PR / 
Damage 
control 

Change 
marketing 
programm
e 

Maintain 
same 
personality 
statement 

Maintain 
same 
relation-
ship 
statement 

Maintain 
same 
relationship 
statement 

Not able to 
explain 

Long term 
expected 
consumer 
response 

Satisfac-
tion with 
convenient 
retailer 

Brand 
abandon-
ment  

Declining 
brand 
loyalty 

Brand 
abandon-
ment 

Brand 
abandon-
ment 

Brand 
abandon-
ment 

Withdrawal  

Prolongation 
of 
collaboration 

Yes No No No No No No 

Table 12: Case Grid, Overview 
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From our examination we can now conclude that none of the above brand approaches can 

understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images. Firstly they cannot make sense of such 

collaboration being an advisable decision, since none of them would advocate to such a 

collaboration. Mostly none of the approaches can bring explainable value to the collaboration 

not damaging the Innocent brand despite dissatisfied consumers. This we believe is due to 

their underlying assumption of coherency or fit in a brand’s actions and communications, 

which we in this paper question. Interestingly, the cultural approach questions this too, but it 

does however still maintain a need for historical fit, which like the rest of the approaches 

leaves it unable to explain our phenomenon. 

 

As mentioned in section 4.1. Scientific theoretical base the seven approaches represent 

different theoretical clusters and look at branding in very different ways. The approaches may 

therefore make partial sense in regards to the phenomenon. In the ability to explain the case, 

the economic approach separates itself from the rest of the approaches, since it actually is able 

to make sense of Innocent’s choice of collaboration with McDonald’s, and why this 

collaboration does not harm the Innocent brand. However we find that the approach is unable 

to incorporate the reactions from consumers, and in this the emotional bond that these 

consumers feel for the Innocent brand, in its explanation of the case. This gives reason for us 

to conclude that neither the economic approach can explain our phenomenon. Instead we find 

the approaches stemming from the socially constructive paradigm most fitting in the search 

for an explanation. In our examination we see that the personality, relational and community 

approaches are highly able to give meaning to the consumers’ reactions towards the 

collaboration and Innocent’s response communication, unlike the economic approach. On the 

Innocent blog the meaning of the brand is being heavily discussed, which indeed supports the 

belief of brand value creation being co-created by consumers and the company. However 

because none of the existing brand management approaches have been able to understand and 

explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite 

contradicting brands, we can conclude that the phenomenon in fact constitute a hole in theory. 

Therefore we need to seek the existence of new theory within Brand Management as we 

discussed in section 4.3. Discussion of methodology, and also look to other scientific 

disciplines. In order to enable us to identify new theory, we must first understand the 

evolution within science, which we will look in to in the next section. 
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7. Examining other scientific disciplines 
In section 6.0 Examination of seven brand approaches we set out to answer how existing 

brand management can understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images by looking to seven 

identified brand approaches. As concluded in section 6.8 Examination of seven brand 

approaches sum up, an exhaustive explanation for and comprehension of the case of 

collaboration with Innocent and McDonald’s is not available, when applying each of the 

seven existing brand approaches, concluding that no explanation to the observed phenomenon 

is found.  

When looking to our model of the three 

layers (see figure 4), we have tried to find 

answers by activating the case as 

representing the observed phenomenon, but 

no answers were found. At this point we 

must reject the seven identified theories 

within Brand Management, theory has in 

other words failed in regards to the observed 

phenomenon. Therefore we need to go 

deeper than this. In order to seek answers we 

must explore if new theories have emerged 

since 2006. Since scientific knowledge is in 

constant development, and new brand 

approaches are most likely to emerge. Scientific evolutions are to be identified when applying 

a scientific theoretical perspective; our third layer. We need scientific theoretical tools in 

order to be able to identify new thoughts that break with underlying assumptions within Brand 

Management. Otherwise we would not know what to look for when answering our question of 

how theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines can 

bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. 

 

The identification of the seven brand approaches, used in section 6.0 Examination of seven 

brand approaches, builds on an extensive analysis, uncovering the development of scientific 

knowledge (Heding et al., 2009). In the article “Using the Dynamic Paradigm Funnel to 

Analyse Brand Management” (Bjerre et al., 2008), the methodology behind the identification 

 

Figure 4: Case, phenomennon and 

scientific theoretical layer 
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Innocent & 
McDonald’s

Observed phenomenon
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of the seven brand approaches is elaborated on. The methodology of Heding et al. (2009) is 

based on the theory developed by the American philosopher of science, Thomas Kuhn. The 

dynamic paradigm funnel (Berthon et al., 2003) incorporates central Kuhnian notions of 

normal science, anomalies, crisis and scientific revolutions. 

 

In order to examine possible new brand 

approaches that might bring explainable value 

concerning the collaboration between the 

brands Innocent and McDonald’s, we need to 

ask how we can speak of scientific evolution. 

As accounted for in section 3.1.3. Defining 

“other disciplines” we look to four scientific 

disciplines when further exploring the case of 

Innocent and McDonald’s (see figure 5). 

 

Our ambition is to explore the notion of 

scientific evolution and paradigms within the 

four chosen scientific disciplines. As our program of observation we look to Berthon et al. 

(2003) and the paradigm funnel and to Kuhn and his notion of paradigms. We draw upon the 

paradigm funnel (Berthon et al., 2003) and Kuhn (1970) when establishing our scientific 

theoretical layer. 

7.1. Theory of Kuhn and The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

The Structure of Scientific Revolutions was published in 1962 and immediately it produced 

an intense debate in the area of philosophy of science (Pedersen, 1995). The book marked a 

break with existing philosophy of science by introducing the notion of paradigms (Pedersen, 

1995). Kuhn defines paradigms as “…universally recognized scientific achievements that for 

a time provide model problems and solutions to a community of practitioners” (Kuhn, 1970, 

p. viii in the Preface). Paradigms gain their status, because they are more successful than their 

competitors in solving problems that the group of practitioners has come to recognize as acute 

(Kuhn, 1970).  

 

The paradigm is determining the scientist’s perception of the world, his or her profession, and 

its methods and norms of validity (Pedersen, 1995). The notion of paradigms within social 

 

 

Figure 5: Scientific disciplines for exploration 
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science has come to be equated with deep assumptions in a research community (Berthon et 

al., 2003). Generally, social scientists argue that (1) a paradigm is a set of beliefs or 

assumptions, (2) that these beliefs are essentially metaphysical (and thus comprise 

fundamental ontological, epistemological, methodological and axiological assumptions), and 

(3) being metaphysical in nature. They are essentially articles of faith, for their ultimate 

veracity cannot be unequivocally established (Berthon et al., 2003). Within social science 

therefore, one cannot talk about the existence of one dominating paradigm, but co-existing 

paradigms (Rasmussen & Østergaard, 2005). 

 

To operate within a certain paradigm is referred to as normal science by Kuhn (1970). Our 

examination of the seven brand approaches in section 6.0 can be referred to normal science 

within each approach. Normal science implies articulation and strengthening of theory (Kuhn, 

1970; Pedersen, 1995; Brier, 2005). Kuhn describes normal science as puzzle-solving (Kuhn, 

1970). When conducting science within a paradigm you already know the conclusions and 

results, except for the special details. The riddle has to come together. 

 

A paradigm is successful when normal science within the paradigm concludes the expected, 

and then the paradigm has proven its worth. In our case though, normal science within the 

seven identified brand approaches did not conclude the expected. We found no explanation to 

the observed phenomenon, when applying the seven brand approaches. Therefore we find 

Kuhn’s theory of paradigms useful in connection to our problem area. By concluding that the 

seven identified brand approaches do not apply to the observed phenomenon we have 

eliminated existing brand management theory. We need to explore if new theories have 

emerged, and to do so, we must enable ourselves to identify what constitutes a new theory or 

at least turbulence within a scientific field. 

7.1.1. Scientific Evolution and the Paradigm Funnel 

 Scientific discoveries emerge when an anomaly is detected, and an anomaly appears only 

against the background provided by the paradigm. Crises emerge as anomalies question 

underlying assumptions causing the paradigm to become blurred and the rules within the 

paradigm to be loosened up.  
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Anomalies, such as the observed phenomenon in this paper, cause questioning to the existing 

paradigm, and they can be categorised according to a graduation based on four levels, as 

depicted in the paradigm funnel by Berthon et al. (2003), see figure 6. 

 

The four levels represent different paradigmatic levels of 

research (Bjerre et al., 2008). Level one characterizes 

periods of paradigmatic stability, as theory is not 

questioned. At level two methodological frameworks are 

challenged or developed, as procedures for conducting 

research are questioned. At level three existing theory is 

challenged or validated. Articles operating on level three 

point out anomalies, pinpointing inadequacies of the 

existing theories’ accordance with “nature” (Bjerre et al., 

2008). It is at level three turbulence within a scientific field 

can be detected, as more and more articles question 

existing theory. At level four groundbreaking new thoughts 

are introduced, altering deep underlying assumptions. The 

turbulence at level three results in new explanation on 

level four. 

 

As we claimed in section 4.3. Discussion of methodology, the application of scientific theory, 

in shape of the paradigm funnel, enables us to be self-reflective towards our contribution in 

this paper. As stated earlier, we have found a hole in theory in regards to the observed 

phenomenon, which we conclude based on section 6.0 Examination of seven brand 

approaches. Set within a scientific theoretical approach, we have found an anomaly within the 

paradigm we stem from. We need to investigate further, if new articles support the finding of 

the anomaly. We need to explore whether new theories fill out the gap we found, and in this 

search the paradigm funnel is a useful tool. We must search theories within our level in the 

paradigm funnel or higher, in order to identify new knowledge. We must establish our level 

within the paradigm funnel, before exploring emergent theory. 

 

Within the paradigm funnel, we do not operate on level one, since we do not describe the 

observed phenomenon in accordance to existing theory. Nor do we operate on level two, since 

we do not believe that use of other analytical methods would alter the outcome. We do not 

 

Figure 6: The paradigm funnel 

Source: Berthon et al. (2003) 
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think that other mechanisms for constructing data within the seven existing brand approaches 

would bring about a different result that would conjure the anomaly away. We apply seven 

different methods belonging to seven different brand approaches, though theoretically, and 

still the anomaly is detected. Instead, this paper can be categorized as operating on level three, 

as we have pointed out an unexplainable phenomenon putting existing theory to the test and 

challenge the seven brand approaches. The observed phenomenon does not correlate with the 

expected results of the case, which entail a possible crisis. By drawing upon the seven brand 

approaches we have conducted research within normal science, but within each approach 

normal science has shown not to be able to explain our phenomenon. 

 

Having established that we operate at level three, we will search within level three and four, 

when exploring the four scientific disciplines: Brand Management, Retail Management, 

Consumer Research and Strategic Management, when seeking answers to our research 

question 2; how can theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other scientific 

disciplines bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing 

and succeeding collaborations despite contradicting brand images? 

 

In the following section our subsequent approach for further exploration will be accounted 

for. 

7.2. Method for further exploration 

Since we to a great extent build our analysis on the seven brand management approaches and 

the work of Heding et al. (2009), their methodology of the paradigm funnel (Berthon et al., 

2003) and their use of it will serve as inspiration for our further research. The purpose of this 

paper is quite different than the aim of “Brand Management” (Heding et al., 2009). Our 

research area does not include a complete overview of the evolution of brand management 

theory, and our following research will not be an expansion of the analysis of Heding et al. 

(2009). The paradigm funnel will serve as a tool, enabling us to identify new theories that 

may bring value of explanation to the observed phenomenon. The objective of research 

question 2 is to explore how theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and other 

scientific disciplines, defined as Retail Management, Consumer Research and Strategic 

Management, can bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of brands 

choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. We want to 
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explore whether new theories have emerged, meaning that the actual content of the published 

research is of great importance to us, in order to answer our problem statement. 

 

As stated in section 7.1.1. Scientific Evolution and the Paradigm Funnel, we operate on level 

3 in this paper, since we challenge existing theory. 

 

Figure 7: Application of paradigm funnel 

 

Illustrated in the paradigm funnel (see figure 7) we have touched upon level 1, by observing 

an empirical phenomenon. We ruled out level 2 by applying seven different methodologies by 

drawing upon seven different brand approaches and we now operate on level 3. In order to 

progress in the search for answering our problem statement we are in search of articles and 

theories on a similar level or higher level. Level three articles that touch upon our subject may 

be able to either confirm our initial puzzlement or validate theory we have no knowledge of 

yet, and level four articles, if existing, would possibly bring comprehensive explanation of the 

observed phenomenon and anomaly. 
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7.3. Data collection 

With the paradigm funnel as a guideline, we make use of the assigned steps in the data 

collection. Using research articles as empirical data is one of the pillars of the paradigm 

funnel (Bjerre et al., 2008). The collection of research articles are listed as three opening 

steps: (1) define a subject of interest, (2) define a time span and (3) select the most relevant 

publications within the field of subject (Bjerre et al., 2008). 

 

Step 1) Our subject of analysis, referring to research question 1 and 2, is brand collaborations 

challenging the notion of fit or in other ways containing an understanding of complexity and 

antagonistic and paradoxical brand understanding. This will also serve as subject of interest 

in the following exploration. 

 

Step 2) The seven brand approaches applied in section 6 represent theory in the time span of 

1985 to 2006. Since 2006 new science within brand management is likely to have emerged. 

Therefore it seems as a reasonable and natural point of departure to define the time span as 

from January 2007 and up to June 2009 that is the latest possible date to explore within this 

paper. 

 

Step 3) As Heding et al. (2009) we look to both research articles in influential journals and 

supplementary literature as textbooks and other published articles. As argued for in section 

4.0 Methodology we include Retail Management, Consumer Research and Strategic 

Management in our analysis since we find fields of interest in relation to the observed 

phenomenon. Therefore we choose to explore the most influential journals within these four 

fields of science supplemented with textbooks and other literature. We look to The 

Association of Business Schools and their publication Academic Journal Quality Guide 

(Revised 01.06.09) in order to establish the most leading journals within the four scientific 

fields. 

 

Strategic Management is as field, in Academic Journal Quality Guide, divided into two: 

Strategy Management and General Management. We choose to include Strategic Management 

Journal that is the only journal within Strategy Management appointed the grade 4 and the 

two top-listed Journals within General Management that are Academy of Management 

Review and British Journal of Management. 
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Brand Management, Retail Management and Consumer Research are listed within the 

Marketing category in the publication Academic Journal Quality Guide. Therefore we chose 

the most influential journal within Marketing. By choosing the four most influential journals 

within Marketing we cover Consumer Research, Marketing and Retail Management as 

Journal of Consumer Research, Journal of Marketing, Journal of Marketing Research and 

Journal of Retailing are listed in top 4. Within marketing oriented journals, brand 

management is often included and since Journal of Branding is listed in the bottom appointed 

only 1 point on a scale from 4 to 1, we choose not to include the specialized journal. 

 

Books and articles from books within marketing, branding, retailing as well as strategic 

management supplement the data. The books are chosen on the basis of their topic, such as 

the notion of brands being open entities, retail branding and complex branding or complex 

strategy. All of the above brings us to following the data set (table 13). 
Data set   
Subject of interest 
 

Brand collaborations challenging the notion of fit or in other ways containing an 
understanding of complexity and antagonistic and paradoxical brand 
understanding. 

Time span The time span for this analysis is January 2007 and up to June 2009 
Strategic 
Management 
 

Academic publications 
• Strategic Management Journal 
• Academy of Management Review  
• British Journal of Management 

 
Supplemental 

• Strategic Management and Organisational Dynamics – The challenge of 
complexity (Stacey, 2007) 

• Strategic Management in the Innovation Economy (Davenport et al., 2006) 
Retail Management 
 

Academic publications 
• Journal of Retailing 

 
Supplemental 

• How to Succeed at Retail (Lincoln & Thomassen, 2007) 
• Retailization (Thomassen, Lincoln & Aconis, 2006) 
• Retail Marketing Management (Gilbert, 2003) 
• Retail Branding (van Tongeren, 2008) 

Consumer Research 
 

Academic publications 
• Journal of Consumer Research 

 
Supplemental 

• Brand Base Issues 
• Article in the journal Culture & Psychology 

Brand Management 
 

Academic publications 
• Journal of Marketing 
• Journal of Marketing Research 

 
Supplemental 

• The Open Brand (Mooney & Rollins, 2009) 
• Brand Culture (Schroeder & Salzer-Mörling, 2006) 
• Brand Hijack (Wipperfurth, 2006) 

Table 13: Data set 
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7.3.1. Discussion of data collection 

As mentioned earlier, we build our analysis of the seven brand management approaches on 

the work of Heding et al. (2009) and their methodology of the paradigm funnel. In our further 

research we make use of the logic within the paradigm funnel (Berthon et al., 2003) and 

within Heding et al. (2009). We do though change the empirical foundation, as we alter both 

the choice of data and scientific disciplines compared to “Brand Management” (Heding et al., 

2009). We are aware when altering the data collection, we risk losing the same logical 

stringency as in “Brand Management” (Heding et al., 2009). We choose to explore a brand 

management related object within other disciplines that we find relatable towards our 

observed phenomenon. These are however disciplines with their own traditions and 

assumptions, and we are aware that the four scientific fields may operate within different 

paradigms and approaches. It can therefore be argued that we are comparing highly different 

disciplines with each other, which can be problematic. We do though believe that it is more 

beneficial to widen the exploratory field, than to limit the field of research because of the 

newness of the latest approaches within Brand Management, Cultural Branding being the 

latest. We need to broaden our research field to increase the possibility of finding alternative 

explanations to the observed phenomenon. 

7.3.2. Research articles selected 

Within the above data set, every research article from the academic publication has been 

browsed through and the topic of the specific article been determined. A first selection has 

been conducted concerning our subject of interest. Those articles that have been selected in 

first round are then read thoroughly and their applicability concerning our problem area are 

evaluated. If considered useful, the article’s level within the paradigm funnel is established in 

a final selection (see Appendix 1 for total overview of articles). 

 

As illustrated earlier in Figure 7: Application of paradigm funnel, we are searching for 

articles within level 3 or level 4. Since we are looking for research that, like ourselves, 

challenge existing theory in relation to our problem statement, or maybe even introduces new 

thoughts and sets of beliefs that challenge deeper assumptions. In order to establish the 

paradigmatic level in an article, the primary objective of the research article must be 

established by considering the explicit stated objective(s) of the article, the content and the 

research methodology employed (Berthon et al., 2003). Of the 65 articles in the first selection 
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only two articles were found to be useful within our subject of interest and to rank at level 3 in 

the paradigm funnel (see table 14). 
 
Academic source  1st selection 

(Total of 65 articles) 

Final selection 

(Total of 2 articles) 

Journal of Consumer Research 16 0 

Journal of Marketing 17 1 

Journal of Marketing Research 5 1 

Journal of Retailing 5 0 

Strategic Management Journal 9 0 

Academy of Management Review  10 0 

British Journal of Management 3 0 

Table 14: Academic sources selected 
 

The two articles, singled out in the final selection, will represent the theoretical basis within 

Brand Management and Consumer Research in the following exploratory analysis along with 

the selected supplementary literature, which will be accounted for in the following section. 

7.1. Exposition on selected research articles and supplementary literature 

In our search for literature and research articles within the four scientific disciplines being 

Strategic Management, Retail Management, Brand Management and Consumer Research we 

found no relevant publication within Retail Management. Therefore Retail Management is 

precluded as a discipline, see reassessed model in figure 8. 

 

Within Strategic Management, Brand 

Management and Consumer Research we found 

articles and theory we consider useful in 

relation to our subject of interest being brand 

collaborations, challenging the notion of fit or 

in other ways containing an understanding of 

complexity and antagonistic and paradoxical 

brand understanding. However no theories in 

our search completely focus on the same 

subject of interest as ours, and we are not able 

to get a complete explanation of our 
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phenomenon. This means that no theories found in the search for research question 2 have 

been able to explain the phenomenon fully, but they do all bring some valuable insights into 

elements within the phenomenon. 

 

On the basis of this search and the analysis within the seven identified brand approaches we 

must conclude that no theory exists that can fully explain our observed phenomenon, which 

leaves us at a crossroad. We can either conclude that we have a phenomenon that is 

unexplainable and leave it at this. We can also, as students, put ourselves at risk and continue 

the debate without a complete theory and its instruction for analysis to guide us. We choose 

the later because we are curious about this case and driven by the possibility of finding a 

reasonable understanding of the observed phenomenon. 

 

Since no established theory existing brings a full explanation to the phenomenon, we will 

have to use our own knowledge and the preconditions we have, as students within the fields of 

strategy (cand.merc.SOL) and branding (cand.merc.MCM). Our ambition is to sketch the 

contour of a new layer to the existing theory. We are aware that, due to the lack of supporting 

theory, the validity can be questioned, but as before argued, theories within social science are 

essentially articles of faith, for their ultimate veracity cannot be unequivocally established 

(Berthon et al., 2003). We would have liked to investigate existing theory further and tested 

eventual findings in the empirical world, but this is not possible due to the time and scope of 

this paper. It should be noted that we consider this phenomenon of collaboration between two 

“unfitting” brands to be interesting for future research, despite not being able to do so here. 

 

Despite the lack of a complete theory, we did find articles in our search that we consider 

useful in regards to our subject of interest. They do not cover the entire phenomenon, but 

merely fragments or approaches that possibly could be angled and applied to our 

phenomenon. The articles are specified in the table 15. 
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Theoretical basis  Final selection Specified  
Strategic Management Strategic Management and 

Organisational Dynamics (Stacey, 2007) 
Strategic Management and 
Organisational Dynamics (Stacey, 
2007) 

Brand Base No. 24 2008 “The consumer as manufacturer” 
(Østergaard, 2008) 

Article in the journal Culture & 
Psychology 

“Modes of tension work within the 
Complex Self” (Abbey & Falmagne, 
2008). 

Consumer Research 

Journal of Marketing Research (2007) 
(Also used in Brand Management) 

“Blending Cobrand Personalities: An 
Examination of the Complex Self” 
(Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007) 
“Ambi-brand culture” (Brown, 2006) Brand Culture (Schroeder & Salzer-

Mörling, 2006) 

“Rethinking identity in brand 
management” (Csaba & Bengtsson, 
2006) 

Journal of Marketing (2009) 
 

“American Girl and the Brand Gestalt: 
Closing the Loop on Sociocultural 
Branding Research” (Diamond et al., 
2009) 

Brand Management 

Journal of Marketing Research (2007) 
(Also used in Consumer Research) 

“Blending Cobrand Personalities: An 
Examination of the Complex Self” 
(Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007) 

Table 15: Theoretical basis 

 

In our further exploration we will make use of these articles as point of reference, even though 

they represent three different scientific fields and may rely on different paradigms. We are 

aware that theories within different scientific fields are neither comparable nor able to be 

intertwined, since they may build on different bases of ontology. We have to construct a 

possible explanation, due to the lack of an established theory, by using the building blocks 

given, and we consider the benefits to be bigger than the cons in blending different scientific 

fields when searching for an answer to our phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding 

with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. 

 

In the following theoretical exploration the three scientific disciplines will be accounted for 

separately and the articles and theories selected will be presented in depth. 
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8. Theoretical exploration 
In this section we will present the articles, being true to the theories and their premises. We 

will pinpoint the elements we extract from the theories to use as insights in the following 

section 9. Intertwining of scientific disciplines. The exposition will be structured in three 

different groups; one concerning Brand Management, one regarding Consumer Research and 

finally Strategic Management.  

8.1. Brand Management 

In this section the four articles from the final selection (Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007; Diamond, 

et al., 2009; Balmer, 2006; Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006) will be presented and their field of 

research accounted for. We round off the section of Brand Management by pinpointing which 

elements we extract for the following intertwining in section 9. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the articles are chosen 

because we find them useful in regards to our 

subject of interest, being brand collaborations, 

challenging the notion of fit or in other ways 

containing an understanding of complexity and 

antagonistic and paradoxical brand 

understanding. As earlier accounted for, the four 

articles within Brand Management are to be 

categorized as level 3 in the paradigm funnel. 

They all either develop or challenge existing 

theory, by critically questioning established 

terms applied or by adding new insights into 

theory. All selected articles create scientific 

turbulence towards the notion of a monotone brand understanding within Brand Management, 

a tendency we consider to be interesting when searching for an explanation to our 

phenomenon. None of them however provide a theory that builds on groundbreaking new 

thoughts and therefore not ranked as a level 4 in the paradigm funnel, so they do not deliver a 

new approach that can bring explanation to our observed phenomenon. All the articles work 

within meaning creation in operating within the social constructivism paradigm. 

 
 

Figure 9: Brand Management 
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8.1.1. Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) 

Literature about co-branding and brand extensions are often written within the consumer-

based approach because of Aaker and Keller’s contribution of theory about brand extension 

(e.g. Aaker & Keller, 1990). In our review, though, an article about co-branding within the 

personality approach appeared. Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) set out to address the emotional, 

symbolic aspects of co-branding, which they find to be missing. They build on Aaker (1997) 

and other research advocating that consumers often view successful brands as possessing a set 

of humanlike traits, referring to this metaphor as brand personality. The article investigates 

co-brands with personality traits that reflect those of their parents. Each parent brand is more 

strongly associated with one brand personality dimension than any other. Monga & Lau-Gesk 

(2007) explore co-brands that have strong associations to either one (single) or two (dual) 

brand personality dimensions. 

 

Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) outline a traditional view on branding, suggesting that consumer 

evaluations of single versus dual personalities will depend on their perceptions of a co-brand’s 

fit with its parent brands. High brand-fit perceptions tend to be eliciting favourable responses 

from consumers (Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007). In this way, single-personality co-brands would 

be evaluated more favourably than dual-personality co-brands, because of greater perception 

of fit based on image consistency (Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007). However Monga & Lau-Gesk 

(2007) draw upon recent theory of self, proposing that consumers who evaluate co-brands 

through the self-lens prefer dual personalities. Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) build on the notion 

that the self is a multifaceted, complex cognitive structure that reveals itself through 

preferences.  

 

The degree of which certain aspects of the self are developed is dependent on a consumer’s 

disposition and environment. Thus, self-complexity varies both within and across consumers. 

Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) undertake three experiments, paring two parent brands, 

characterised by sophistication and excitement as brand personalities. The consumers in the 

test are manipulated to self-referencing, and thereby using self-complexity as a lens. In the 

experiments, Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) conclude that when motivated, consumers evaluate 

dual-personality brands higher. The article of Monga & Lau-Gesk thereby creates turbulence 

towards the previous understanding of single personality brands being preferred, which we 

consider useful towards the phenomenon of brand collaborations succeeding despite 

contradicting brand images. The article by Monga & Lau-Gesk is however a development of 
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existing theory within co-branding, and they do reserve the results, saying that consumers 

sometimes may want to communicate a single specific personality through brand choice 

rather than a more global expression of self-complexity. They state that it might be the case 

that global expression of self-complexity through co-brands occurs only under conditions of 

higher motivation to self-express and the availability of processing resources. 

8.1.2. Diamond et al. (2009) 

Diamond et al. (2009) build upon the cultural branding approach, working within meaning 

creation and symbolic perspective, as they set out to provide a more complete and holistic 

view of sociocultural branding. Cultural theories of brands and branding have only begun to 

scratch the surface of person-object interactions (Diamond et al., 2009). The aim with the 

article is to fill the gap in cultural branding literature concerning how a brand, as a 

relationship partner, creates meaning, by studying a brand called American Girl from a 

perspective of many stakeholders. Holt (2004), operating within the cultural approach, does 

not describe the process by which marketers create cultural myths and, more importantly, how 

consumers use these myths for purpose dictated by their individual life projects (Diamond et 

al., 2009). Diamond et al. (2009) apply an ethnographic procedure on the basis of a qualitative 

exploration, containing participant observation, ethnographic interview, photography and 

videography. 

 

The point of departure in the article is the notion that powerful, emotionally resonant brands 

tend to be complex, the product of multiple creators authoring multiple representations in 

multiple venues (Diamond et al., 2009). Diamond et al. (2009) articulate brands as systems, or 

as gestalts implying a shape or structure “which as an object of perception forms a specific 

whole or unity incapable of expression simply in terms of its parts” (Diamond et al., 2009, p 

119). The complexity of the brands is the source of their power; they are products of the 

dynamic interactions between different parts. In this Diamond et al. (2009) refer to Brown 

(2005), according to whom, the most compelling brands are those whose narratives are 

“multistoried stories” – that is built on or nested within other stories. Diamond et al. (2009) 

are concerned about the processes by which meaning-filled narratives are created. They build 

on the emergent narrative view of the brand. 

 

 

 



 84 

The exploration of Diamond et al. (2009) shows evidence of much complexity, comprising a 

multitude of narratives that are both textual and textural. Their investigation yields insights 

into how a multiplicity of brand meaning is formed by a variety of narrative sources such as 

the culture at large, the founder’s brand creation myth, the company’s stewards and the 

brand’s primary target market comprised of adult women and girls. The article suggests that 

powerful brands are products of multiple sources authoring multiple narrative representations 

in multiple venues. Diamond et al. (2009) add to the “Open Source” research by evidencing 

the sharing of authorship and ownership of the American Girl brand. The brand is the product 

of dynamic interaction among all those components, and it is a continually evolving, emergent 

phenomenon (Diamond et al., 2009).  

 

The multistoried brand is, like a disorderly aggregation of complementary and contradictory 

accounts, filled with ambiguities that consumers are driven to resolve. When compelled to fill 

these gaps, the personal narratives are then redacted, recirculated and replayed (Diamond et 

al., 2009). We consider Diamond et al. (2009) to be interesting with regards to our 

phenomenon in that we again see the notion of fit in Brand Management being questioned by 

speaking of complexity within the brand. Diamond et al. (2009) is however a level 3 since 

they develop existing theory within the cultural approach, by exploring the otherwise macro-

oriented theory on a micro-level enhancing the usefulness of the theory, and we cannot use it 

as a new approach towards our phenomenon. We do though find the notion of complexity and 

multistoried brands interesting for further exploration of our phenomenon. 

8.1.3. Brown (2006) 

Brown represents a narrative view of the brand while building on the cultural approach. In the 

article “Ambi-brand culture” Brown (2006) presents a view on branding and brands similar to 

Diamond et al. (2009). Brown (2006) describes how the old idea of individual brands standing 

for one thing and one thing only – the USP, share of mind, the brand positioning –is giving 

way to an appreciation that brand culture is inherently ambiguous, enigmatic, polymorphic 

and plurivalent. Brown (2006) describes brand culture as being co-created with consumers, 

who often ignore or subvert the messages and meanings that managers try to convey. He 

argues that ambiguity is central to the magical aura that surrounds alleged legendary brands 

such as Apple, Nike and Harley Davidson. Brown points out that many components of 

storytelling approaches to branding stress that mystery, intrigue and dramatic tension are 

central to the development of meaningful marketing narratives. Brown (2006) states that the 
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idea of a monosphere in branding is still going strong under terms like brand identity, essence, 

DNA, spirit, promise, personality, mission, vision, value, soul, mindshare and many others. 

He sees this approach as problematic since the very idea of one-word-one-brand is 

unattainable in today’s incurably ambiguous world. Instead he looks to chaos theory and the 

tipping point as reminders of the character of our incorrigibly unstable times. He holds that 

the old idea of the unified self or personality has been superseded by a mutable post-modern 

sense of self, where people possess a multiplicity of personae or roles, that they adopt as 

occasions demand – and in such vacillating circumstances, new approaches to branding are 

needed (Brown, 2006). Brown (2006) operates at level 3 in the paradigm funnel due to his 

questioning and critique of existing brand approaches and well-established terms in brand 

management, especially the idea of fit and monotone brand identities. Brown does not come 

up with a new approach, but the article does add to the turbulence within the scientific 

discipline of Brand Management in an area interesting for our phenomenon of brand 

collaborations between contradicting brand images. 

8.1.4. Csaba & Bengtsson (2006) 

Another critique of the monolithic view on brands is the article by Csaba & Bengtsson (2006) 

in Brand Culture (Schroeder & Salzer-Mörling, 2006). The subject of examination is the term 

“brand identity”. We find brand identity of interest, since it is often looked to, when deciding 

and evaluating the degree of fit, being compared to the partner brand’s identity. Therefore a 

development within the understanding of brand identity can bring explanatory value towards 

our phenomenon.  

 

In the article, after having presented the typical approach to identity within brand 

management Csaba & Bengtsson (2006) then outline four central assumptions about identity 

in brand management; (1) identity is definable by brand strategist, (2) identity is enduring and 

stable, (3) identity is essential and (4) identity provides a distinction between internal and 

external. These assumptions do seem to correspond to a positivistic perspective on identity 

(Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006). Csaba & Bengtsson (2006) however acknowledge that cultural 

and social identity already are central in marketing theory and practice, but very few studies 

in brand management have directly interrogated brand identity in the light of recent theory of 

social and cultural identity. In order to rethink brand identity Csaba & Bengtsson (2006) look 

to both organizational theory, but primarily to social and cultural identity theory. With 

inspiration from social and cultural identity theory five assertions on the nature of social and 
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cultural identity are outlined: (1) Identity is reflexive and dynamic, (2) identity is discursively 

constituted through narratives, (3) identity should be approached as multiple, conflicting and 

contested, (4) identity is constructed in relation to others or something outside and (5) identity 

is articulated through relations with particular people, places and material goods. Csaba & 

Bengtsson (2006) do not provide a conclusive answer to how to approach brand identity. 

However they do incite a reconsideration of current conceptualizations of identity, implying 

that it is critically important to understand and apply social and cultural identity theory in 

approaching brands, making their contribution a level 3, which again shows turbulence within 

Brand Management and our topic of interest. 

8.1.5. Extractions from Brand Management 

As mentioned earlier none of the articles are ranked as level 4 in the paradigm funnel, and do 

not provide a complete theory that is able to explain the observed phenomenon entirely. All 

articles do add turbulence towards our interest area though, especially towards the idea of fit 

and monotone brands, which could indicate an upcoming development within Brand 

Management and new approaches starting to emerge. Despite these articles not being the ones 

that deliver this development within the scientific discipline, we do find useful insights that 

we consider valuable in our following exploration and in the construction of theory able to 

explain the phenomenon. What we find interesting and useful in relation to the observed 

phenomenon is the idea of blended personalities in co-brand strategies, which in a way 

challenges fit. Also the notion of a complex self within the individual (Monga & Lau-Gesk, 

2007) is very interesting having our subject of interest in mind. When humans can be seen as 

having multiple selves, it is quite obvious to ask if brands can consist of multiple selves or 

identities as well.  

 

The complex self in regards to the consumer will be discussed further in section 8.2. 

Consumer Research, since we find the article of Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) relevant in 

relation to Consumer Research as well. 

 

We also find the narrative approach towards branding interesting for our purpose. It may be 

useful to consider the brand as a narrative being interpreted and bringing meaning to the 

consumer, the employees and other stakeholders. The brand narrative can be considered the 

brand identity, but contains a more dynamic approach than the term “identity”. The narrative, 

in order to give meaning externally, must be constructed between the marketer and the 
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stakeholder such as consumers. As Brown (2006) points out, the narrative must be exciting 

which often feeds on conflicts and surprises. Conflicts might challenge the constructed 

meaning, which fosters the need for a negotiation between the parties, e.g. between the 

marketer and the consumer. These dynamics we find of interest, bearing the phenomenon in 

mind. 

 
Extractions Brand Management 
 

 
Blended brands, dual personality 
Self-complexity 
Multistoried and multifaceted brand narratives 
Complex brands 
 

 

8.2. Consumer Research 

In the search within the field of Consumer Research there was very little that could bring 

explainable value to our case. The article that we find most interesting within this field is 

“Blending cobrand personalities: An 

examination of the complex self” (Monga & 

Lau-Gesk, 2007), which was presented in the 

above section regarding Brand Management. 

In this article it is stated that a growing body 

of work indicates that the self is a 

multifaceted, complex cognitive structure that 

influences consumer thought, emotional 

experiences, motivation and behaviour 

(Monga & Lau-Gesk, 2007). We find this to 

be a key notion in the search for an 

explanation to our phenomenon, since 

complex selves would influence how consumers perceive a brand’s behaviour. In Monga & 

Lau-Gesk (2007) it is argued that recent work has focused on the dynamic nature of the self, 

exploring how different aspects of the self guide consumer behaviour at different points in 

time. Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007) propose that activation of self-complexity leads to greater 

preferences for complex co-brand personalities, which can be considered a relevant point to 

our phenomenon of collaboration between contradicting brands. 
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Research within complex selves is most often conducted in cross-cultural theory (Monga & 

Lau-Gesk, 2007). In our search we therefore looked for cross-cultural literature to supplement 

the article of Monga & Lau-Gesk (2007). Monga & Lau-Gesk themselves refer to an article 

by Hong et al. (2000) “Multicultural minds: A dynamic constructivist approach to culture and 

cognition”. We would view this article to be at a level 3 in the paradigm funnel, since it 

develops the theory regarding complex selves further, by arguing that different cognitive 

systems referring to a specific culture exists within one individual, which we find to be 

interesting with regards to our phenomenon. This is because such cognitive systems can be 

activated by signifiers of different cultures. They use American-Chinese and American-

Hispanics as example and test how the cognitive systems switch between cultures when 

primed into a specific cultural point of reference. No cultural system dominates the other but 

they are instead used at different times and can leave the individual split between different 

beliefs and cultural dilemmas. 

 

The idea of different beliefs “fighting each other” within one self is present in the article 

“Modes of tension work within the Complex Self” (Abbey & Falmagne, 2008). This article is 

also at level 3. It explores how the self can be contradicting and filled with tension between 

different beliefs but yet still remain cohesive rather than fluid or even schizophrenic. Such 

idea of self can be relevant towards our phenomenon in the consumers’ evaluation of 

collaborations between contradicting brands. In Abbey & Falmagne (2008) tensions are 

joined through “inner” dialogue where different strategies can be used. These strategies are 

“Destabilizing”, where one continuously counter argues the previous statement without ever 

taking a final stance; “Self-moderating”, where an imagined impartial third party authority is 

placed to take an inner stand; and finally the strategy of “Making exclusive exceptions”, 

where the inner dialogue is generally in favour of one statement, but can make certain 

justified exceptions. By using such strategies the self can unite opposing beliefs and construct 

a coherent appearing self without actually losing its complexity. 

 

Another approach to consumers other than complex selves involves how consumers are 

becoming increasingly more sophisticated in their use of brands. In an article (Østergaard, 

2008) Østergaard explains how consumers are co-creators of product development and brand 

meaning in their use of the product. According to Østergaard consumers put together different 

brands in order to create a certain meaning and image. A person dressed in purely Hugo Boss 

or H&M is considered badly dressed and inexperienced or insecure in the symbolic use of 



 89 

brand. Putting Hugo Boss together with H&M and a couple of other brands signals 

sophistication, strong personality, and the ability to decode brands. Thereby the consumer 

becomes co-creator of the brand meaning by producing new meaning that was not originally 

embedded in the brand (Østergaard, 2008). 

8.2.1. Extractions from Consumer Research 

From Consumer Research we will, for the following intertwining, extract the idea of 

individuals possessing complex selves with the co-existence of different cultural cognitive 

systems within the individual. For this we also find the idea of tension work between selves to 

be interesting, because, despite the possibility of co-existing cognitive cultural systems, these 

do not appear to cause trouble for the individual. Also the notion of sophisticated brand use 

will be explored further in section 9. Intertwining of scientific approaches. 

 

 
Extractions Consumer Research 
 

 
Complex selves 
Co-existence of cognitive cultural systems within the 
individual 
Tension work between selves 
Sophisticated brand use 

 

8.3. Strategic Management 

The findings within the field of strategic management were scarce with regards to our 

phenomenon. This however is not surprising since the journals searched were not within our 

topic of branding, but instead strategic management. We do however find the discipline 

related to our phenomenon, since we consider 

strategic management as the underlying 

assumption of other strategic disciplines. 

Illustratively we consider strategic management 

as the backbone of the specified management 

strategies within a company, whether it being 

HR, product development or marketing etc. 

New insights within the field of Strategic 

Management could therefore be able to deliver 

explainable value to our phenomenon. We 

believe to have found such a strategic 
 

Figure 11: Strategic Management 

Strategic 
Management

Brand
Management

Consumer
Resarch

The observed
phenomenon



 90 

management approach, which we will make use of later as part of the theoretical explanation 

to the observed phenomenon. This strategy approach is however complex and highly different 

from other approaches within the discipline of Strategic Management. In order for it to make 

sense when using it later, we will in this section describe the approach in a detailed level. 

 

In searching for supplementary research within the field of Strategic Management, an 

approach called Complex Responsive Process (herein after CRP) appeared. CRP concerns the 

emergence of strategy and is within the socially constructive paradigm. Social constructivism 

is highly rare in strategic management literature and research, where instead positivism and 

realism are by far dominant (Mir & Watson, 2000 & 2001; Stacey, 2007). As previously 

mentioned we consider the approach of CRP to be a level 4 within Strategic Management in 

the paradigm funnel, since it is a new approach opposing the underlying assumptions in 

dominating strategic management. It introduces innovative thoughts to the field of strategy, 

and has started to gain attention in the scientific community and among practitioners within 

Strategic Management32. When using the dynamic paradigm funnel, we see a turbulence 

regarding the notion of fit and monotone brands within the field of Brand Management and 

Consumer Research. However all the articles found here have been at a level 3 by further 

developing or questioning existing theory. No new approach has emerged within these 

scientific disciplines that could be related to our phenomenon and we can only use them as 

mere insights. We will therefore look towards the CRP approach within Strategic 

Management when exploring a possible explanation towards our phenomenon of brands 

choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. With this 

approach being a level 4 within the dynamic paradigm funnel, it may be able to deliver new 

explanations towards our phenomenon, despite it being within Brand Management and not 

Strategic Management. We will therefore later, in section 9, have to adopt the thoughts from 

CRP towards Brand Management. First we will present the approach staying true to its 

discipline. The following sections therefore solely build on the book “Strategic management 

and organisational dynamics – the challenge of complexity” by Stacey (2007). 

                                                
32 www.troelsen.wordpress.com/ &  
www.det-danske-ledelsesakademi.dk/Download/papers_11122006/Arne_Sorensen.pdf & 
www.lederne.dk/ledelseidag/Artikler/Seogeftermndogaar/2007/Nr.+7+august/temaetnytsynpaaforandringer/frasy
stemertilmenneskeligerelationerenintroduktiontilralphstacey.htm 
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8.3.1. Defining strategy 

In CRP strategy is defined as the evolving narrative pattern of organisational identity. 

Strategy is what it is, and becomes what it becomes because of local interaction and power 

relating between independent people (Stacey, 2007). The basis of the CRP approach is a 

transformational causality, which can be related to circular causality, but where A is 

simultaneously forming and being formed by B in a paradoxical manner (Stacey, 2007). With 

such ideas of strategy it means that peoples’ interaction about strategy is simultaneously 

forming and being formed by strategy. Strategy is therefore not, as within dominating brand 

management theory, a linear and neat process where management formulate a strategy (think), 

which is then followed by implementation (act). Instead strategy formation is a chaotic 

process, where there are no obvious links between cause and effect, but thinking and acting is 

happening simultaneously. Strategy formation is therefore best made sense of in hindsight. 

8.3.2. Theoretical supporting themes 

CRP rests on three different theoretical perspectives, being the thoughts of sociologist Norbert 

Elias; social psychologist Georg Herbert Mead and the mathematical theories of chaos. From 

Mead (in Stacey, 2007) CRP uses the idea that humans are a product of themselves in relation 

to society, being “me” and “I”. “Me” is formed in relation to the people and the society that 

we interact with. In the relationships between people power exists. There is no one who 

possesses the power, but instead it is the social control that is crucial for the individual in 

wanting to maintain the relation to other people. 

 

Because people are formed by their relation to other people, humans are independent, and 

what we do should be understood in the relations to others. This makes communication 

central for CRP. Here Elias’ (in Stacey, 2007) thoughts are introduced to CRP since the 

message of communication is understood in the relation between those taking part in the 

communication. Communication therefore demands that people reach out towards each other 

when communicating. It is in this gesture meaning arises; in the interaction between people. 

Therefore no one can control meaning, because it is socially created and one cannot control 

how others will react towards someone’s communicational gestures. Formal plans often seen 

in strategic management are therefore mere gestures in communication between people and 

not something that one can control. 
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CRP is also influenced by mathematical chaos theory with the idea of adaptive systems being 

transferred to human relationships. In chaos theory certain patterns can emerge in situations 

that would be described as chaotic and paradoxical, since there is irregular regularity or 

regular irregularity at the same time. An example of an adaptive system is the weather system, 

which is so regularly irregular that methodologists can only forecast a few days ahead and still 

the weather often turns up differently than expected. In adaptive systems independent agents, 

for example neurons of the brain, interact with their local environment of other independent 

agents, and the agents create population wide patterns, despite a complete lack of a superior 

plan or control system. Birds flying are often used as example. Each bird simply moves 

according to the other birds in its local area, but still the entire flock of birds move in 

complete symphony with no plan or leadership guidance. The actions of the independent 

agents are not random though, but determined by the previous interactions between the 

agents. The entire system is chaotic, because each agent only acts according to the local 

surroundings without lead, making it impossible to pinpoint what actually starts changing 

behaviour. 

 

CRP theory believes that a process of an adaptive system can be compared to local interaction 

among independent people (agents), which then evolves into population wide patterns. These 

patterns are not determined or intended by managers or strategy, but evolve in the every-day 

interaction between people. It is a process again characterised by transformational causality 

since local interaction evolves into population wide patterns, e.g. the collective movement of 

birds, but the population wide patterns also shape the local interaction with general themes. 

Social meaning is therefore a circular never-ending process between local interaction and 

population wide patterns, which cannot be traced down to one particular interaction. Because 

individuals are shaped in relation to others (society), they are also shaped by the local 

interaction to population wide patterns and back. At the same time people are shaping the 

population wide patterns by their own contribution to the local interaction. 

8.3.3. Social objects 

In CRP society is simply interactions of people, as are organisations. Society and 

organisations are shaped by power relations, social ideologies and evaluations of earlier 

interactions between people. Put simply, an organisation is only communication. 

Organisations are social objects, which are generalised tendencies where a large group of 

people act in a similar way in a similar situation (Stacey, 2007). Here people articulate and 
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idealise a collective identity creating shared ideologies and an imaginative “whole”, which 

stands out as an organisation. In people’s local relationships they create meaning and 

accomplish sophisticated joint actions, often on behalf of the imaginative social object, e.g. 

organisation, just like the flock of birds. An organisation can be a company, a nation or, in our 

belief, even a brand. 

 

Because there is no superior control or plan for the creation of meaning and action, such 

human interactive processes can appear random or chaotic. This is not the case though. Social 

acting and meaning creation is self-organised, which creates stable conditions and routines in 

the interaction of for example an organisation. At the same time interactions are also able to 

spontaneously change to something creatively new. This is why society, organisations and 

humans constantly evolve and change. The reason for such spontaneous change is that people 

have choice. They evaluate the local interaction differently due to their history of interaction 

in other local settings, and they are influenced differently by social control due to different 

levels of access to resources. No interaction is therefore reproduced exactly alike, and instead 

new processes of interaction emerge. When this happens, peoples’ identity and society are 

changed, again creating new patterns in the local interaction due to transformational causality. 

8.3.4. Management 

Due to the above ideas of human interaction, society and organisations, in strategic 

management the manager does not have an objective observant position, because he or she 

will always be shaping and shaped by local interaction, which again form and is formed by 

society. The manager is merely a participant in such interaction, and as a participant one 

cannot control how others will communicate. The manager can therefore neither predict the 

future and objectively “strategise” ahead. Instead strategy is emerging in the everyday 

conversations in local groupings, not only by managers or “inside” the organisation, but in the 

local interaction which different agents take part in. The key role of the manager is therefore 

to participate in these everyday conversations and take notice to the themes emerging in these. 

An effective manager will seek opportunities to talk to people in different local settings and 

bring themes from these interactions to other local groupings. When new diverse themes are 

introduced in local interaction, it can spark spontaneous new behaviour and sense making, 

changing organisations, people and even society. 
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8.3.5. Extractions from Strategic Management 

As mentioned our selected approach from Strategic Management is not related to branding. It 

is instead concerned about the emergence of strategy. We can therefore not directly use it as 

an explanation of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting 

brand images. We do however consider many elements of the approach to potentially give 

new valuable insights and explanations in a further theoretical exploration of the 

phenomenon, especially as we consider Strategic Management as a backbone of Brand 

Management. So despite the theory of CRP is not being directly related to branding, we will 

extract elements from the approach for the section 9. Intertwining of scientific disciplines.  

What we extract for the following intertwining regarding an explanation to our phenomenon 

is the notion of transformational causality where A is shaped and being shaped by B. In this 

“strategy” is emerging in the interplay of local, self-organising interactions among 

independent people. The same goes for social objects, which are imagined “wholes” created 

by and creating the individuals interacting about the social object. Also in CRP no one can 

predict the future, since this is formed by the interaction of independent people, whose 

thinking and communication one cannot control. There is no objective observant, and the only 

mean for influencing the interaction is by entering it and taking part in the collective sense 

making process. 

 

 
Extractions Strategic 
Management 
 

 
Transformational Causality 
Strategy emergent in interaction 
Social objects 
Constant negotiation of meaning 
No control over sense making 
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9. Intertwining the scientific disciplines 
In section 8 above we presented selected articles within Strategic Management, Brand 

Management, and Consumer Research with the aim to clarify how theories from recent brand 

management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines could bring value of explanation 

towards the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations 

despite contradicting brand images. As concluded above none of the articles were able to 

contribute with a full explanation to the observed phenomenon. Neither of them can explain 

why for example Karl Lagerfeld chose to enter collaboration with high street H&M. However 

all theories and articles comprise insights and notions we find interesting in the search for the 

explanation to our phenomenon. That brings us to our third and last research question, asking 

how the phenomenon, taking the above findings into account, results in future implications to 

brand management theory. In this section we will intertwine our extractions from the three 

scientific disciplines. The scientific disciplines will serve as building blocks, as we tailor them 

in order to be relatable to the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images. As illustrated in figure 15 we build on the 

extractions from the three scientific disciplines, as we seek to either develop existing theory, 

being a level 3 in the paradigm funnel, or even alter underlying assumptions, the level 4, in 

order to find a comprehensive explanation of the observed phenomenon. 

 

 
Figure 12: Application of paradigm funnel, specified 
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First we will discuss our extractions from Consumer Research. We start with this scientific 

discipline because the individual sense making process gives cause to the sense making 

process in both strategic management and brand management. We will then follow with the 

extractions from Strategic Management, which we see as serving as a backbone for Brand 

Management, and with a new approach to Strategic Management, the extractions may be able 

to give new explanations to our phenomenon within Brand Management. When discussing 

Brand Management, we will combine all three disciplines in the discussion of future 

implications in brand management theory. 

9.1. Consumer Research 

Based on the theory presented in section 8 we will in the intertwining of scientific disciplines 

consider the individual as being complex as a premise in modern society. We do not only use 

the notion of complex selves for individuals with a cross-cultural background but instead it is 

a universal state for all individuals. The degree of complexity may though vary across 

cultures, but all have different roles at different times despite our cultural background. We 

therefore regard the individual as possessing a multiplicity of roles, which can generate 

different selves within one individual. The idea of all people possessing a multiplicity of 

personae is supported by Brown (2006) in the articles referred to under Brand Management, 

in which he describes that people adopt different roles on different occasions. 

 

These different selves can be viewed as cognitive structures (Hong et al., 2000) that the 

individual switches between depending on the occasion. All selves are latently present at the 

same time, but may not be activated in the particular situation. This means that the behaviour 

of the individual in different situations varies and can seem inconsistent. The behaviour 

however does make sense in its situational setting. If individuals only had one self contrarily, 

same behaviour in different situations would appear as lack of social intelligence. Cognitive 

structures are mostly primed at different points of time, and therefore they can co-exist 

without a conscious notion of conflict or dilemma for the individual. Sometimes conflicting 

cognitive structures may be primed at the same time when different roles are crossing, e.g. 

career woman and devoted mother. This can lead to tensions, which the individual must face 

and handle. The individual can approach such tensions by employing different strategies of 

mending meaning. The individual will unconsciously engage in an inner dialogue in order to 

resolve such tensions and can thus sustain a situational coherent sense making. 
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The condition of a complex self and the different roles may explain the sophisticated use of 

brands. When engaging in different roles the individual uses different brands for different 

purposes. Brands are mixed and matched in a sophisticated and complex fashion. As 

individuals we are therefore used to both encoding and decoding each other despite mixed 

signals and roles. With this in mind, it is reasonable to believe that we also are able to read 

brands with mixed signals and roles. This notion breaks with the traditional view of brands as 

steady anchors of meaning for the individual to use in their life projects, a view supported by 

Holt (2004), who suggests that brands must ease these anxieties by providing a meaning 

through their myth - much like a lighthouse in troubled waters. We find it interesting to 

question the brand’s role in providing stability, based on the combination of complex selves 

and a sophisticated use of brands, which will be discussed further in the following sections. 

9.2. Strategic Management 

The CRP perspective (Stacey, 2007) presented in section 8.3 is merely concerned with 

strategy formation. Therefore we will have to angle the extractions from Strategic 

Management towards branding and brand management, and then afterwards relate the result 

of this to our above discussion of the individuals as complex selves. 

 

One of the extractions from Strategic Management was the concept of social objects; a 

concept we believe applies to brands. Social objects only exist in human experience, but are 

generalised tendencies to act in a similar way common to a large number of individuals. They 

are repetitive, habitual patterns of interaction shaped and shared among those taking part in 

the interaction. The social object is also shaping the interaction and those participating in the 

interaction too. This we believe is also true for brands. Brands are not something tangible, and 

when making sense of a brand individuals tend to interact coherently. A brand is therefore 

created in interaction among individuals, and not something that a brand manager can control. 

Individuals do not interact about the brand exactly the same way due to their different past 

experiences and meaning creation. This leaves room for constant negotiation of what the 

brand actually entails. In the shape of a social object the brand is therefore never something 

entirely fixed. Because of transformational causality between social objects and those 

participating in interaction with it, discussion of brands will influence those interacting about 

the brand too. 
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Interaction of brand meaning is not confined to only involve the company and its particular 

consumers. With the CRP approach to Brand Management, consumers will have 

conversations with other people, who may not be the consumers of the particular brand. 

However the themes arising in such conversations may be transferred to the interactions about 

the particular brand. This can also be true even when the interactions are not about branding. 

The conversations can e.g. be about social responsibility, which can be viewed as a general 

theme, also called a population wide pattern (Stacey, 2007), but themes in such conversations 

can influence the particular interaction about the brand. Brand value creation is therefore not 

limited to only involve the company and its consumers, but is instead chaotic interaction 

among company, consumers and many other people, some of them having never heard of the 

brand. The conversations may also be about other brands, but themes here can again be 

transferred to conversations about a particular brand. With CRP in mind, we can therefore 

propose that brand meaning will always be fluent, constantly negotiated and developed 

through interaction between individuals, who at the same time are being shaped by the brand 

meaning emerging. 

 

No one has control over the brand value creation as also seen in the later approaches to brand 

management, but according to our extractions, a brand manager would not be without means. 

Certain individuals have access to more resources than others, e.g. managers, which grant 

them more power in collective sense making. A brand manager has access to more resources 

in interacting about a brand, since he or she has access means, such as for example logo, 

newsletters and choice of brand collaboration partners. These can act as the brand manager’s 

communicational gestures in the interaction about the brand. The brand managers 

communicational gestures also reaches more “respondents”, for example Innocent’s blog 

statement regarding the collaboration with McDonald’s is most likely read by many more than 

the individual bloggers’ posts at the company website. Yet though the brand manager is 

influential for the interaction of brand value, he or she is not “outside” the conversation, 

meaning that the brand manager is also shaped by the interaction of others. This again speaks 

to brands being shaped by and shaping the individuals taking part in the interaction of the 

brand. 

 

With the extractions from our approach in Strategic Management being related to branding, 

branding becomes a chaotic affair of collective sense making, lack of managerial control and 

transformational causality. When taking the discussion from Consumer Research and the 
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notion of complex selves into this, it creates a possibility for further complexity to branding. 

Here individuals will discuss and negotiate the meaning of the brand with others, but can 

themselves have different views on a particular brand due to which cognitive systems are 

being primed. Individuals would therefore not have a one-dimensional understanding of a 

brand and its actions. Instead the understanding of the brand would depend on the situation or 

role in which the individual or the brand is embedded. Relating such thoughts of the 

individual to the notion of transformational causality extracted from Strategic Management, 

the individual and the brand are mutually forming and being formed by each other. When 

individuals are complex and communicate different ideas to what a particular brand entails, in 

their different roles, the brand and the individual will be shaping and shaped by such 

interaction too. This means that we cannot separate what happens to the individual from the 

brand and neither the other way around. A complex and multifaceted individual will therefore 

in interaction shape and be shaped by an increasingly complex and multifaceted brand too. 

9.3. Brand Management 

With the extractions of Consumer Research and Strategic Management, we deduce the 

possibility that both individuals and brands can be complex. With such complexity towards 

brands we see the notion of a stable brand identity severely questioned. First by defining 

brands as social objects, brands are automatically never stable, because they are constantly 

negotiated among the participants taking part in meaning creation. Different situations can 

demand different roles for the brand, and in this the brand identity will be interpreted by the 

individual. Consumers meet a brand in many different situations (usage) and at different 

points (distribution), and these factors, among others, can act as primers for different 

cognitive systems for the individual within a complex self. Shifting brand identity would not 

necessarily be perceived as conflicting for the individual, because the perception of the 

identity makes sense in specific situation and role of the consumer. What creates tension is 

when a consumer expects the brand to behave according to a specific role and the brand then 

expresses another identity. The problem is not that the brand takes on shifting identities, but 

that the consumer expected another identity due to their own activated cognitive system. An 

example could be a consumer primed into a social responsibility sphere and the brand identity 

expressed is one of a profit seeking business. The consumer can relate to this brand identity, 

but in another cognitive system than the one being primed, which causes trouble for the 

consumer in their situational perception of the brand. 
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It should be noticed that when using the term cognitive systems, we do not refer to it as a 

traditional view of systems thinking, where one system, e.g. Corporate Social Responsibility, 

can only communicate within its own reason. We understand it as making sense of the 

interaction of the brand. When making sense, individuals are negotiating the narrative 

surrounding the brand. As a social object the brand will always be negotiated. The brand 

exists only due to the beliefs and understandings that people ascribe collectively to it. We see 

such understanding of the brand as being a narrative (Brown, 2006) shared and contested by 

many different parties as a social construction. According to Brown (2006) what makes 

narratives particularly exciting are when they are embedded tensions and conflicts. These 

tensions in a brand call for negotiation of brand narratives among individuals taking part in 

the meaning negotiation. This is important since individuals fundamentally use narratives to 

understand, comprehend, and describe themselves and the surrounding world (Somers, 2005). 

They use brand narratives to understand brands and to use the brand narrative in their own 

narratives. This explains why individuals invest time and resources in negotiating brand 

narratives. They are important for our understanding of our self and our peers. 

 

When a certain narrative of a brand is articulated there is a predefined margin for the acting of 

the brand. If the brand is not violating the narrative that the individual has ascribed the brand 

identity, there is no need for the individual to question the brand’s actions and thereby not 

actively entering a negotiation of brand identity. The brand is operating in agreement to the 

sense making of the individual. This can be related to the idea of coherent fit in brand actions. 

Because each individual holds their own specific idea about a particular brand, a brand’s 

actions may for some seem contradicting compared to their ascribed brand narrative, while 

other individuals do not regard the brand actions as contradicting. When a brand is conflicting 

with pre-established perceptions a new sense making must occur, widening the realm of 

understanding concerning the narrative of the brand. The sense making takes place both at 

internal individual level (between selves) as well as in collective sense making within groups. 

Such negotiations are a dynamic process constantly changing the brand narrative and its 

possible identities, underlining the fluid premise of the social object and its changeable nature. 

We can therefore not establish whether it is the brand that is changing because of the 

negotiation of the individuals, or if it is the brand that is changing the individuals. It happens 

in one process of collective sense making in interaction, changing both individual and brand 

at the same time. 
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When negotiation of brand meaning takes place the narrative of the brand expands. Through 

employed strategies the individuals build bridges between the different identities of the brand, 

as they do with conflicting views within their own self. This process develops multifaceted 

narratives about the brand that can appear contradicting, yet still accepted because of the 

complexity of the individual itself. The individual ascribes the brand new co-existing 

identities that can leave the individual with a feeling of knowing the brand a little better than 

before. The new explored identities call for the individual to use a more complex lens when 

interpreting the brand. The brand is no longer one-dimensional and can no longer be seen as 

so, if the individual wishes to make sense of it. This we see as related to the sophisticated use 

of brands. Being able to grasp and comprehend the complexity of a brand enables the 

consumer to make use of the symbolic values of the brand in a talented way. Instead of it only 

being the consumer that composes their own symbolic narrative consisting of different brands, 

the brands themselves may construct a multifaceted narrative by collaborating with other 

brands (see figure 13). 

Such collaborations widen the 

brand meaning, resulting in the 

consumer needing to interpret a 

much more nuanced brand, much 

like wine and wine connoisseurs. 

Where the unskilled wine taster 

can only taste the wine as a whole, 

the wine connoisseur is able to 

identify and appreciate the many 

nuances of the wine, while still 

comprehending the wine as a 

collective whole. We believe the 

same goes for a sophisticated user 

of a brand, let us say Brand B. The 

consumer is able to sense the many nuances to the brand (Brand E, Brand F, Brand G), while 

still understanding the meanings as interconnected in Brand B. 

 

The collaborations of a brand, even those that can seem contradictorily for the brand 

narrative, will not leave the brand schizophrenic, but instead a multitude of “taste nuances” 

that the consumer can make use of in different situations and roles. When a brand enters 

 
 
Figure 13: Consumers and brands use of brands in 
constructing a multifaceted narrative 
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collaboration the brand consumer may engage themselves in a sense making process of 

expanding the brand narrative, using time and resources in understanding the new nuances of 

the brand, resulting in increasing possibilities of brand use. The brand becomes relevant for 

the consumer in new situations and may deepen the consumer’s relation to the brand. We 

believe that this process will engage the consumer to a higher degree, strengthening their 

loyalty towards the brand. Furthermore we consider that a development in the brand narrative 

will intrigue the consumer into entering the sense making process of the brand, because they 

experience a questioning in their previous understanding of the brand. They discover new 

sides of the brand they did not know existed, which triggers continuous exploration, keeping 

the brand interesting. 

 

We believe that our above intertwining of the extractions made from the three scientific 

disciplines can give reason to our phenomenon in the sense that this explains why it can be 

beneficial for brands to collaborate with other contradicting brands and not just those, whose 

brand already fit. Our intertwining is also able to explain why consumers, who may have 

acted against a brand collaboration do not abandon the brand despite their initial 

dissatisfaction. The intertwining can explain why a brand as Apple without consequence can 

collaborate with the contradicting Walmart. However we do not consider the intertwining to 

yet be polished enough for it to serve as a theoretical explanation to the observed 

phenomenon, which can deliver implications for Brand Management. 
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10. Theory articulation 
With the above intertwining of our extractions from Brand Management, Consumer Research 

and Strategic Management in mind we conclude that the notion of complex brand narratives is 

highly relevant and can give explanation towards our observed phenomenon. We are aware 

that the above is extracts from diverse theories and approaches, which we have adjusted and 

intertwined towards an explanation for our observed phenomenon. The aim with the above 

intertwining was to form the basis for a theoretical explanation of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaboration despite contradicting brand images within the social 

constructivist paradigm. 

 

What we found as an explanation is a process of sense making, not necessarily planned by 

brand managers, but instead an unconscious premise of making sense of contradicting signals 

within brand meaning. For brand management theory such findings implicate that it can be 

beneficial for brands to have embedded contradictions in their brand narrative. This can foster 

complexity and multiple brand identities within one brand. Such implication breaks with a 

dominant view of consumers rejecting brands that violate the brand meaning consumers hold 

towards the brand (Keller, 2008; Fournier, 1998; Aaker, 1997; Aaker, et al., 2004; Muñiz & 

O’Guinn, 2001; Holt, 2004). Instead we argue that challenging existing brand meaning can 

spur increased interaction between brand and consumers in a collective sense making process 

expanding the brand narrative. A means for such expansion can be choosing collaborations 

between contradicting brand images. Hereby such perspective on branding widens the brand 

managers’ room to manoeuvre significantly, since the brand manager will not have to operate 

only within the area of obvious coherent fit in relation to their existing brand narrative. 

Contradictions in the brand narrative can make the brand relevant and interesting for 

consumers by constantly needing negotiation between brand and consumers. We choose to 

call our perspective on branding Complex Brand Narratives. 

 

It should be noted though that we do not consider our brand perspective beneficial for every 

brand. In order to engage in interaction regarding conflicting perceptions to a brand narrative, 

the consumer must have a prior understanding about what the brand narrative entails. If not 

the consumer cannot identify a contradicting action of brand meaning. Such brands would 

often be ones that engage consumers and evoke their interest, either through size and visibility 

or through value creation to niche audiences. 
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In the following section we conceptualise our brand perspective, making it further clear how 

the notion of Complex Brand Narratives can theoretically give explainable value to our 

observed phenomenon, and what the implications this beholds for brand management. 

10.1. Theory conceptualisation 

Throughout our intertwining of scientific disciplines we have referred to the brand as being a 

social object, inspired by the CRP-approach from Strategic Management. Social objects are 

repetitive, habitual patterns of interaction shared among those taking part in the interaction. 

Further to this, we believe that what is shared between the individuals is a realm of 

understanding taking shape as a narrative. The use of a narrative is here seen as a fundamental 

way for the individual to explain and understand their surroundings and themselves. On the 

basis of this a brand is defined as a socially constructed narrative under constant negotiation 

and development. In this definition lies the reasoning for calling our perspective on branding 

Complex Brand Narratives. 

 

The brand value within such understanding of a brand is created between the brand and 

multiple stakeholders, not only brand consumers. This implicates a holistic approach to brand 

value creation, where the narrative stems from many different sources. Some of these sources 

may not even be directly related to the specific brand, but may possess another role towards 

the brand, e.g. a user of a competing brand or an influencer within a theme that the brand 

makes use of in its narrative, e.g. Corporate Social Responsibility. 

 

The criteria for success of Complex Brand Narratives would entail that individuals engage 

themselves in the brand narrative, taking part in and negotiating the meaning creation. This 

will keep the brand relevant and stakeholders attentive for further communication from the 

company. When spending time and resources on negotiating the brand narrative, it is natural 

to assume that such process will foster deeper attachment between the brand and the 

individual, resulting in loyal brand consumers. 

 

Our aim for the paper is to explore unusual brand collaborations. It is therefore natural that we 

account for brand collaborations within the Complex Brand Narrative perspective. We see 

brand collaborations as potential expansions of the possibilities for the brand narrative. Brand 

collaboration would only be an expansion, if the brand image of the collaborating brand does 
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not match into the narrative of the brand in focus. If there is a match, the brand narrative will 

not have to expand in order for the stakeholders to make sense of the collaboration. If a brand 

chooses to collaborate with a brand that does not sustain the brand narrative, rooms for new 

roles, challenges and nuances are created in the narrative, giving it its complexity within the 

brand narrative. The individuals will have to negotiate new meaning for the existing narrative, 

thereby expanding the multifaceted narrative. Brand collaboration with an “unexpected” 

partner incites interaction and negotiation of the brand narrative, resulting in time and 

resources spent on the brand, which is in our understanding of the brand a criteria for success. 

We have in this paper focused on brand collaboration, due to our observed phenomenon, but it 

is reasonable to assume that the same premise is valid, when the brand enters an unusual 

sponsorship or choosing an unexpected spokesperson in the company marketing efforts. 

 

When examining a potential collaboration within our brand understanding, it is obvious to 

look towards qualitative methods, since a brand is defined as a socially created narrative, 

where all individuals have their own particular understanding. It is not possible to find one 

single truth regarding the narrative. An examination therefore calls for multiple sources in 

order to get a more holistic and comprehensive view of the meaning creations towards the 

existing brand narrative. Since we use narratives as a descriptor of the brand, it may be 

beneficial to use narrative models, such as Greimas (1983). The brand value is created 

between brand and many stakeholders, where some have more influence on the interaction 

than others, e.g. brand managers, certain brand community members or active bloggers. When 

choosing participants for an examination of the brand, it would be advisable to establish who 

the key influencers are and explore their brand narratives. 

 

Having established the main concepts for our brand perspective Complex Brand Narratives, 

we will in the following section test its value of explanation towards our phenomenon by 

examining the case of Innocent and McDonald’s as we have done with the seven brand 

approaches. We will again use our case grid for establishing the same premise for the 

examination.  

10.2. View on phenomenon 

When viewing the collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s with the Complex Brand 

Narrative perspective we would classify the collaboration as a possible expansion of the 

brand narrative, opening up for new roles and nuances to the brand. The collaboration is only 
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a possible expansion since some consumers may consider the collaboration as being in tune 

with their brand narrative of Innocent. They will not be taken aback by collaboration between 

Innocent and McDonald’s and will therefore not need to enter into a negotiation of the brand 

narrative. Collaboration as a means for expanding the brand narrative will therefore only be 

an expansion for those, who do not consider collaboration with McDonald’s as belonging to 

their brand narrative of Innocent. This group of consumers will enter negotiation of the brand 

meaning in order to make sense of the collaboration and expand their views of the Innocent 

brand identity. Whether the collaboration is a way of expanding the brand narrative of 

Innocent is thus an individual assessment by the consumer. 

 

Because the assessment of the collaboration is individual, an examination of the collaboration 

faces the same challenges as for example the relational approach. The brand manager cannot 

examine all stakeholders having an opinion about the brand or contributing to the brand 

narrative. However in our brand perspective there are stakeholders who have more influence 

on the collective sense making, such as for example brand managers, sales people and blog 

users. These individuals would not have the same exact perception of the brand narrative, but 

we consider it reasonable to expect their brand narratives to share a large degree of 

commonality. An examination of the collaboration would be of a qualitative method targeting 

the influencers in the Innocent brand narrative, examining whether McDonald’s would be able 

to co-exist within such brand narrative. The point of the examination would not be to look for 

fit or unfit between the two brands, but instead investigate how the stakeholders make sense 

of such a collaboration in order for Innocent to respond to such sense making and relate the 

collaboration to an expanded brand narrative.  

 

The expected consumer response (or stakeholder in this case) would be of a diverse response; 

some would find the collaboration with McDonald’s to be within the brand narrative of 

Innocent, while others would need to enter a sense making process. Disagreement is not a 

problem. It would give cause to negotiation of brand meaning between the brand and its 

stakeholders, giving the brand narrative the possibility to expand and stakeholders to 

strengthen and renew their relationship with the brand. Collaboration would therefore be 

advisable - even if some stakeholders react negatively towards such collaboration. 

 

The manner of which Innocent chooses to communicate about the collaboration makes 

perfect sense within our brand perspective, where a brand narrative would expand through 
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dialogical negotiation between brand and stakeholders. In the case we can see such tendency 

in Innocent announcing their collaboration with McDonald’s at their blog, a social media 

available for everyone to comment on. The blog statement carries the name “To burger or not 

to burger”, which further indicates a wish for debate about the collaboration among the blog 

users. In the blog statement Innocent declare that they would like to hear the consumers’ 

thoughts about the collaboration. Innocent offers its own thoughts about the collaboration too 

in the blog statement. Innocent’s choice of offering their own perception of the  

collaboration can be seen as an attempt to influence the collective sense making among 

stakeholders. It is however not an act of control or 

suppression of those, who are not in favour of the 

collaboration. 

 

With Complex Brand Narratives in mind the 

consumers’ reactions are explainable because all have 

their own perceptions of Innocents collaboration with 

McDonald’s, which is widely expressed at the 

Innocent blog. Furthermore the consumers, or 

stakeholders, at the blog not only concentrate on 

Innocent’s communication and actions. They are also 

commenting on other blog statements, which we 

consider as a collective sense making process among 

stakeholders of the brand narrative. The diversity 

within the reactions on the blog also makes sense with 

our brand perspective. Roughly, the reactions at the 

blog can be divided into two groups; those against the 

collaboration with McDonald’s and those who 

consider the collaboration to be reasonable despite 

their personal dislike of McDonald’s. We believe this 

to be a case of those, who consider the collaboration 

as not being a part of their brand narrative of 

Innocent, and those, who consider the collaboration to 

be reasonable with their understanding of the brand 

narrative. Those two groups are together interacting 

and, in thereby, expanding the collective brand 

Figure 14: Sense making 
 
Example of sense making at Innocents 
annual “Grown Up Meeting 2009” with 
company owners, employees and every 
else interested.  
 
A woman deeply troubled by Innocents 
decision collaborating with Coca-cola 
asks: 

“A lot of people I know, know I'm here. 
I've actually lost a friend because I'm here, 
because he so fundamentally disagrees 
with what Coke stands for. 

I haven't actually bought an Innocent 
product since the announcement was 
made. I've just been sitting on the fence, 
not knowing what to do really. 

I came here today wanting to hear from all 
of you and to go away with something that 
I could rationalise it. It's something I can 
take away from the session to say to 
somebody who says: 'How can you buy 
those products now when they are 
partially owned, if only a little bit, by a 
company that has such an appalling 
record on human rights? 

What can I say to those people? Have you 
got anything for me that I can say to those 
people?” 

http://www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/AGM/qa-

2009/ 
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narrative of Innocent (See figure 14) creating room for different brand identities. Such sense 

making negotiation is not just between the stakeholders, but also within the individual due to 

the complex self where “internal opinions” are debating, priming different parts of the self 

(See figure 14). Those arguing against McDonald’s on the Innocent blog may be a regular 

visitor at McDonald’s on Sunday afternoon, after a long night out, but when faced with 

Innocent and the debate on the blog, it is not that part of the self that is mostly primed, but 

instead a part concerned about social responsibility. 

 

When faced with the consumer responses, the reaction of Innocent is to post another blog 

statement announcing that they are listening to the consumers, and that they too have had the 

same discussions, but still consider the collaboration as being a good idea. This is due to the 

fact that Innocent at McDonald’s can get more fruit into children, but also that Innocent is a 

business and the collaboration with McDonald’s is a possible way for Innocent to grow and 

expand, enabling Innocent to do more good things. We consider this as Innocent continuing to 

enter a collective sense making process with their stakeholders in negotiating the brand 

narrative. In this, as a reaction to the dissatisfied stakeholders, the company offers their own 

sense making of the collaboration within an expanded brand narrative with more identities. 

Innocent is mentioning the fact that they are a business and that collaborating with 

McDonald’s is a great business opportunity, however still communicated within Innocent’s 

brand narrative. Innocent is here offering an explanation to the collaboration, which the 

consumer can use in their own and collective sense making. The mentioning of Innocent as a 

company can also prime other parts of the individual self to be activated in the consumer’s 

“inner debate”, for example one that can make sense of a business having to grow and earn a 

profit, even if the business is a socially responsible one. The consumer may not like 

McDonald’s but at the same time he or she can understand that Innocent must exploit the 

business opportunities being offered. 

 

The consumers will, despite Innocent‘s explanations of their decision, be likely to continue 

their debate of what Innocent is about, but we expect that they are influenced by Innocents 

sense making attempt. This is because Innocent, as the brand manager, is a powerful 

influencer to the interaction of the brand meaning, and when Innocent actively enters 

interaction with stakeholders, they are likely to influence the meaning negotiation 

substantially. A company trying to suppress consumer debate of the brand actions by not 

entering into a negotiation of brand meaning will, accordingly to our Complex Brand 
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Narrative perspective limit their own influence in the sense making process. Innocent is doing 

the exact opposite. The long-term expected consumer response would therefore likely be an 

acceptance of the collaboration with McDonald’s as also being a part of what Innocent is 

about.  

 

The process of expanding the brand narrative in collective sense making between brand and 

stakeholders will leave Innocent with more nuances and roles for consumer to tap into in their 

use of the brand – having the opportunity to become wine connoisseurs of the Innocent brand. 

Also the consumers’ engagement in expanding the brand narrative by collective negotiation 

will leave them more interested in the brand, because the brand is evolving, and strengthen the 

relationship between brand and consumer. Therefore choosing a collaborating partner that 

does not sustain the brand narrative can, according to our perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives, be advisable, which would also leave us, in the case of McDonald’s and Innocent, 

to recommend a prolongation of the collaboration. 

10.3. Grid summary: Complex Brand Narratives 

Table 15: Case Grid, Complex Brand Narratives 

Event Complex Brand Narratives 

Classification of 

collaboration 

Possible expansion of the brand narrative. 

Examination of 

collaboration 

Qualitative methods examining the brand narrative among influential stakeholders.  

Expected response 

from consumers 

Differentiated consumer response; some consider the collaboration as being within 

their perception of the brand narrative, while others consider it not to be. 

Would collaboration be 

advisable? 

Yes, due to the possibility of negotiating new meaning to the brand narrative, thereby 

expanding it.  

Communication 

concerning the 

collaboration 

The communication of Innocent does make sense. Innocent announce the 

collaboration in a social media, which invites to dialogue and meaning negotiation. 

Consumer response They consumer reaction is explainable. The consumers are roused in communicating 

their opinions. The blog can be seen as one collected interaction of sense making.  

Reaction towards 

consumer response 

Innocent again enters the sense making process by explaining why they consider the 

collaboration to make sense within an expanded brand narrative.  

Long term expected 

consumer response 

Innocent is a powerful influencer in the collective sense making process between 

company and stakeholders. The stakeholders are likely to be influenced by Innocent’s 

attempt of sense making, using it in their own sense making, and in the long term 

accepting the expanded brand narrative.  

Prolongation of 

collaboration 

Yes, due to collective sense making of expanding the brand narrative. 
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10.4. Evaluation of Complex Brand Narratives 

The perspective of Complex Brand Narratives sheds light on a crucial part of the 

phenomenon, being the fact that loyal consumers do not abandon the brand despite brand 

collaboration with contradicting brand images, to which they clearly express disappointment. 

That particular part caused trouble when looking to the seven brand approaches. In section 6. 

Examination of seven brand approaches we could only conclude the phenomenon to be an 

anomaly within Brand Management. With the perspective of Complex Brand Narratives the 

phenomenon no longer causes puzzlement. In the case grid the entire case of Innocent and 

McDonald’s can straightforwardly be made sense of. The perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives also provides explainable value to the collaboration being voluntarily and not 

forced upon the company as an externally imposed crisis. The seven brand approaches all 

consider the phenomenon a crisis to be avoided, not as a possible strategy for the company, 

and so they would always advise against such a decision. The perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives prescribes collaborations between brands with contradicting brand images as a 

strategy to remain interesting and relevant to the consumers. 

 

With the basis of the test of Complex Brand Narrativeson the case of Innocent and 

McDonald’s in section 10.2 View on Phenomenon we conclude that our brand perspective 

deliver theoretical explainable value to the observed phenomenon. The perspective sheds light 

on parts of the phenomenon that no 

other theories within brand 

management have been able to neither 

grasp nor explain. Complex Brand 

Narratives can be seen as a 

development of theory within Brand 

Management, as it broadens theory to 

contain a notion of complex brands and 

successful brand collaborations despite 

contradicting brand images. From this 

point of view, the perspective of 

Complex Brand Narratives operates on 

level 3 in the paradigm funnel (see 

figure 15). 

 

 
Figure 15:  Complex Brand Narratives in the paradigm 
funnel 
 

Level 4
Under-
lying

assump-
tions

Level 3
Develop existing theory to 
contain a notion of complex 
brands and successful brand 
collaborations despite contra-
dicting brand images

Level 3
Specific 
theories

Level 4
Introduce new thoughts that 
alters the underlying assump-
tion by suggesting that brands 
can benefit from acting 
against the brand identity and 
image by requirering negotia-
tion of brand narrative
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We do though see a potential level 4 in Complex Brand Narratives, without breaking with the 

paradigm of social constructivism. As Bjerre et al. (2008) note in regards to level 4, a level 4 

article often introduces what they call an approach, and not an entire shift in paradigm. 

Complex Brand Narratives can be argued to consist of elements at level 4, as the perspective 

introduces new and groundbreaking thoughts that alter the common assumption in brand 

management in regards to brand collaborations and co-branding. We find the perspective of 

Complex Brand Narratives to provide insights and implication to brand management 

alongside the seven identified brand approaches. Compared to the seven brand approaches 

and their ability to cover the phenomenon and central issues in the case grid, Complex Brand 

Narratives does not error on any element, but provides a holistic perspective. 

 

We do not consider Complex Brand Narratives as a level 4, though, since it does not give 

insights into central issues such as how to create a brand from scratch. We consider Complex 

Brand Narratives to operate at level 3 as a new layer to existing brand management theory 

within the socially constructive paradigm, but we see the perspective to possess the possibility 

to become a level 4 if further developed. 

 

Before concluding on this paper, we will reflect on the perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives as contributing to brand management. The articulation of Complex Brand 

Narratives is highly a line of reasoning, based on theoretical ‘building blocks’ stemming from 

three scientific disciplines. We test our proposal, by applying it, theoretically, to the case grid, 

but it is not demonstrated in an empirical test. Our proposal of Complex Brand Narratives is 

merely an article of faith within social science. In order to support our perspective of 

Complex Brand Narratives we invited associate professor Mr Per Østergaard from Institute 

for Marketing & Management at Southern Danish University to a conversation regarding 

Complex Brand Narratives as a brand management perspective. 
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11.  A conversation of Complex Brand Narratives 
In the conversation with Østergaard (see figure 16) verified some of our crucial assumptions 

in this paper. Østergaard agreed with us in describing and characterising the collaboration 

between Innocent and McDonald’s as odd and conflicting in regards to their brand images. 

Also Østergaard confirmed that no existing theories, he was aware of, could give value of 

explanation to the case of Innocent and McDonald’s. Finally he expressed his consent to our 

brand perspective and its ability to explain the case. 

Figure 16: Conversation with Østergaard 

After having presented the case of Innocent and McDonald’s and in detail described the events and 

developments of the case, we invited Østergaard to, in his words, describe and explain why Innocent 

succeed despite the unexpected choice of brand partner. First we asked Østergaard whether he was aware 

of tendencies in brand management theory that could contribute to a possible explanation of the case. To 

this Østergaard said that there was no such thing as one tendency, but that brand theory is context 

dependent and factors like type of industry, product type and size of company influence brand strategies. 

Østergaard stated that Innocent’s reasons to enter the collaboration could be differentiated. The incentives 

could revolve around issues such as the financial benefit or new distribution possibilities, but when 

approaching the case from a branding perspective, he agreed that the choice to team up with McDonald’s 

does seem most odd, because McDonald’s’ brand simply does not match Innocent.  

 

Østergaard verified our statement that no existing brand theory would advise Innocent to enter such 

collaboration – instead existing theory would strongly advise against it. When trying to explain why Innocent 

did not crash and burn, he underlined the fact that Innocent can be categorized as a brand icon, in other 

words a strong brand to which consumers ascribe meaning and value. Østergaard stated that Innocent, due 

to their prominent Corporate Social Responsibility activities, must possess a strong brand image and he 

imputes the strong image to their lack of failure with McDonald’s. Innocent has enough padding to come 

out of the collaboration without damaging the brand, as Østergaard formulated it. Another explanation to 

the case, according to Østergaard, could be that the consumer group originally purchasing Innocent has 

abandoned Innocent, but that new groups have taken the brand to heart and replaced the original consumer 

group. Or that the original consumer group has changed and the collaboration does no longer conflict with 

their new sense of self. Østergaard rounds off his explanation of the collaboration between Innocent and 

McDonald’s, as being that McDonald’s has seen a great opportunity to leverage their brand image, while 

Innocent has got a good financial offer from McDonald’s, they simply could not reject.  

 

We then presented our view on the case of Innocent and McDonald’s. Here we described our exploratory 

approach and findings and presented our brand perspective of Complex Brand Narratives to Østergaard. 

During our presentation Østergaard did not interrupt us or challenge our thoughts. When done with the 

presentation, Østergaard’s only comment was that he agreed with us. We were a little surprised with his 

lack of critical questions towards our perspective, and we tried to prompt him to elaborate, however without 

luck. We asked Østergaard if we were right in concluding that no existing brand management could bring 

value of explanation to the case. He stated that he could not think of any existing theories or emerging 

trends within brand management that could describe our case, and that he thought we provided a very 

good explanation and brand perspective. 
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Østergaard may agree with us, but we consider his insights regarding other possible 

explanations to the phenomenon as suitable as well (see figure 19: Conversation with 

Østergaard). However these explanations to the phenomenon do puzzle us because they all 

presuppose that the collaboration was somehow forced upon Innocent and not a conscious and 

proactive choice of brand partner. In such case Innocent would be expected to communicate 

as if they had made a mistake when entering the collaboration with McDonald’s, which is not 

the case though. 
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12. Conclusion 
In this paper we have questioned whether fit between brand images is crucial in order to 

succeed in a brand collaboration or co-branding strategy. Dominating brand management 

would argue so, but odd brand partnerships are beginning to emerge with collaborations 

between brands with contradicting brand identities and images. Most strange is that these 

collaborations appear to be succeeding. We believe these odd collaborations between 

contradicting brands can be seen as an emerging phenomenon within branding. Puzzled by 

this we sat out to try to theoretically understand and explain such a phenomenon. 

 

Our initial encounter to this phenomenon was a collaboration between Innocent and 

McDonald’s. Here Innocent entered collaboration with McDonald’s with Innocent’s 

smoothies for kids in the chain’s Happy Meal during a trial period. From a branding 

perspective for Innocent, known for their healthy products and socially responsible profile, it 

seemed a mistake to collaborate with a partner known for the exact opposite. The following 

reactions from consumers making their voice heard at the Innocent website only spurred the 

notion of brand collaborations with contradicting brand images as a mistake. What happened 

thought was that Innocent’s brand did not appear damaged, despite their collaboration with 

McDonald’s and consequently dissatisfied consumers. Instead Innocent continued their 

impressive growth rate with 2007 being the best year ever for the company. 

 

The collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s served an case in our objective of 

theoretically explain why brands choose and succeed with collaborations despite contradicting 

brand images. We believed such collaborations to be against dominating brand management 

theories, but firstly we needed to verify this by establishing how existing brand management 

(1985-2006) could understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and 

succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. This became research 

question 1. 
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12.1. Research question 1 

In answering research question 1 we have confined existing brand theory to seven brand 

approaches identified by Heding et al. (2009) being the economic, identity, consumer-based, 

personality, relational, community and cultural approach. The seven brand approaches 

represent distinct theoretical clusters viewing branding from very different perspectives due to 

their different ontologies. The approaches are stemming from two diverse paradigms; the 

positivistic and the socially constructive, making them difficult to compare with one another. 

Because all seven approaches have their different understanding of branding and in this are 

concerned with different processes, we developed a case grid in order to explore to what 

extent each approach can explain the same phenomenon, here in the shape of the Innocent-

McDonald’s collaboration. 

 

We examined each approach one at a time by applying the approaches’ techniques and 

strategy for analysis on the case in order to answer research question 1. The result was that 

none of the approaches were able to fully understand and explain the phenomenon of brands 

choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brand images. The 

economic approach could as the only one make sense of McDonald’s as a distribution 

channel, but we do not consider this approach to bring explainable value to the consumer 

reactions seen in the case, due to its notion of consumers being passive receivers of the 

marketing mix. The other approaches mostly lack explainable value in that the collaboration 

did not damage the Innocent brand or lead to brand abandoning, which each of them would 

prescribe as result of the collaboration. Also the approaches, except the economic, cannot 

make sense of a brand alliance, such as the collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s, 

being a well planned and carefully thought out strategy. This we find due to their underlying 

assumption of need of fit between the brand images of collaborating brands. The only 

approach questioning fit is the cultural approach in advocating the need of a brand to renew 

and reinvent itself in staying culturally relevant to consumers. It however does not question fit 

enough, for it to be able to grasp collaborations such as the one between the contradictory 

Innocent and McDonald’s brands. 
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12.2. Research question 2 

Because the existing brand management theory is not able to explain the phenomenon of 

brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting brands, we had to 

look further for an explanation. This was point of departure for our second research question, 

of exploring how theories from recent brand management theory (2007-2009) and other 

scientific disciplines could bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of 

brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite contradicting images. The seven 

brand management approaches are identified on the basis of brand management theory from 

1985-2006. In the following search we had to update the theoretical development within this 

scientific discipline. We would also look for the explainable value within the disciplines of 

Strategic Management, Retail Management and Consumer Research because we find these 

disciplines related to the brand management discipline and our phenomenon. In searching for 

explanatory theory we chose to look within leading scientific publications and supplementary 

literature. Since scientific knowledge is in constant development we considered it reasonable 

to assume that if a new brand approach was emerging we would find it in this search. 

 

Before going into this search we would have to explore the notion of scientific evolutions and 

paradigms, in order for us to explore if any new approaches related to our phenomenon were 

emerging. For this we found inspiration in the identification of the seven brand approaches by 

Heding et al. (2009), which is an extensive analysis uncovering the development of scientific 

knowledge. The methodology of Heding et al. (2009) is the dynamic paradigm funnel, based 

on the theory developed by Kuhn. The dynamic paradigm funnel incorporates central notions 

of normal science, anomalies, crisis and scientific revolutions from Kuhn. In order to examine 

for a possible new brand approach that could explain the collaboration between the brands 

Innocent and McDonald’s, we used the paradigm funnel. We find Kuhn’s theory of paradigms 

useful in connection to our phenomenon, because we believe the phenomenon to be an 

anomaly. It does not correlate with the expected results of existing brand management 

(research question 1). Such anomaly induces further investigation in order to grasp and 

explain the unexpected result of two contradicting brands successfully collaborating. 

 

The result of the investigation of recent theory within the scientific disciplines of Brand 

Management, Strategic Management, Retail Management and Consumer Research were 

surprisingly scarce with very little related to our phenomenon. Those identified did not reveal 

a new emergent approach when analysed using the dynamic paradigm funnel. For Retail 
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Management we did not find any articles related to the subject and could therefore rule out 

this discipline in our further investigation. For Strategic Management, Brand Management 

and Consumer Research we found a few interesting articles, some of them even questioning 

existing theory. In answering our research question 2, of how can theories from recent brand 

management (2007-2009) and other scientific disciplines bring value of explanation towards 

the observed phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with collaborations despite 

contradicting brand images, the answer would be of partly negative character. Recent theories 

within brand management and other scientific disciplines could not bring value of explanation 

to the observed phenomenon. However we did find parts in the theories interesting for our 

phenomenon, which we would extract and combine for further exploration. 

12.3. Research question 3 

We combined the findings extracted from Strategic Management, Brand Management and 

Consumer Research when answering research question 3, of how does the phenomenon, 

taking the above findings (research question 2) into account, result in future implications in 

brand management theory. This was with the aim of articulating a brand perspective that 

could explain the phenomenon. The three mentioned disciplines served as building blocks 

related to each other. We started out combining and discussing the findings of Consumer 

Research, due to individual sense making process giving cause to the sense making processes 

in both Strategic Management and Brand Management. 

 

The intertwining of the extracted and combined findings within Consumer Research, Strategic 

Management and Brand Management gave part of the answer to research question 3. In order 

to fully answer question 3 though, we articulated a supplementary brand perspective to brand 

management theory within the social constructivist paradigm, which we have called Complex 

Brand Narratives. With this perspective we questioned dominating brand management 

theories’ rule of fit in advocating that it can be beneficial for brands to have embedded 

contradictions in the brand narrative, in order to sustain their relevance and relations to 

consumers. We argue that breaking the existing brand meaning can spur increased interaction 

between brand and consumers in collective narrative articulation. 

 

In Complex Brand Narrative a brand is a socially constructed narrative under constant 

negotiation and development. Brand value is created between the brand and multiple 

stakeholders. This implicates a holistic approach to brand value, where the narrative stems 
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from many different sources and the criteria for success is that individuals engage themselves 

in the brand narrative, taking part in and negotiating the sense making. In our brand 

perspective brand collaborations are a potential method of expanding the brand narrative by 

adding multiple identities into the brand narrative, creating a complex brand. Such brands are 

accepted by the consumers due to their own complex selves. An “unfitting” brand partner 

only incites interaction and negotiation of the brand narrative, resulting in time and resources 

spent on the brand. We believe it reasonable to assume that such “time spending” can lead to 

consumers deepening their relations to the brand resulting in increased brand loyalty. 

 

To test our brand perspective we examined the case of Innocent and McDonald’s as we had 

with the seven brand management approaches from research question 1. Complex Brand 

Narratives can make sense of the collaboration between Innocent and McDonald’s, and 

especially to why the consumers did not abandon the Innocent brand despite their initial 

dissatisfaction with the collaboration. As a finishing touch, we chose to test our brand 

perspective further by presenting it in a conversation with associate professor Per Østergaard. 

This was due to the lack of theory with value of explanation with regards to our phenomenon. 

In the conversation Østergaard verified our assumptions regarding the phenomenon and our 

brand perspective in agreeing that no existing theories could give value of explanation to our 

case and expressing his consent to our brand perspective. 

 

To sum up the conclusion, for research question 1 of how existing brand management (1985-

2006) could understand and explain the phenomenon of brands choosing and succeeding with 

collaborations despite contradicting brand images, we conclude that existing brand 

management theories cannot understand and explain the phenomenon. They can explain and 

understand different elements of the case; however they cannot explain why the consumers 

did not abandon the Innocent brand. In continuing our search for a theoretical explanation 

research question 2, of how can theories from recent brand management (2007-2009) and 

other scientific disciplines bring value of explanation towards the observed phenomenon of 

brands choosing and succeeding collaborations despite contradicting brand images, comes 

into play. Here the answer is that no recent theories within the chosen disciplines can bring 

value of explanation towards our observed phenomenon. A few theories can bring insight to 

the phenomenon, but no new brand management approach, able to encompass the 

phenomenon, is emerging. In moving further to research question 3 of how does the 

phenomenon, taking the above findings into account, result in future implications in brand 
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management theory, we would have to make use of the insights emerging in research question 

2 in constructing our own brand perspective. With our brand perspective called Complex 

Brand Narratives we argue that contradicting brand partnerships can result in collective sense 

making between brand and stakeholders expanding the brand narrative. This opens for new 

roles for brand identity, increasing complexity and can foster interest for the brand and 

increased brand loyalty among consumers. Therefore instead of articulating collaborations 

with contradicting brand images, such as Innocent and McDonald’s as “odd” and a “mistake”, 

we argue that such collaborations can be a deliberate and well thought out strategy in evolving 

the brand by fusing complexity into the brand narrative. 
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13. Putting in to perspective 
This paper found its way from a specific and real life case of brand collaboration between 

Innocent and McDonald’s. The character of the paper is very theoretical though, but we 

believe the findings within the perspective of Complex Brand Narratives to be of great value 

in everyday praxis when managing a brand or understanding brand collaborations. In this 

section we will demonstrate the usefulness and relevance of Complex Brand Narratives by 

applying it on a practical level. 

13.1. The premises of the perspective 

13.1.1. Who can apply the perspective 

First of all, the overall premise for the perspective of Complex Brand Narratives is that there 

already is a substantial brand narrative to the brand in question, which the brand manager can 

challenge with new brand collaborations. The perspective therefore can only be applied 

successfully to already existing brands, which consumers find interesting enough to enter 

debate about. Such brands would often be brand icons or at least identity brands (Holt, 2004). 

However the brand does not need to be in the “Coke or Nike league” to be suitable for the 

perspective of Complex Brand Narratives. Neither Løgismose or Innocent belongs to this 

category. What is essential is that the brand has identity value for the consumer, meaning the 

brand is a vessel for self-expression, which is used for identity construct (Holt, 2004). Such 

brands can be anything from a small niche brand to a giant global corporation. The 

importance is that the brand has a group of involved consumers, who are emotionally invested 

in the brand. 

13.1.2. What are the benefits of the perspective 

The perspective of Complex Brand Narratives does not describe how a brand can be created 

from nothing, but instead how an existing brand can maintain relevance and continue 

evolving to new dimensions. The key within the perspective is to “surprise” the consumers 

through actions that induce the need for negotiation about the brand narrative between and 

among the consumers and the brand. The brand consumers think they “know” the brand, but 

by taking an unexpected step/action the consumers must reconsider their perceptions, and in 

this, the brand narrative about the brand, which basically means that the consumers spend 

time and resources on thinking about the brand - maybe even discussing it with their social 

surroundings or with ambassadors of the brand. The discussion about the brand may even be 
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taken into the media, as in the case with Innocent and Karl Lagerfeld, entailing publicity and 

exposure of the brand. The benefits of the perspective of Complex Brand Narratives are the 

creation of involvement; generation of negotiation between and among consumers, brand and 

other stakeholder; and renewed brand images that are relevant and interesting for the 

consumers of the brand - In other words, the perspective has the potential to bring new life to 

the brand and keep it interesting for further conversation. 

13.1.3. How does a brand apply the perspective 

We propose that complexity is infused through actions of the brand. In order to establish such 

complexity through actions, a narrative must pre-exist. Within the perspective of Complex 

Brand Narratives the object is not to establish the complexity through the marketing 

communication. If the brand communication constantly were self-contradictory it would leave 

a perception of a schizophrenic brand or at least great confusion about the brand narrative. In 

the Innocent-McDonald’s case we see Innocent communicating in coherence to their brand 

narrative with “getting more fruit into children” and “Innocent need to expand in order to do 

more good”. In this Innocent is linking their action, with which they infuse complexity to their 

brand narrative with a communicational effort staying true to their narrative. They create 

change through actions, but do not appear schizophrenic due to their communicational effort. 

For a company to succeed in choosing to dispute their existing brand narrative, as our brand 

perspective advocate, such disputing actions must be followed up by an effort to enter into 

dialogue with stakeholders in seeking collectively a way of making sense to the expanding 

brand narrative. If the company attempts to dictate how the consumer should understand the 

new actions, e.g. brand collaborations, we would consider the consumers to react against it. 

There would not be a collective sense-making process between company and consumers 

expanding the brand narrative, which is the point of Complex Brand Narratives.  

13.2. Possible actions 

There are multiple actions evident for challenging the brand narrative; on the shelf in the 

store, choice of retailer brand, in the choice of magazines in which the brand advertises, in 

choice of celebrity endorser, by advocating how people can mix the brand with others in 

consumption, or simply via co-branding with a contradicting brand. 

 

A practical example of actions by which the brand can challenge their existing brand narrative 

is the choice of retailer. Retailers are increasingly becoming big and influential brands 

themselves instead of mere “containers” of other brands (Martenson, 2007). Therefore a brand 
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manager must take retailer brands into consideration when choosing its distribution. Wanting 

a retailer brand that supports one’s own brand will potentially limit the distribution 

opportunities. With Complex Brand Narratives the possibilities are far greater since a brand 

can use an “unfitting” retailer in challenging their brand narrative. Many of the examples from 

this paper have been the unexpected choice of retailer; Løgismose in Netto; iPhone in 

Walmart. Also the ever so brand conscious Madonna has chosen 7/eleven as retailer for her 

new album. Speaking of Madonna, celebrity endorsement is also a possibility for challenging 

the existing brand narrative. When Louis Vuitton make use of Madonna and Scarlett Johansen 

it is also quite surprising taking the brand into consideration. However when examining our 

phenomenon for possible cases, we found that fashion and design were a good place to look 

for “odd” couples. Examples here are innovative Marc Jacobs as chief designer for the then 

conservative Louis Vuitton, which gave Louis Vuitton a complete new, but unexpected edge 

to the brand. Also Karl Lagerfeld and H&M are within this category. The tendency is not only 

seen abroad. In Denmark we have collaborations as Hornsleth & Ilva or Royal Copenhagen & 

Louise Campell. Maybe the innovative and trend spotting business of fashion and design is a 

good place to look for upcoming tendencies within branding – at least we find it inspiring for 

Complex Brand Narratives and the perspective’s practical implications. Other ways of 

challenging the brand narrative, and more accessible for brands not belonging to fashion, is by 

entering a new category. It raised quite a stir when NIMB decided to enter the hot dog 

business. Also sponsorship can be a possible means when wanting to rejuvenate the brand by 

either entering an unexpected, but well-planned, sponsorship or creating activities related to 

the sponsorship, that surprises and challenge consumers. 

 

All in all, there are plenty of possibilities to which the brand perspective of Complex Brand 

Narratives can be applied. As we see in the above examples the brand perspective can be 

relevant for many different brands with highly different consumer groups. By questioning fit 

in brand management, Complex Brand Narratives not only makes it possible to engage 

consumers in the brand, but it also leaves a much wider room for brand manoeuvring for the 

brand manager. If wanting to stay true to fit, the brand manager will only limit the 

possibilities for managing the brand. And can one ever manage a brand completely without it 

being influenced some way or another by other brands that may not fit? And if it could, would 

brands ever progress? 
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