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Model. However, the present research involves consumer activists, not outside marketers, marketing their own events to other consumers 
in the network. Consumers in the social media network become one-time participants in the events that generate excitement and, we 
contend, are of some psychological benefit to the participants. In response, companies who wins a bid for a mob event may promote 
their business as being “more green” to other consumers at a later stage. 

We contend that the ever-rising popularity and access to the internet has given rise to this class of ‘casual’ activists. Thus, the key 
to effective consumer activism that targets the casual consumer is to propose action, on the consumers’ part, that does not require much 
effort. In addition, we posit that Carrotmobs essentially entail value co-creation. While consumers may not co-create an actual product, 
or a service, they contribute to co-creating the firm’s overall value chain proposition through the firm adopting greener practices that, for 
this consumer segment, adds value to products or services. In the bargain, these consumers change the industry as corporations compete 
to gain the carrotmobbers’ business realize that consumers are essentially rewarding them for adopting greener practices. This insight 
may encourage more firms to become green, thus contributing to changing industry practices, as they realize that socially responsible 
behavior can be profitable. 
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“Granted when he is actually playing basketball there maybe scowls on Lebron’s face but darn this is Vogue not Sports Illustrated! 
He should have been in a great suit.

You also have to keep in mind that Vogue has only had a handful of Black People on their covers in their 100 plus history so when 
they do it stands out. This is the reason why diversity is needed in the editorial rooms of these magazines that we enjoy so much. If 
I saw the proofs of those pictures I would have vetoed it right away. And maybe just maybe it wouldn’t kill Vogue and other fashion 
magazines to try models/actresses of different hues on their covers.

This is about perspective and the acknowledgement that loyal readers of this magazine have different perspective and that should 
be taken into account.

Vogue you are not alone in this. There’s plenty of blame out there.” (Style.com; March 27, 2008; online participant DcetStyle30)

The quotation above is from an online discussion of a controversial Vogue magazine cover that some critics deemed racist and 
derogatory. African American NBA player Lebron James and supermodel Gisele Bündchen are featured together to promote the magazine’s 
annual “shape” issue celebrating the human body. The controversy arose when an image was circulated online and in the media that 
juxtaposed the cover with a WWI propoganda poster for the U.S. Army featuring King Kong and its demsel in distress (see appendix). 
Claims that the two celebrities had re-enacted the essence of the poster and that the black athlete had been portrayed as a dangerous 
predator of the white woman brought up heated discussions amongst Internet forums posters. In this paper, we develop theoretical insight 
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on how consumers interpret and negotiate source cues both in relation to historical, experiential, and cultural knowledge they bring to 
the interpretation and in relation to their engament with community and the development of shared meaning. 

In basic communication models, the source is a person or organization with information to share. In advertising, a source can be 
the sponsor (i.e., a company or organization), the agency that authors the advertisement, or the persona within the text, often in the 
form of a spokesperson or model (Arens et al. 2009). The latter source, the spokesperson or model, has been a topic of great interest 
in scholarly works. To date, the advertising and marketing literatures have focused on experimental research perspectives derived from 
psychology (e.g., Micu et al. 2009; Bower and Landreth 2001; Kamins 1990; Petty et al. 1983). This stream of research emphasizes 
individual responses and attends to source characteristics such as credibility (expertise and trustworthiness) and attractiveness (similarity, 
familiarity and likeability). 

While we acknowledge the valuable contributions these models have made, we heed the call of McCracken (1989), whose meaning 
model incorporates cues that include cultural codes such as gender, race and class and how they interact and inform people’s interpretation 
of the advertisement. For example, if we take the instance described above and adopt the point of view of the source literature to date, 
we most likely would attend to elements of credibility and trustworthiness of the two celebrities. We would not, however, account for 
the complex and dynamic ways that audiences may attribute meaning to the celebrity based on their own cultural knowledge, such as 
historical and contemporary understanding of race, gender, sports, fashion, specific media vehicles, knowledge about celebrity personal 
and professional lives, and the ways in which these various factors may interact. A more encompassing view of advertising sources is 
needed because the source literature to date has yet to treat consumers as readers of ads (Scott 1994; Scott and Vargas 2007). 

McCracken’s model also implies that certain audiences share cultural codes and, because culture is not static, neither are shared 
meanings. Interpretation and negotiation of sources frequently happens at the collective level via the information, knowledge and opinions 
that people share. Consumer culture researchers have investigated the influence of interpretive communities in creating meaning in the 
consumer world (Arnould and Thompson 2005). However, there is still little theoretically and empirically informed insight into the 
collective reading of source cues. When McCracken developed his meaning model, the web 2.0 had not yet developed. We have found 
it timely to re-envision the source literature to accommodate more complex aspects of consumer engagement with meaning; with social 
media we now have the opportunity to observe these effects in sites such as online forums that extend beyond traditional boundaries of 
space and time. Our inductive, qualitative study thus draws on over 500 pages of netnographic data (Kozinets 2002) collected from two 
online communities, Foxsports.com and Style.com, following the controversy surrounding the infamous Vogue cover. This context is an 
ideal site to develop theory about how collectives read source cues. In brief, it is characterized by multiple layers of meaning, emerging 
from both the ad itself and from the dynamics between online posters who bring in their own knowledge and subjectivity.

The intended contribution of this paper is to extend the prior literature by examining interpretive practices of readers of ads in 
consumer collectives as they negotiate the dynamic interaction of various source cues. It posits that as readers engage in discussions with 
one another, interpretations of source cues do not remain static but evolve over short periods of time and shape further readings. Data 
analysis is ongoing but has already begun to illuminate the complex, socially constructed ways in which people engage with and create 
meaning through source cues. We find that various source cues move from the periphery to the center of the discussion, and back to the 
periphery again and so on, as readers negotiate interpretations of the cover and its sources’ representations and intentions. For example, 
race, gender, celebrity meaning, intentionality of image encoding and media context move and develop in relation to the controversy 
and to audience articulation of subjectivity. We anticipate that our findings will further articulate contemporary reading of source cues 
and offer nuances of readings in consumer collectives.
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Virtual Worlds: New Marketing Channels or Emperor’s New Clothes? (Consumer Perceptions 
of Innovation in Product-oriented vs. Service-oriented Companies)

Sonja Propopec, ESSEC Business School, France
Lakshmi Goel, University of South Florida, USA

Abstract
We examine the impact of brand presence in virtual worlds on consumers’ perceptions of brand innovativeness for product-oriented 

and service-oriented companies. Results from a pilot study show that the consumer’s perception of innovativeness significantly decreases 
with brand presence in virtual world for product-oriented companies, but significantly increases for service-oriented companies. 

Outline
Virtual worlds are increasingly gaining attention in popular media as well as academia (Nelson, 2007), and growth in the virtual 

worlds is now building at a more reasonable and sustainable level. For example, consumers are spending more time online, there is has 
been an increase in the revenues generated as well as in the number of interactions (McCormick, 2009). Second Life continues to be an 
active playground for brands and there are more than 1000 virtual worlds in production around the globe (McCormick, 2009).

Research on what constitutes a successful strategy for entering and operating in virtual worlds is still limited (Goel and Mousavidin, 
2007). Previous research shows that virtual worlds differ from traditional websites along several dimensions in terms of their interface 
and user experience (Goel et al., 2009), warranting further investigation. To better understand the success of an entry strategy one could 
look at the change in consumer perceptions after visiting the virtual world store for the first time. More specifically, we examine how 
the brand presence in virtual worlds impacts consumer perceptions of brand innovativeness, a factor that has been shown as important 
(Christensen, 1997; Christensen and Raynor, 2003; Keller, 2003). Additionally, our research aims to examine whether consumers in 
virtual worlds perceive product-oriented and service-oriented companies differently.

Majority of the research in virtual words has until now focused on marketing of products (e.g. Goel and Prokopec, 2009; Hemp, 
2006). However, with more and more service-oriented companies opening their stores in virtual worlds such as Second Life, it is important 
to examine whether the consumer perceptions change and if so, in which aspect does the change occur. Services are different from 
products because they are intangible, unique (heterogeneous) and co-produced with the customer (inseparable) (Anderson, Fornell, and 


