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Big Ideas on the Contribution of Brands to Consumers’ lives 
Sandy Bulmer, Massey University, New Zealand

Margo Buchanan-Oliver, University of Auckland, New Zealand

ABSTRACT
Concepts from adjacent fields are used to show that brands 

contribute to feelings of belonging to national communities. We 
propose that national identity is a significant, overlooked form 
of community. Studies of brands and national identity have clear 
potential for adding new insights into how consumers use brands.

InTRoduCTIon
Brands are ubiquitous. It is almost impossible for consumers to 

avoid exposure to brands via traditional advertising media, public-
ity/public relations activities or in-store display and promotional 
programs. Furthermore, new digital models of communication are 
extending the reach of brands into consumers’ lives through social 
media, user generated content, brand websites, advergames, e-mail 
based viral marketing, SMS and mobile marketing etc. Despite being 
pervasive, brands are not usually considered to affect society in any 
significant way. Certainly, brands are not commonly credited with 
contributing to productive and enabling forces within society, and 
in the popular media little is heard about any positive contributions 
that brands make to society in general. Indeed, for many consumers, 
admitting that brands have social use or cultural relevance is tanta-
mount to declaring moral bankruptcy and intellectual shallowness. 

Within consumer research literature, there is still much to be 
learned of what consumers DO with brands, and the experiential 
dimensions of brands are poorly understood.   Many scholars and 
researchers deploying diverse methodologies have contributed to 
understanding concepts of branding (see, for example, Aaker 1991; 
Fournier 1998; Kapferer 1997; Keller 2003; Muñiz and O’Guinn 
2001; Schouten and McAlexander 1995). Fournier’s landmark 
article on consumer-brand relationships (1998) boosted the pro-
cess of addressing these issues. Nevertheless, the contribution of 
brands to the lives of consumers—and the communities they are 
part of—is under-researched, although concepts of community have 
been popular amongst consumer researchers in the past 15 years 
(Arnould and Price 2000; Cayla and Eckhardt 2008; Cova 1997; 
Fournier 1998; Kates 2004; Kozinets 2002; Mathwick, Wiertz, and 
de Ruyter 2008; Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Schau, Muñiz, and 
Arnould forthcoming; Thompson 2005). 

New forms of community enabled by technology, such as online 
brand communities, have been documented (Cova and Pace 2006; 
Muñiz and Schau 2005). These exemplify the kinds of imagined 
communities originally described by Benedict Anderson in his re-
flections on the origin and spread of nationalism (Anderson 1983). 
Anderson developed his ideas based on the impact of print media, 
particularly newspapers, and added to Marshall McLuhan’s media 
thesis that widely disseminated standardized stories, consumed in 
common, serve to unite people (McLuhan 1962). 

The power of mass media to both constitute nations and draw 
communities together is widely accepted in cultural studies, politi-
cal science, journalism and mass-communication literature (Askew 
and Wilk 2002; Frosh 2007; Millard et al. 2002; Moreno 2003; 
Prideaux 2009). These researchers are in no doubt that advertising 
produces nationalism and informs the process of conceptualizing 
a nation. In essence, other literatures suggest that advertisements 
contribute to national identity. However, researchers in consumer 
research and marketing have not yet made the logical extension of 
this argument. If brands typically sponsor such advertisements, then 

how do brands affect national identity? And why might national 
identity matter to marketers and consumer researchers anyway?

A popular position taken by observers is that national identity 
is an irrelevant construct nowadays, since many consumers (at least 
in advanced economy countries) have an external focus and global 
outlook. Globalization commentators such as Stalnaker (2002) sug-
gest that national identity is an outmoded concept and posit that 
today’s urban consumers belong to a global class not limited by race 
or dominated by national identity, but by what they like, what they 
want, and what they are willing to pay for. However, others suggest 
that the very processes of globalization are partly responsible for 
an apparent increase in the importance and significance of ethnic 
and national identities. Paradoxically, consumers have multiple 
allegiances, simultaneously belonging to a stateless global class 
and having a heightened sensibility of national identity. 

Multiple quests by consumers for local, trans-national and 
global identities are explained by the post-modern perspective. Firat 
and Dholakia (2004) suggest that the chaotic fragmented lives that 
people lead give rise to a desire for meaning and substance. “The 
consumer transforms from someone who belongs to a culture, so-
ciety or a lifestyle to someone who actively negotiates one or more 
communities—an active cultural constructor” (Firat and Dholakia 
2004, 10). According to this view, national identity is a dynamic 
collaboration between community members that is not reliant on 
tradition but is built using resources from the imagined present. 
It is assumed that people hold multiple identities and utilize each 
as required, so that simultaneous membership of nations within 
nations, ethnic and racial groups is not discounted. There is no 
necessity to commit oneself to a single way of being; individuals 
will take on various identities at different times and situations as 
it suits their needs.

Ethnic and national identities are key elements in social identity 
and categorization today, essential for maintaining self-respect, 
belonging, a sense of security and giving people meaning in their 
lives. In some national communities there is a long established and 
confident sense of national identity. In these communities national 
identity is not necessarily subject to widespread commentary but, 
as Billig (1995) suggests, reference to national identity may be so 
embedded, familiar and continual that it is not consciously registered.

A review of the literature in several specialist journals devoted 
to the study of nations and identity including National Identities, 
Nationalities Papers: The Journal of Nationalism and Ethnicity and 
Social Identities: Journal for the Study of Race, Nation and Culture 
points to numerous contemporary contexts where national identity 
is being actively negotiated and is relevant and important. Clearly, 
many national communities struggle with their unique identity, 
possibly grappling with issues of colonization and indigenous 
populations, recent establishment and linkages with other nations 
or economic communities, ethnic diversity and the effects of biases 
in immigration policies—in this we include the European Union 
countries and others once part of the USSR and Yugoslavia, many 
African nations and countries such as Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand which are part of the (British) Commonwealth. 

National identity is a creditable and relevant contemporary form 
of identification.  Furthermore, a well developed and strong sense 
of national identity has the power to be a productive and enabling 
force within society providing positive social capital with benefits 
such as improved cooperation with others, improved information 
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flows and more effective, better functioning government and other 
democratic institutions (Aldridge 2002). With this in mind, gov-
ernment policy makers in many countries are actively looking for 
opportunities of building social capital by way of developing some 
shared sense of national identity and common talking points. The 
‘Picturing America’ Program made available to schools and libraries 
across the United States through the National Endowment for the 
Humanities (NEH) is one such initiative. In other countries strate-
gies such as 1) better funding public service broadcasting and the 
development of local programming and 2) expanding and enhancing 
the museum and library sectors to develop insights into national 
identity (including digital strategies for creation, preservation and 
protection of content) have been deployed in an attempt to assist 
community members to define who they are, what they believe 
in, and why they live in the place that they do. Ultimately, these 
strategies are underpinned by the provision of relevant narratives 
and imagery and by facilitating discourse within society—a default 
role that is played by brand communications.

In addressing the conference theme of big phenomena that are 
of real importance to consumers’ lives, we present an argument that 
consumers use brands in hitherto unrecognized ways. We utilize 
conversations in other branches of social science to assist in draw-
ing the reader’s attention to an aspect of consumer experience that 
has not been considered in our field, despite the clear potential for 
adding insight (Deighton et al. 2010). The strategy of “poach[ing] 
and cross-fertiliz[ing] ideas, methods, and contexts from a variety of 
theoretical conversations that differentially address core topics” has 
much to recommend it as “theoretical insights and constructs from 
one paradigmatic conversation are reconceptualized and reworked 
in relationship to a different paradigmatic vernacular” (Arnould 
and Thompson 2005, 869). Our claim is that brands, through their 
marketing communications, contribute to important personal and 
collective identities, and to feelings of belonging to over-arching 
communities such as national communities. We provide support for 
the proposition that national identity is a significant but overlooked 
form of community and suggest that future studies relating to brands 
and national identity have clear potential for adding insight into 
the broad question of what consumers do with brands, particularly 
concerning brands as the focus of advertisements. 

THEoRETICAl BACKGRound
Consumption, Symbolism and Experiences

Consumption, and the cultural symbolism surrounding it, is 
inextricably linked with aspects of self-identity and other dimen-
sions of community, as has been shown in the consumer research 
literature for many years. Consumption is essentially a symbolic 
activity (Douglas and Isherwood 1979) and goods are consumed, 
in part at least, for the role they play in mediating and communicat-
ing meaning. The meanings assigned to goods whether simple or 
complex, perform a major function in key social and psychological 
activities such as identity formation, the maintenance of kin relations, 
belongingness and class structure (Jackson 2004). Consumption 
practices designed to enable communication between consumers 
are common to all social groups and communities. Social signal-
ing is at the heart of consumption rituals such as those observed at 
special occasions, such as weddings (Otnes and Scott 1996), and in 
everyday activities, such as drinking a favored brand of beer with 
friends (Pettigrew 2002). Image management through consumption 
is maintained through scripted behaviors that hold special meaning 
for the participants and unique consumption practices ranging from 
gift giving to the use/wearing of particular objects and clothing 
(Otnes and Scott 1996). 

The brands one consumes help define the self and therefore can 
help in the quest to be someone different and to be part of a group 
(Schouten and McAlexander 1995). The depth and power of the 
consumed brand’s symbolic meaning within a social group can be 
seen when teenagers insist on wearing particular branded trainers 
that symbolize their desired personality, characteristics and reference 
group affiliation (Chaplin et al. 2005). Similarly, within the Harley 
Davidson owners’ group (HOG), brand consumers authenticate 
their identity by performing a role and sharing experiences within 
a particular community of consumption (Schouten and McAlex-
ander 1995). Furthermore, through their stories and symbolism, 
brands can assist communities other than those whose focus is 
consumption, helping in the outward expression and celebration 
of key values (Kates 2006).

Brands are experienced in many different ways and live as 
stories in the minds of consumers which contribute to “the range 
of identities that people can use to think of themselves” (Cayla 
and Eckhardt 2008, 226). According to Elliott and Wattanasuwan’s 
(1998) model of Consumption and the Symbolic Project of the Self, 
brand purchase and usage experiences (lived experiences of brands) 
are complemented by brand advertising and other types of brand 
marketing communications (mediated experiences of brands). It is 
this mediated experience of the brand and indirect consumption, 
via storied audio/visual representations that we now focus on. For 
the purposes of this paper the argument we develop refers to brand 
advertising. However, other types of brand marketing communica-
tions are also anticipated to impact on national identity, especially 
publicity and sponsorship programs.  

Brands as Resources
Brand communications are intended by producers, not only to 

provide information but, to enhance the direct experience of brand 
purchase and usage. Underpinning this view of advertising is the 
understanding that meaning is co-created. Using insights obtained 
from cultural anthropology McCracken (1986) advanced the view 
that advertising works by bringing the product and a representation 
of the culturally constituted world together in an advertisement, em-
phasizing the importance of the societal context that an advertisement 
is embedded in. The advertising consumer completes the work of 
the advertising producer and is the final author of the brand adver-
tisement (McCracken 1986); thus consumers actualize the meaning 
of advertisements (presupposing that they make assumptions and 
have the knowledge to make texts meaningful) (Mick and Buhl 
1992). The process of advertising meaning co-creation, mediated 
by the influences of the social and individual realm, is dependent 
on the consumer’s unique life experiences and plans, and the uses 
they have for the interpreted meaning (Ritson and Elliott 1995).   

One of the ways that mediated brand experiences are able 
to supplement consumption is by providing a scripted story or by 
articulating loosely constructed thoughts about a brand (Elliott 
and Wattanasuwan 1998). While we certainly do not suggest that 
consumers always accept the narratives provided (and indeed they 
may reject the brand stories developed by advertising agencies), 
these advertising stories are conceptualized as a resource that the 
consumer can use for her/his own purposes (Elliott and Wattanasuwan 
1998). Furthermore, if mass media are used in a brand’s marketing 
communication program, then advertising stories become a common 
resource that is available to everyone in an advertising audience, as 
Ritson and Elliott described in their study of adolescents (1999); 
consuming advertising is a joint, communal activity. 
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linking value
Ongoing social interactions and communal events have been 

shown to be facilitated within groups of advertising consumers 
(Ritson and Elliott 1999). Advertisements can provide a focal point 
for consumer to consumer contact that is valued for reasons beyond 
product recommendation, decision-making and the purchasing 
process. The concept of social connections, the establishment and/
or reinforcement of bonds between individuals, facilitated by mar-
keting activities has also been highlighted by Cova (1997) and this 
approach is encompassed by Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005). Consumer culture necessarily implies a role for 
brands in creating and re-creating a sense of self, personal purpose 
and belonging. Cova (1997) introduced the idea of the linking value 
of products and services that in some way permit and support social 
connections between consumers and forge feelings of solidarity 
through the pursuit of common consumption interests.  Cova and 
Cova note, “such linking value is rarely intentionally embedded in 
the use value of the product/service concept, yet it is a quality that 
merits our careful attention” (2001, 70). 

Brand advertising provides the means for uniting consum-
ers within communities, providing a focal point for consumer to 
consumer contact and for imagining belonging to a community of 
individuals linked through commonality of some sort. The combi-
nation of Elliott and Wattanasuwan’s (1998) concept of mediated 
experiences of brands as resources, and Cova’s (1997) linking value, 
provides a neat framework for the argument that identity projects 
and community connections are supported by brands as experi-
enced through marketing communications. That is, the literature 
provides a theoretical basis for the claim that brand advertising 
has a linking value in communities. Furthermore, the linking value 
extends beyond word-of-mouth effects, product recommendations 
and assistance in the decision-making/purchasing process. Brand 
marketing communications have a vital role to play in striking a 
chord within the isolated consumer, connecting people with each 
other through the “lifestyles, stories, experiences, and emotions” 
conveyed (Leach 2000, 18). 

Community
Connections between people are central to the ideas of com-

munity, and as discussed earlier, the construct of community is 
well-established in consumer research studies. Communities are 
social groups that help define an individual within society—com-
munity implies a consciousness of kind where there is a collective 
sense of difference from others not in the community. Consumer 
research publications have focused on many notions of commu-
nity, including brand communities (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001), 
new communities (Goulding, Shankar, and Elliott 2002), virtual 
communities (Mathwick et al. 2008), and the struggle for self and 
community (Arnould and Price 2000). However, there has been 
little published regarding national communities and the linkages 
between consumers who share the same national identity, despite 
strong evidence that membership of national communities remains 
a matter of relevance, as discussed earlier. 

national Identity 
National identity refers to a shared perception of self within 

a national community, and is characterized by the belief that there 
are commonalities which unite members of a nation (Kirloskar-
Steinbach 2004). National identity is not just about shared culture; 
it is about the feeling of belonging (Grimson 2010). This social 
phenomenon assists individuals to understand their place in the world 
and necessarily emphasizes similarities and differences between 
people. National identity is not a fixed view, but one that is an act 

of imagination, such that it is most unlikely that a group of fellow 
community members will imagine exactly the same thing—there 
is “no such thing as the one and only national identity” (de Cillia, 
Reisigl, and Wodak 1999, 154). Thus, within a nation and amongst 
different generational cohorts, various national identities develop 
which claim to express the same national past but in fact envisage 
it in different ways. 

National identity is flagged in everyday life and is embodied 
in habits of thinking and using language (Billig 1995). In effect, it 
is a dynamic collaboration between community members that is not 
reliant on tradition but is built from usable pasts (Brooks 1915) and 
the imagined present (Humphrey 2004; Spangler 2002; Squire 1996). 
As Denny et al. (2005, 20) suggest “only through the imaginations 
and activities of many can the idea of a nation and national culture 
be achieved”.  Without even realizing it, brand owners contribute to 
national identity through the provision of usable pasts and visions 
of the imagined present in advertisements.

The concept of usable pasts was first introduced in the book 
‘America’s Coming of Age’ to capture the move towards reconstruc-
tions of history that served to unite the nation, emphasizing defining 
moments of the past (Staples 2003). More recently, usable past has 
been conceptualized as what we ought to elect to remember, signal-
ing the “desire to make sense of national experiences in ways that 
unify rather than separate us” (Carnegie Council 2001). Conscious 
attempts to draw a nation together in this way are seen in the official 
commissioning of murals, statues and other monuments in public 
spaces, postage stamps, coins, anthems and flags that serve to make 
visible the myths, historical memories and common mass culture. 

Construction of the nation also occurs through media culture and 
especially through cinema; national identity may be apprehended in 
the narratives, iconography and recurring motifs of popular culture 
(Elsaesser 2005). The term national cinema is used to distinguish the 
cinema tradition and style of a country (in contrast with Hollywood 
and the cinema of the United States). In addressing how national 
cinema expresses national identity in the French context, Hayward 
(2005) proposes seven typologies—Narratives (where the narra-
tive is an adaptation of an indigenous text); Genres (certain types 
are characteristic of particular nations);  Codes and Conventions 
(production practices become typical);  Gesturality and morphology 
(intonations, attitudes and postures are rooted in a nation’s culture);  
The star as sign (actors embody national cultural codes);  Cinema 
of the centre and of the periphery (mainstream, heartland cinema 
in one country contrasts with its less conventional, avant-garde and 
narrow-interest films); Cinema as the mobilizer of the nation’s myths 
and of the myth of the nation (the texture of society is reflected 
in cinema as political, social and economic changes occur). On a 
more compressed scale, brand advertisements (especially televi-
sion commercials) also provide these types of stories and imagery, 
reflecting society and commonly held values, showcasing beloved 
geographic locations and personalities, and highlighting myths 
and representations of the way we are and used to be—utilizing 
the unifying experiences of a nation. 

We know advertising is culturally anchored and the idea that 
society is reflected by advertising is not new—although Elliott 
(1997, 291) notes that the extent to which “advertising reflects 
reality or actually creates it is problematic.” We further note that 
brand communications are embedded with visual representations 
and narratives which form part of the visual landscape (Schroeder 
2002; Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling 2006). However, our argu-
ment is not that culture is shown in advertisements. We posit that 
consuming brand advertisements that offer imagery and stories that 
in some way reflect the nation, contributes to the feeling of belong-
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ing to that collective. Consuming brand advertising is a widespread 
community practice that affects national identity. 

Social Identities
Having presented the argument that brands affect national 

identity we now discuss the self and the construction of personal 
and social identities, the I/we negotiations of consumer identity 
projects. Self-concept refers to a person’s own mental image or 
perception of her/himself as an object; each person holds numerous 
perceptions regarding their personal existence and each perception 
is integrated with the others (Reed 2002). Individuals are motivated 
to keep a positive self-image, assimilating new ideas and exclud-
ing old ones, in a continuous process of self-concept development. 
Thus, self-concept is not static; individuals engage in perpetual re-
construction of identity as a result of social experience (Mead 1934). 

The self is socially constructed; we understand ourselves in 
relation to others around us, and because of the similarities or differ-
ences between ourselves and others. Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling, 
in discussing brand culture, note that rather than being ‘authentic, 
coherent and deep,” selfhood can be construed as being “constructed, 
contingent and performed” (2006, 121). Sense of self evolves and 
develops, both consciously and in an automatic or unconscious 
fashion, throughout the lifetime and is not present at birth (Mead 
1934). Activities and interactions with other individuals in society 
are essential to the development of self (Mead 1934). The young 
adult attempts to validate the simple series of factual events that 
have shaped the self so far and to craft a meaningful life-story; as 
a child matures s/he begins to “discover the self through story in 
historical and biographical terms” (Cardillo 1998). Interaction with 
a wider range of society also presents opportunities for a wider 
range of the self to become apparent.

Selfhood is one of many identities, including gender and eth-
nicity, which is neither fixed nor timeless. Jenkins’ thesis, building 
on the foundational sociological and social anthropological works 
of Mead, Goffman and Barth, is that the “self is an ongoing, si-
multaneous synthesis of (internal) self definition and the (external) 
definitions of oneself offered by others” (Jenkins 1996, 20). Identity 
exists and is maintained through relational processes of intercon-
nectedness (Barth 1969). There is an ongoing to and fro process of 
constructing and re-negotiating identity according to the responses 
of others within society, which Jenkins calls the internal—external 
dialectic of identification. Membership of multiple social groups 
leads to the existence of not one, ‘personal self’, but rather several 
selves according to the Theory of Social Identity, developed by Tajfel 
and Turner (1979). Various social situations trigger an individual to 
think, feel and act according to their personal, family or national 
level of self (Turner et al. 1987).

using Brand Resources to negotiate Identities
Consumers of brand resources are bricoleurs—that is to say, 

in constructing stories and identities they pick and choose, drawing 
on a wide range of things that happen to be available (Lévi-Strauss 
1962). This type of thinking and development of ideas involves 
manipulating and making resourceful use of materials, irrespective 
of their original purpose.  Further explanation of this is given by 
Ritson and Elliott (1995, 1036) who present a view of the advertising 
audience “as not passive, homogenous receivers of ads containing 
pre-specifiable, intended meanings but as active co-creators of mean-
ing who display an ability to read, co-create then act on polysemic 
meanings from ads that they view.” Consumer use and interpreta-
tion of advertising is idiosyncratic and uncontrollable and research 
shows that consumers’ interpretations of advertisements are more 
wide ranging than intended by advertising creators (Phillips 1997). 

Advertisements are assemblages of resources, drawing on 
words, pictures, movement, sounds and colors which refer to cul-
tural texts, pre-existing knowledge about products and consump-
tion practices, long running campaigns and historical precedents 
in advertising, cultural myths, other tacit cultural knowledge and 
utilize language derived rhetorical devices (McQuarrie and Mick 
1996). Images, stories and other fragments of advertisements pro-
vide resources used by consumers as they negotiate their identities. 
Brands provide triggers for thinking about how I see myself, how 
others see themselves, how I feel I have something in common with 
others, how we have a sense of shared experiences and feelings 
about the nation. A disjointed group of individual consumers can 
recognize themselves as individuals and as part of a nation; they 
can imagine the national community because they recognize shared 
feelings of commonality and belonging. 

Brands, through their marketing communications offer views 
of what we as a nation did, what we value, who we honor, where 
we consider special places, and what characteristics as individu-
als we share. They are a pervasive source of ideas that allow us to 
imagine and negotiate I/we, our internal self identity but also more 
overarching types of social identities, including national identity. (We 
acknowledge that this argument is not limited to national identity 
and is relevant to all sorts of social identities, tribes and communi-
ties. However, one of the purposes of this paper is to put the focus 
on national identity as an under-researched form of identity that is 
surprisingly relevant in contemporary society). 

Many brands unwittingly incorporate elements of myth into 
brand marketing communications. We note also the reported 
deliberate and cynical use of existing cultural myths, not as a 
component of an advertisement but, as an entire brand foundation 
in a few exceptional cases (Holt 2006). Some advertisements are 
not very rich in resources for national identity projects, but the use 
of visual coding and recognizable national and cultural markers in 
brand advertising is widespread in some product/service types and 
is more apparent in some nations. Nostalgia is one type of appeal 
that is often rich in elements of a mythic golden age—referring to 
imagined moments of peace, harmony, stability, and prosperity. 
Although the mythic components do not necessarily communicate 
the main message enunciated in a brand advertising brief, there is 
clear evidence of myths in many marketing communications—see, 
for example, the study of Wal-Mart advertising flyers (Arnold, 
Kozinets, and Handelman 2001).

In summary, we have presented an argument that others in dif-
ferent disciplines know that advertisements affect national identity. 
We have argued that national identity is a relevant contemporary 
form of identification and a construct worthy of further investiga-
tion. Overall, we have taken a consumer experience perspective and 
focused on examining the literature regarding how the brands that 
are the sponsors of advertisements affect national identity. Con-
ceptualizations of the linking value of brands, brands as resources, 
the provision of usable pasts, socially constructed identities and 
the advertising consumer as bricoleur have been employed in the 
construction of our case.

dISCuSSIon And ConCluSIon
We stated at the beginning of this paper that brands have not 

been credited with contributing to productive and enabling forces 
within society, and yet there is evidence that brands contribute to 
national identity and that strong national identity is a stabilizing 
force that contributes a sense of security and meaning to consumers’ 
lives.  The idea that brands, through their marketing communica-
tions, might be useful to consumers in negotiating and imagining a 
national community is new and raises many interesting questions. 
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It also poses new opportunities for brand owners and their advertis-
ing agencies as they consider how they might be more sensitive to 
consumption experiences and consumer uses of brand advertising.

Creatives and others involved in the process of developing 
advertisements would benefit from utilizing more socio-cultural 
readings of brands as resources and understanding elements of 
national identity that are central to a national community. So far, 
most brands have only unwittingly contributed to national identities. 
A more informed and deliberate approach might be of real benefit 
to both consumers and brand owners. Government agencies and 
organizations such as the Carnegie Council have already understood 
the benefit of utilizing a usable past in drawing a nation together. 
The construct of a usable past is contingent on the times and mores, 
and subject to change. If advertisers were to understand which parts 
of usable past could be used or conceived as being usable at any 
particular time, that would also benefit brands. Some studies have 
been reported that analyze advertisements from an expert perspective 
(Arnold et al. 2001). However, we believe that more research into 
consumer responses to advertisements, conceived as assemblages 
that act as resources in the construction and negotiation of national 
identity, would also be useful.   

Feelings of belonging to a collective that shares advertising 
consumption experiences and holding a strong sense of national 
identity are important to many consumers throughout the world 
today, yet these dimensions of consumer experience have not been 
examined in the consumer research literature.  The contribution of 
this paper is in tying together concepts from the literatures of history, 
sociology, cultural studies, film, television, and media—which are 
purely conceptual but have importance and potency—with market-
ing and consumer research on brands, communities and identities. 
The unique perspective we offer combines all these concepts, and 
moves forward by considering the insights on national identity and 
brands from the point of view of the consumer. 

We believe that our big idea on the contribution of brands 
to consumers’ lives has the potential to stimulate new and useful 
insights in consumer research. The ideas articulated in our paper 
(cross-fertilized by concepts from several other disciplines) offer 
many opportunities for future research. Further studies should be 
undertaken to answer questions such as: What is the relationship 
between national identity and the brands that are advertised? What 
are the mechanisms by which brands affect national identity? How 
do consumers experience national identity in brand advertisements? 
There are broad questions to be answered regarding the role that 
the entire range of a brand’s marketing communication program 
plays in creating value for consumers and for brands. More work 
is needed to address the role of brand marketing communications 
in offering fragments which form part of the wider social milieu 
of resources that surround consumers and contribute to identity 
projects. Such research would add to the clarification of what 
consumers do with brands.

Research into the relationship between communications and 
national identity might include mapping those elements that provide 
the richest resources for national identity in different countries. A 
catalogue of the most significant elements (visual, aural and be-
havioral) that contribute to national identity would offer marketing 
communicators useful insights into the potential links that could 
be made between brands, consumers and their national identity. 
Obtaining consumer insights into how well a brand’s communica-
tions conform to expectations of what national identity is would 
be of use to marketers. Studies might also consider the types of 
stories that are most effectively employed by communications that 
contribute significantly to national identity. 

The practitioner relevance and contribution of such future 
studies would be to provide a clearer understanding of how as-
pects of marketing communications can impact on brand value; 
to contribute towards better understanding global brand advertis-
ing; to generate insights that make for improved brand marketing 
communications experiences that resonate with aspects of national 
identity and to provide insights for brand owners into leveraging 
brands further though intensifying brand messages and enhancing 
consumer reception. Finally, we suggest that this new perspective 
is particularly relevant to US brands as they look outside their own 
borders and seek to understand the power of their brands in other 
national markets.
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