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This study aims to explore the moderator role of popular and iconic Received 22 March 2022
coolness dimensions on the relationship between hedonic versus Accepted 19 November 2022
utilitarian beauty product brands and high-status perceptions, KEYWORDS

using internet memes as stimuli. An experimental study was con- Iconic; high-status; popular;
ducted to analyse whether two dimensions of brand coolness brand coolness; meme
(popular and iconic) moderate the relationship between type of

internet meme (utilitarian versus hedonic) and high-status. After

conducting a pre-test, two internet memes were created for each

condition, utilitarian and hedonic. In total, 428 completely answers

were collected from an online MTurk panel, and the hypotheses

were tested using moderation analysis. The results indicate that (i)

hedonic brands are perceived as being high-status in the presence

of both moderators (iconic and popular); (ii) utilitarian brands can

be associated with high-status perceptions, if moderated by the

popular dimension. Findings demonstrate that the popularity of the

brand plays an important role in consumers perceptions. This study

contributes to the marketing literature by analysing the relationship

between three core dimensions of brand coolness, namely, iconic,

popular, and high-status, regarding brands associated with hedo-

nics and utilitarian products.

Introduction

Digital platforms are one of the best tools to connect consumers worldwide (Nieubuurt
2021). Specifically, in the first quarter of 2021, Facebook alone had an active user base of
2.91 billion users, YouTube had 2.29 billion active users, while Instagram had 1.39 billion
active users (Statista 2021). Content is key in the digital environment (Tong 2021). With
such high numbers of online users, and the need to keep them interested, memes have
become content often used to interact with consumers.
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A meme is informative and easy to share online among consumers (Wang and Wood
2011). Internet memes (IMs) can be defined as ‘an image, video, piece of text, etc., typically
humorous in nature, that is copied and spread rapidly by internet users, often with slight
variations (Lonnberg, Xiao, and Wolfinger 2020, 1). Overall, IMs are a product of a culture
used to communicate through visual images and texts (Brubaker et al. 2018). Thus, IMs are
a unique way for people to share their ideas with a wider audience (Jenkins et al. 2009).

IMs usually take the form of animations, GIFs, videos, images, and image macros.
Although all these forms are relevant, image macros are the most common (Vasquez
and Aslan 2021). Brands can easily integrate this type of IMs into their communication
strategy as image macros are flexible and able to relate to many expressions (e.g.,
humour, advice, irony, sarcasm).

In addition to connecting brands and consumers around the world, social media also
allows users to check out the latest trends and, most importantly, what's cool today.
Coolness reflects consumers’ perceptions of a brand or product’s quality, distinction, or
novelty (Sundar, Tamul, and Wu 2014). Consequently, being a cool brand and having cool
content is becoming increasingly important to managers and practitioners. IMs can be
cool, funny, and because they are easy to share IMs can have a positive impact on
consumer behaviour (Nieubuurt 2021).

Brand coolness (hereafter BC) demonstrates to have a positive influence on the con-
sumer decision-making process (Mohiuddin et al. 2016). Prior studies on brand coolness
have focused on explaining the meaning of brand coolness and the motives behind being
cool (Warren et al. 2019; Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020), associating the concept
with other relevant constructs — such as brand love (Tiwari, Chakraborty, and Maity 2021),
self-brand connection (Suzuki and Kanno 2022), or perceived luxury values (Loureiro,
Jimenez, and Romero 2020) - and further detailing about specific coolness dimensions
(e.g., rebelliousness) (Sundar, Tamul, and Wu 2014), or even exploring brand coolness on
the service environment (Jimenez-Barreto et al. 2022). Yet, academics still did not attempt
to analyse how individual dimensions of coolness influence consumers’ perceptions.
Although, it is known that the cool characteristics of a brand affect the perceptions,
attitudes, and behaviour of consumers (e.g., Warren et al. 2019; Swaminathan et al. 2020;
Suzuki and Kanno 2022). The literature does not explain how these cool characterises
affect consumers’ perceptions. Particularly, (1) there is no literature establishing
a connection between IMs and brand coolness and (2) the impact of independent
brand coolness dimensions (e.g., high-status, iconic and popular) on consumers’ percep-
tions, in the context of hedonic versus utilitarian products.

The present study aims to fulfil the abovementioned knowledge gap and contribute to
the scholarly literature by exploring the influence of popular and iconic coolness dimen-
sions on high-status perceptions, considering hedonic versus utilitarian beauty product
brands using IMs as stimuli. Further, we strive to answer the following research question,
hence, when comparing utilitarian and hedonic familiar brands, how does being popular or
iconic contribute to strength or weakness in high-status perceptions? Answering this ques-
tion contributes theoretically to better understanding the coolness phenomenon, putting
the focus on three specific characteristics — popular, iconic, and high-status — and analyse
how popular and iconic can or cannot strengthen the relationship between the type of
internet meme and high-status.
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The hedonic/utilitarian dichotomy mirrors differences in terms of functions, attributes,
and perceptions. Some authors (Ki, Lee, and Kim 2017; Shahid et al. 2022; Kim, Park, and
Shrum 2022) argue that pleasure versus utility may be applied to online designs, linked to
appealing value propositions. Research has also evidenced that consumers’ engagement
with brand-related content on social media is also influenced differently by utilitarian and
hedonic brand values (Schivinski et al. 2020). Therefore, utilitarian, and hedonic values will
have a direct and different preferences for different consumers (Kastanakis and Balabanis
2012).

High-status represents social class and sophistication, traditionally more associated
with hedonic products (Belk, Tian, and Paavola 2010; Nancarrow, Nancarrow, and Page
2003; Milner 2013). Yet, other dimensions of brand coolness, such as iconic or symbolic
(Holt 2004) can be expected to strengthen the perception of high-status, even in
a situation of a utilitarian product. In the same way, the fact of a brand being popular
or trendy (Dar-Nimrod et al. 2012; Potter and Heath 2004), can also influence the percep-
tion of high-status because being liked by most people can be regarded as a mass cool
brand and associated with esteem and value (Milner 2013). Therefore, status seekers are
role anxious consumers since they are concerned with significant others and their social
standing or rank in the social system (Kastanakis and Balabanis 2012; Kim, Park, and Shrum
2022). As utilitarian behaviour is associated with goal-oriented and conscious responses,
while hedonic behaviour is linked to fun, enjoyment, and unconscious responses we
expect differences in high-status perceptions for both IMs in the presence of iconic and
popular moderators.

The insights presented in this study have the potential to enlighten practitioners who
wish to leverage the symbolic values, popularity, and high-status perceptions embedded
in IMs to boost their communication on social media and enhance the coolness of their
brands. When communicating through IMs, it is important to make sure that the tone of
the message is in line with the brand values.

Given these assumptions, the remaining parts of the article are organized to present
the literature review and the development of hypotheses. Then the methodology is
described, and the results are presented and discussed. The end of the article shows
the implications and future research agenda.

Theoretical background and hypothesis development
Brand coolness

The meaning of coolness is seen as subjective, of positive valence, autonomous and
dynamic (Warren and Campbell 2014; Anik et al. 2017). The brand coolness concept
shows a positive multi-attribute association with ten-dimension (Warren et al. 2019;
Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020), namely (1) useful/extraordinary, the brand offers
high quality and tangible benefits (e.g., Belk, Tian, and Paavola 2010; Dar-Nimrod et al.
2012); (2) aesthetically appealing, the brand offers attractive and designs different from
its competitors (Bruun et al. 2016); (3) energetic, the brand is perceived as being active,
outgoing and youthful (Runyan, Noh, and Mosier 2013); (4) original, an original brand is
a creative, unique brand (Runyan, Noh, and Mosier 2013); (5) authentic, the brand has
a set of true authentic values from production to customer care (Biraglia and Brakus
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2020); (6) rebellious, the brand strives to set apart by being nonconformist (Potter and
Heath 2004); (7) high-status, the brand is associated with prestige and sophistication
(Nancarrow, Nancarrow, and Page 2003; Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020); (8)
subcultural, cool brands are often associated with groups of people who are perceived
to work independently from mainstream society (Warren et al. 2019; Sundar, Tamul, and
Wu 2014); (9) iconic, the brand reflects the individuals’ values and beliefs, being
recognized as a cultural symbol (Holt 2004); and (10) popular, a cool brand is perceived
to be fashionable, trendy, and liked by most people (Dar-Nimrod et al. 2012; Warren
et al. 2019). Although cool brands present these characteristics, the perceptions and the
importance of each dimension vary from brand to brand. Most recently, studies have
demonstrated that brands do not need to be perceived as having the ten coolness
characteristics to be regarded as cool (Warren et al. 2019; Loureiro, Jimenez, and
Romero 2020).

In the literature, BC was also linked to uniqueness i.e., consumers tend to seek
products/brands that are different, novel, and unique (Septianto et al. 2020).
Furthermore, BC is reflected on the consumers as a way to identify themselves and socially
with the brand (Septianto et al. 2020), which consequently impacts their consumption
behaviour in terms that illustrates the tendency to consume products for status display
(Pino et al. 2019). As BC influences the extent to which consumers hold a more favourable
attitude towards the brand, their willingness to pay is likely to increase (Pham, Valette-
Florence, and Vigneron 2018). Coolness is both subjective and dynamic in the sense that
objects or people that consumers consider to be cool, change over time and across
consumers (O'Donnell and Wardlow 2000).

Brands, regarded as cool by consumers can be categorized as niche cool and mass cool
(Pham, Valette-Florence, and Vigneron 2018). Niche cool brands are perceived to be cool
by a particular subculture, but not adopted by the masses, while mass cool are brands
perceived to be cool by the general population (Warren 2010; Mohiuddin et al. 2016). It is
beyond the scope of this study to investigate both categorizations of brands. Although
both are relevant to the literature, the current study adopts this reductive perspective and
focuses on three specific dimensions of BC, i.e., popular, iconic, and high-status. Following
Warren et al. (2019), it is possible to link specific coolness dimensions with being mass or
niche cool. The three dimensions — popular, iconic, and high-status — are commonly
associated with mass cool brands. Even though hedonic products can be perceived as
niche cool, there is not an established association in the literature connecting both
concepts (Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020; Hirschman and Holbrook 1982; Alba
and Williams 2013; Deb and Lomo-David 2020). For instance, the Louis Vuitton brand is
a luxury brand, perceived as being mass cool as it is known by the general population. We
can further associate the popular, iconic, and high-status dimensions with the brand Louis
Vuitton, as the brand is familiar to the masses (popular), it sells premium-priced high-
standard products (high-status), and classic products (iconic).

Coolness and hedonic versus utilitarian products

Hedonic consumption is defined as ‘the facets of buying behaviour that relate to multisensory,
fantasy and emotive aspects of one’s experience with products’ (Hirschman and Holbrook
1982, 92) and is a way for consumers to seek pleasure and pleasure. Thus, pleasure is an
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important component of hedonic consumption as it acts as a guidepost. A vital component of
hedonic consumption is whether the experience of consuming the product or event is
pleasurable or not (Alba and Williams 2013). Hedonic reactions to aesthetic features can
overwhelm utilitarian, independent of the type of memes. For instance, consumers develop
a preference for a more aesthetically pleasing product when they have the choice.

Hedonic products are perceived to offer pleasure and excitement, representing indul-
gence or nonessential products (Alba and Williams 2013; Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Lu,
Liu, and Fang 2016; Nikhashemi and Delgado-Ballester 2022). Therefore, hedonic con-
sumption is positively associated with BC perceptions (Warren et al. 2019; Warren 2010).
Conversely, utilitarian goods are functional, effective, and practical (Alba and Williams
2013; Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Ly, Liu, and Fang 2016). Although utilitarian products
are often connected to needs, the literature proposes that utilitarianism and brand cool-
ness perceptions are linked (Runyan, Noh, and Mosier 2013). Runyan, Noh, and Mosier
(2013) propose a model of coolness which can be conceptualized through a two-
dimensional factor composed of utilitarian cool and hedonic cool.

Products can have both hedonic and utilitarian characteristics. A product can present
functionality and provide the consumer with a feeling of joy (Chernev 2004). An example of
this duality is given by Lu, Liu, and Fang (2016), who mentions athletic shoes’ attributes. That
kind of shoe presents its utilitarian value by providing protection and enhancing the indivi-
dual’s performance while delivering an enjoyable and exciting experience - the hedonic value.

High-status, iconic, and popular as dimensions of brand coolness

Status can be defined as the position in a society or within a group that others ascribe to
an individual (Goffman 1959). Researchers conceptualize status consumption as
a characteristic of people who wish to improve their social standing through items that
symbolize status, both for the individual and the significant others (Eastman, Goldsmith,
and Flynn 1999). Status is linked to the symbolic uses of luxury products (Belk 1988; Braun
and Wicklund 1989; Goffman 1959), as consumers acquire, own, use, and display them to
enhance their sense of self, and to produce types of social relationships they wish to have.
Packard (1959, 5) defines status seekers as ‘people who are continually straining to
surround themselves with visible evidence of the superior rank they are claiming’.
High-status represents prestige, upper social class, and sophistication (Belk, Tian, and
Paavola 2010). A high-status brand usually has a higher price, high standards of excellence,
superior quality, and luxurious features (Jiménez-Barreto et al. 2022; Bellezza and Berger
2020). Consumers who use high-status brands are perceived as wealthy, successful and elite
people (O’'Cass and McEwen 2004). However, considering the status consumption theory,
individuals who seek to buy for status display are independent of both income and social
class (Mason 1992; Latter et al. 2010). Status-seekers usually perceive luxury (vs. non-luxury)
consumers to hold high (vs. low) levels of status (Nelissen and Meijers 2011). Although prior
literature points to this association, it is still unclear how different types of luxury signals can
be associated with different statuses of individuals. Thus, luxury products that signal high
levels of status may not always symbolize individuals” high achieved status (Pino et al. 2019).
According to the symbolic consumption literature (Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den Bergh
2010), the iconic luxury concept is a representation of the owners’ status. An iconic product
remains on sale from season to season, which entails the luxury brands’ heritage, and it is
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consistent with what customers expect from the brands’ classic style and aesthetics. For
instance, the Hermes Birkin bag, or the Louis Vuitton canvas are iconic products (Napoli et al.
2014; Grayson and Martinec 2004). Being iconic is also associated with symbolism, as iconic
products can be a source of status display, with the growing demand for exclusivity.
Consumers are looking for specific products which can give them the power to feel unique
(Siepmann, Holthoff, and Kowalczuk 2022). Iconic products are popular for being classical,
stable, and having predictable qualities or providing predictable experiences (Grayson and
Martinec 2004).

Prior literature asserts the link between high-status and iconic constructs, as iconic
pieces are frequently associated with high-status brands (Pino et al. 2019). However, the
literature also claims that even though iconic products/brands can be perceived as having
superior quality and price, an iconic piece is above all, a classic one (Griskevicius, Tybur,
and Van den Bergh 2010). For example, the Volkswagen Beetle is a classic iconic model,
thus, it is not defined as a luxury brand. Therefore, iconic pieces can be hedonic or
utilitarian in nature (Alba and Williams 2013; Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Napoli et al.
2014; Grayson and Martinec 2004). Following the same line of reasoning, utilitarian and
hedonic attributes will not reveal the same dissonance during consumer decision-making
(Sung and Phau 2019; Kim, Park, and Shrum 2022). Thus, the differences between these
attributes can be crucial for consumer choice, and perceptions. While utilitarian attributes
require higher mental processing, hedonic attributes are motivated by sensory enjoyment
(Kang and Park-poaps 2010; Schivinski et al. 2020).

Hence, considering status consumption theory and taking the above considerations,
we argue that the iconic dimension of brand coolness will have an impact on the type of
internet meme and high-status perceptions relationship. We expect that utilitarian pieces/
products will be perceived as high-status when associated with low-iconic levels, and
hedonic products will be perceived as high-status when associated with high-iconic
levels. Based on this argumentation we anticipate:

H1: Iconic BC dimension moderates the positive relationship between IM type and high-
status perceptions, so that (H1a) the utilitarian IM will be perceived as high-status with
low-iconic perceptions and (H1b) the hedonic IM will be perceived as high-status with
high-iconic perceptions.

Status and popularity mean that consumers buy specific popular pieces that can act as status
symbols (Kastanakis and Balabanis 2014). The popular concept defines brands as being
fashionable, trendy, and liked by most people (Dar-Nimrod et al. 2012; Kumagai and
Nagasawa 2021). Popularity comes in two ways; it can be a positive connotation or being
too popular may lead brands to be considered too mainstream, losing the ‘cool factor’
(Kastanakis and Balabanis 2012). When brands become too cool for a wider population (the
masses), so does the level of familiarity (Sharma et al. 2021). Consumers engaged in this type
of consumption are not only followers of trends in luxury markets, but also seek recognition
within a social context. They seek status gains through association with or actual membership
in the right status groups, using appropriate branding (Lascu and Zinkhan 1999; Skitovsky
1992). With luxury goods becoming more mainstream for individuals who seek to display
status to others, iconic products rise in importance (Siepmann, Holthoff, and Kowalczuk 2022).
In this vein, the more people use a brand and/or a product to claim status, the less status it will
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confer, as it will lose uniqueness and decrease desirability (Dion and Borraz 2017). In contrast,
popular pieces allow consumers to feel part of a group (Lascu and Zinkhan 1999). A popular
product may be utilitarian or hedonic (Kastanakis and Balabanis 2014).

Hedonic motivations, being more associated with emotions, tend to create a positive
predisposition for marketing messages, which further stimulate not only consumers’ per-
ceptions but also purchase intention (Kastanakis and Balabanis 2012; Shahid et al. 2022).
Thus, emotional responses using a hedonic and popular brand IM as a marketing cue can
lead to a greater perception of a brand’s status. In contrast, utilitarian consumers, being
more rational, and concerned with efficacy and instrumental value, are expected to develop
an association with low popularity.

Hence, regarding the above considerations, we propose that the popular dimension will act
as a moderator between the type of internet meme and high-status perceptions. Utilitarian
pieces will be perceived as high-status when associated with low-popularity, and hedonic ones
will be perceived as high-status when associated with high-popularity (See Figure 1).
Considering this argumentation, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H2. Popular BC dimension moderates the positive relationship between IM type and
high-status perceptions, so that (H2a) the utilitarian IM will be perceived as high-status
with low-popularity perceptions and (H2b) the hedonic IM will be perceived as high-
status with high-popularity perceptions.

Control variables:
- Gender

Colgate purchase frequency
Dior purchase frequency

Type of Internet Meme -

|
|
|
|
|
l
|
y High Status

Utilitarian
Hedonic

Control variables:

Gender
Colgate purchase frequency
Dior purchase frequency

Type of Internet Meme H2

I
I
I
I
I
:
I
— High Status

Utilitarian
Hedonic

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the moderated relationship.
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Methodology
Design and procedure

Pre-test. The purpose of the pre-test was to select which hedonic and utilitarian brands
to investigate throughout the main study. Data was collected using the Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) (Buhrmester, Talaifar, and Gosling 2018). Participants were
compensated USD 1.00 for their time in fulfilling the survey. Following guidelines
from the literature, a total of 186 participants were asked to identify the more utilitarian
and the more hedonic products out of eight preselected brands (Li et al. 2020), in the
context of personal beauty products. The brands were assigned from the Brand
Directory Ranking (2021) and Interbrand: Ranking the Brands (2021), so that we could
analyze the highest ranked brands for both, utilitarian and hedonic conditions. Four
brands were tested for each condition (utilitarian and hedonic). The brands Colgate
Total toothpaste, Pantene Shampoo, Nivea deodorant and Dove body wash represented
the utilitarian brands. Hedonic brands included O.P.I nail polish, Chanel Perfume, Dior
eye shadow, and Colour WoW hairspray. Through the analysis of the results and
considering the highest frequency for each category (hedonic and utilitarian) the
selected brands were Colgate, as 98,4% (n = 183) of participants associated the brand
with being utilitarian; and Dior with 89.9% (n = 167) of participants associating the
brand with being hedonic.

In terms of the structure of the sample, there was a balanced distribution of
gender (56.4% were female, n=105). Regarding age, the sample was well balanced
across age gaps i.e., 29.6% (n=55) were between 18-20years old; 17.2% (n=32)
between 21-30years old; 22.0% (n=41) between 31-40years old; 31.2% (n=58)
were 41 and above.

Stimuli. After selecting the brands to test for both conditions, we pursued with the
stimuli development of an Internet Meme for the hedonic and utilitarian categories.
The IM used was created using the Imgflip website, an online meme generator tool
that has a database of the most popular IM images. An image belonging to the
‘Lolcat’” meme family (one of the most used IMs), was selected. The same IM image
was used for both conditions, to avoid bias. However, to differentiate between the
hedonic and utilitarian IMs, brand logos and two different captions were created for
each IM. The choice of captions was based on the brand and product associations
(i.e., Dior — makeup and Colgate - toothpaste) and semantically prepared to empha-
size hedonism and utilitarianism characteristics of both selected products and
brands. The captions were pre-tests following the same procedures as described
above.

Main Study. To compute the minimum sample size required for the analysis a priori,
power analysis was conducted using G * Power (version 3.1.9.6) (Faul et al. 2009). The
analysis was based on a medium effect size (?=0.15), a=0.05, and pre-set power
(1 — B=0.95), with three predictors (i.e., type of internet meme, iconic and popular)
and four sociodemographic and usage variables (age, gender, Colgate purchase
frequency and Dior purchase frequency). The calculations yielded a minimum sample
size of 74 participants for an expected power of 0.95. The main survey was con-
ducted using MTurk online crowdsourcing platform (Buhrmester, Talaifar, and Gosling
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2018), similarly to the pre-test, participants were compensated USD 1.00 for their
time. The survey was administered in English, and all instructions were provided in
the beginning. A total of 428 respondents participated in the study (n(tiiitarian) = 214,
50%; N(Hedonic) = 214, 50%).

At first, participants were presented with a small introduction to the survey
question regarding their knowledge of what a meme is. Subsequently they were
randomly assigned to one of the two available conditions (utilitarian IM or hedonic
IM), and were presented with a set of questions, considering the brand coolness
scale. In the end, they were presented with a set of demographic questions.

Measures

To measure BC dimensions, namely iconic, high-status, and popular we followed Warren
et al. (2019), adapting a 5-point Likert-type scale (from 1 ‘Strongly Disagree’ to 5 ‘Strongly
Agree’. To measure the iconic dimension, respondents were asked their level of agree-
ment with the following items: ‘this brand is a cultural symbol’ and ‘this brand is iconic’
(Spearman’s p =0.75). To measure the popular dimension, respondents were asked their
level of agreement with the following items: ‘this brand is liked by most people’, ‘this
brand is in style’, ‘this brand is popular’ and ‘this brand is widely accepted’ (a = 0.92). As for
the high-status dimension, respondents were asked their level of agreement with the
following items: ‘this brand is chic’, ‘this brand is glamorous’, ‘this brand is sophisticated’
and ‘this brand is ritzy’ (a =0.87).

The sociodemographic variables concerned participants’ gender (male, female), age
and education level. Furthermore, purchase frequency was measured adapting a 5-point
Likert scale (from 1 ‘Never’ to 5 ‘Very Often’). Participants were asked how often they buy
the brand. The survey controlled for the following variables: age, gender, Colgate pur-
chase frequency and Dior purchase frequency.

Data management and data analysis

All analysis were conducted using IBM SPSS 28.0. The data management was conducted
as follows: (1) missing and unusual values and (2) univariate normality. First, missing
values were eliminated (n =25; 5.5%) (Goodman, Cryder, and Cheema 2013). As for the
univariate normality, the skewness and kurtosis were calculated for each of the measured
items. Following our results, no absolute values above 8 (for kurtosis) and above 3 (for
skewness) (Kline 2011) supporting no evidence of univariate non-normality. Thus, we
proceeded with our analysis, with a final sample of 428 participants. Respondents were
evenly presented in the two conditions: Nygijitarian = 214 (50%) and Nyegonic = 214 (50%).

The statistical analyses were conducted following the steps: (1) sample description, (2)
Pearson-correlation across the BC dimensions, (3) moderation analysis using PROCESS
macro for IBM SPSS 28.0 (model 1; Hayes 2018). In the context of social sciences, PROCESS
is still the most recommended and used macro for moderation and mediation analysis
when using univariate data (Field 2017; Hayes 2018).
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Table 1. Univariate normality results.

Skewness Kurtosis
Iconic -.028 -0.47
Cultural symbol -0.10 -0.53
Liked by most people -0.48 -0.24
Is in style -0.14 0.03
Popular —-0.52 -0.34
Widely accepted -0.56 —-0.23

*p < 05: **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations across variables.

a M SD 1 2 3
1. BC - High-Status 0.87 3.02 1.08 - 0.55*** 0.56***
2. BC - Popular 0.92 3.36 0.99 - - 0.77%**
3. BC - Iconic 075" 3.13 1.06 - - -
Gender - - - —-0.13* —-0.03 —-0.02
Age - 1.06 1.07 —0.21** 0.06 0.07
Colgate purchase frequency - 1.24 1.54 —-0.15* 0.03 -0.01
Dior purchase frequency - 0.78 1.58 —-0.06 0.06 0.05

BC=brand coolness; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; M: Mean; SD: Standard Deviation. 'denotes Spearman'’s p for 2
item-scale reliability test.

Results
Descriptive statistics

In total, 428 datapoints were analyzed. The sample was balanced (50.9% female, n = 218).
Concerning the sample age groups, 29.9% (n = 128) were between 18-20 years old, 15.4%
(n=66) between 21-30years old and 24.8% (n=106) between 31-40years old, and
29.9% (n = 128) above 41 years old (see Table 1).

To test for the conceptual model and hypotheses, two linear regression models were
estimated to test the effects of the effects of utilitarian and hedonic IMs on high-status
perceptions whereas moderated by iconic (H1) and popular (H2) BC dimensions. The
models were controlled for age, gender, Colgate purchase frequency and Dior purchase
frequency respectively.

High-status

Pearson correlation (r) was used to assess the correlates of high-status with all the
investigated variables. For the statistical calculations, we computed the aggregated
mean scores for each variable. High-status was positively associated with popular BC (r
=0.55; p < 0.001), and iconic BC (r = 0.56; p < 0.001). High-status negatively correlated with
gender (rggmace = —0.13; p < 0.05), age (r=-0.21; p < 0.01) and with purchase frequencies
for the utilitarian IM (rco gate =—0.15; p < 0.05). There were no statistically significant
effects for the hedonic IM (p > 0.05). The direction and significance of the correlations
corroborate with the literature and previous empirical findings (Deb and Lomo-David
2020). Table 2 reports the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics for the variables.
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Moderation results: Iconic as a moderator
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Figure 2. Moderation results, with iconic and popular as moderators (PROCESS: Model 1; Hayes, 2018).

Moderation results: Popular as a moderator
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Figure 3. Moderation results, popular as a moderator (PROCESS: Model 1; Hayes, 2018).

Hypothesis testing

Assuming a continuous dependent variable, a continuous moderator (popular and iconic
brand coolness dimensions) and a dichotomous independent variable (IM type), the
moderation analysis is tested by estimating a linear regression model (Hayes 2013,
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Table 3. Moderation results, with iconic and popular as moderators (PROCESS: Model 1; Hayes, 2018).

B SE t-value  p-value  Boot LLCI  Boot ULCI
High-Status ~ Age —-0.01 009 -0.10 0.92 -0.19 0.17
Gender 0.04 0.14 032 0.75 -0.23 0.32
Colgate Purchase Frequency 0.01 0.04 0.18 0.86 —-0.08 0.09
Dior Purchase Frequency 0.01 0.04 0.22 0.82 -0.07 0.09
Type of Internet Meme 0.77*** 017 4.61 0.00 0.44 1.10
Iconic 0.57***  0.05 10.93 0.00 0.47 0.67
Type of Internet Meme x Iconic 0.43*** 0.1 3.99 0.001 0.22 0.64
M-1SD 0.32 0.20 1.58 0.1 —-0.08 0.72
M (0) 0.77*** 0.7 4.61 0.00 0.44 1.10
M+1SD 1.23***  0.20 6.00 0.00 0.83 1.63
High-Status ~ Age 0.09 0.08 1.15 0.25 —0.07 0.26
Gender 0.09 0.13 0.75 0.45 -0.16 035
Colgate Purchase Frequency 0.01 0.04 0.28 0.78 —-0.07 0.09
Dior Purchase Frequency —-0.01 0.04 -032 0.75 -0.09 0.07
Type of Internet Meme 1.05***  0.16 6.56 0.00 0.73 1.36
Popular 0.66***  0.05 12.39 0.00 0.56 0.77
Type of Internet Meme x Popular 0.59***  0.11 5.44 0.00 0.38 0.80
M —15D 0.46* 0.19 243 0.02 0.09 0.84
M (0) 1.05***  0.16 6.56 0.00 0.73 1.36
M+ 15D 1.63***  0.19 8.41 0.00 1.25 2.01

*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001; SE: Standard Error; Boot: Bootstrap; LL: Lower Limit; UL: Upper Limit; Cl: Confidence Interval
Bootstrap sample size: 10,000; M: Mean Centered + SD.

2015)(see Figure 2 and Figure 3). Popular and iconic dimensions linearly moderate the
effect of product type on the dependent variables if the regression coefficient for the
interaction is different from zero between lower and upper levels confidence intervals
(Hayes 2013, 2015) (see Table 3 for detailed results).

The results after controlling for age, gender, Colgate purchase frequency and Dior
purchase frequency reveal a significant interaction was obtained for both type of internet
meme x iconic (3=0.43, SE=0.11, p<0.05, 95% Cl=[0.22; 0.64]) and type of internet
meme x popular (B =0.59, SE=0.11, p < 0.05, 95% Cl = [0.38; 0.80]). A significant effect was
obtained for both moderators when analysing the hedonic brands, (Iconic: f =1.23, SE=
0.20, p < 0.001, 95% Cl =[0.83; 1.63]; Popular:  =1.63, SE=0.19, p < 0.001, 95% Cl =[1.25;
2.01]). As for the utilitarian brands, there is no significant effect for the iconic moderator in
high-status perceptions. However, there is a significant effect for the popular moderator
in high-status perceptions, so that utilitarian brands are associated with low levels of
popularity (Popular: f=0.46, SE=0.19, p <0.001, 95% Cl=[0.09; 0.84]). Thus, partially
validating H1 and fully validating H2.

Conclusions
Discussion

Consumption behaviour is constantly changing; thus, it is important to continuously
analyse what drives consumers to choose one brand versus the other (Dubois et al.
2021). With the evolution of marketing communication, brands are adapting the way
they communicate, and they can now advertise their products through IMs, online
videos and use other online platforms. The current study explores the relationship
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between brand coolness dimensions and the type of internet meme, through the
usage of IMs.

Our findings are aligned with prior literature, which claims that coolness percep-
tions differ from brand to brand, and across consumers (Jimenez-Barreto et al. 2022;
Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020). Thus, different coolness dimensions will have
different influences on different brand and product categories (Eckhardt et al. 2015;
Makkar and Yap 2018; Berger and Ward 2010). The present study contributes to the
literature by demonstrating that the iconic moderator strengthens the relationship
between IM type and high-status, so that, for high levels of iconic, hedonic brands
will be associated with high-status perceptions. This relationship was not supported
for the utilitarian IM. A possible explanation is that utilitarian products are frequently
associated with functional and simple characteristics, while hedonic items are asso-
ciated with pleasure and extravagance (Deb and Lomo-David 2020). A similar effect
was found in a study within the context of collaborative consumption on social
media (Schivinski et al. 2020), which revealed that for both utilitarian and hedonic
brands to influence consumers’ behaviours, the relationship should be mediated by
positive brand associations (i.e., brand equity).

An iconic item can be a way to symbolize status, thus, following prior literature
utilitarian brands are not purchased for this reason, rather, items of this category are
purchased for necessity (Alba and Williams 2013).

On another hand, the popular BC dimension moderates both, utilitarian and hedonic
brands, so that for low levels of popularity the utilitarian brand is associated with high-
status perceptions, and for high levels of popularity the hedonic brand is connected to
high-status perceptions. Therefore, the findings demonstrate that: (1) not only luxury
brands are perceived as high-status, but also utilitarian products can be perceived as high-
status; (2) when referring to different brand categories, the popular dimension plays
a very important role, as both hedonic and utilitarian products of well-known brands
are associated with high-status perceptions.

Theoretical implications

Brand coolness represents a crucial attribute behind the preferences of consumers. As
consumption patterns are constantly changing, it is expected that brand coolness will
have an influence on consumers decisions, attitudes, and behavioural responses
(Swaminathan et al. 2020; Jiménez-Barreto et al. 2022). However, as the concept of
coolness is subjective, it is more important than ever to anticipate the choices of
consumers and understand their perceptions and tastes.

High-status is a complex construct as status consumption attempts to satisfy both the
person’s need for self-recognition and the need for others’ recognition. In the case of the
iconic and popularity effect, status consumption associated with coolness drives people
not only toward group membership but also to attain social distinction. Cool consumers
try to satisfy the need for status by consuming luxuries that other high-status consumers
buy and use.

The current research contributes to the marketing and branding literature by
exploring the moderated role of iconic and popular BC dimensions on the relation-
ship between utilitarian and hedonic IMs and high-status perceptions. More
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specifically, utilitarian IMs, which advertise utilitarian products, can be perceived as
high-status when they are considered popular. Secondly, this research contributes to
the literature by demonstrating the relevance of the iconic and popular dimensions
in strengthening the relationship between hedonic products and high-status. Thirdly,
the three dimensions of brand coolness reveal to be key in the case of mass cool
brands and hedonic products. Finally, this is the first attempt to analyse specific
dimensions of brand coolness in the context of hedonic versus utilitarian products as
reflected by IMs.

Managerial implications

We also acknowledge the importance of the results to practitioners. First, the popularity of
a brand is one of the most important influences in the decision-making process. Thus,
brands can use digital marketing channels to enhance popularity through IMs.

Second, in terms of implementing IMs in the marketing strategy, IMs are a simple and
engaging way of communicating with consumers. As this communication tool can take
many forms and is easily adaptable, the tool is a cool way to promote products.
Indeed, it is easy to share among consumers, which increases the chances of going
viral on social media.

Third, by understanding which coolness dimensions are associated with each type of
internet meme, marketing and brand managers can invest time and money specifically on
those dimensions for specific targets. Different consumers need different appeals, brands
can empower consumers by providing personalized and unique products or experiences
that allow consumers to express their preferences. For example, following our results, it
would be interesting for managers to invest in marketing efforts to leverage the iconic
factor in hedonic products. This would entail developing communication tools such as
instant messaging, photos or videos that promote an iconic message. The communication
message is one of the most important tools for a successful positioning strategy. In
addition, the content provided by brands should promote interaction with consumers,
as a way of encouraging their behaviour towards the brand.

Fourth, managers can categorize their communication practices into dimensions such
as popular (bought by many) versus exclusive (bought by few) and carefully craft silent
ways of communicating with consumers who develop a preference for utilitarian IMs. For
instance, messages can emphasize the normative function of products and/or brands
(expressive value, utilitarian, or combination of several); and status messages related to
social benefits to distinguish a consumer from the masses (rank recognition) using
celebrities.

Finally, while our findings help professionals manage their brands online, it's important
to recognize that the consumer decision-making process is complex and influenced by
many other variables (e.g., emotions, traits of personality), especially on social media.
Therefore, brands should continually update information regarding their targets so that
they can provide the most appropriate content.
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Limitations and future research

Despite the positive contribution of our study, it comes with several limitations, which can
also be considered as possible suggestions for future research. We analysed the impact of
one single meme on the perceptions of high-status. In the future, the study should be
repeated with other types of memes. Furthermore, we limited the brands to the personal
beauty industry. To extend findings, the same methodology can be applied in different
contexts (e.g., with services, food, technology) (Alimamy and Al-Imamy 2021; Rojas-
Lamorena, Alcantara-Pilar, and Rodriguez-Lépez 2021).

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to address IMs associated with
coolness dimensions. Although it is a very important communication tool, IMs are still
overlooked. The digital environment is crucial to the success of a brand and being cool
can be a source of competitive advantage (Pham, Valette-Florence, and Vigneron 2018;
Warren et al. 2019; Loureiro, Jimenez, and Romero 2020). Pursuing studies on these topics
would be beneficial to both academics and practitioners. For example, it would be
interesting to analyse the reasons behind each brand’s perceptions of coolness, as well
as the impact of product engagement.

Another suggestion, as personal values vary by culture (Czarnecka and Schivinski
2019), this model can be used to explore how and whether the association between
hedonic/utilitarian IMs with dimensions of coldness varies across different cultures and
values (Faschan et al. 2020). Measuring the association between internet meme type and
perceptions of sustainability would also be beneficial for brands.

Finally, we provide a set of research questions concerning the effects of internet
memes on brand coolness: what kind of meme works best for different generations?
What type of brands should use IMs in their communication? Are IMs more useful for
specific industries, or do they work for all? Are different IMs formats associated with
different industries, brands, or targets? Does culture have a positive or negative impact on
the association between hedonic/utilitarian products and high-status perceptions? How
does conspicuous/inconspicuous consumption influence the relationship between hedo-
nic/utilitarian products and high-status perceptions? Are hedonic and utilitarian products
equally associated with sustainability perceptions? Given the new trends and mentalities
within the brand coolness subject and digital environment, the topics presented in the
study deserve particular attention and further investigation.
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Figure A1. Stimuli: Hedonic and Utilitarian Meme.
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