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Abstract

In an audience perspective a media brand can be understood as a construct
carrying all the connotations of (potential) recipients comprising cognitive,
emotional, conscious or unconscious associations towards specific media
formats, personae, genres, channels etc. Audience-centered media brand study
has successfully stimulated research, but is largely isolated from communication
science and other related disciplines. The aim of this article is to review and
structure audience-centered research on media brands and to uncover ‘white
spaces’ in this field of interest. In applying a multi-level approach of audiences,
the chapter not only considers extant theoretical and methodological approaches
in audience theory, but also presents a flexible framework for different
interpretations of media brands’ functions and effects.
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1 Media Brand Management in an Interactive Environment

From social media via interconnected multiple platforms, to web-based, on-demand
services—the ‘brandsphere’ for media has changed dramatically as a result of
digitalization and interactive technologies. Chan-Olmsted (2011, p. 3) puts it as
follows: “The branding efforts in the media industries will became more complex
when the world of marketing is turned upside down by the arrival of Web 2.0, with
social media acting as a new means of connecting with consumers personally,
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interactively, and collectively.” Consequently, with the turn from passive recipients
to active audiences, brand strategies have also had to change significantly (Mitchell,
2001). This development has led to a modified function of a brand manager, who is
no longer seen as a ‘guardian’ but as a ‘host’ of a brand (Christodoulides, 2009).

In fact, the Internet and its related technologies have upset the information
asymmetry that worked in favor of brand managers for many years. With the new
empowered consumers who interact with brands and their peers and who create
their own content, a more participative approach to branding is needed. Among
others, Chan-Olmsted (2011) thus conceives the key for media branding in
formulating audience centered branding programs. Mooney and Rollins (2008)
also suggest that modern branding is all about engaging consumers more richly,
deeply and meaningfully to develop brand participation. So, the question occurs, if
and how research on media branding has provided theoretical and empirical
answers to these challenges up to now.

Thus, the aim of this article is to review and structure audience-centered research
on media brands, and to uncover ‘white spaces’ in media brand research.

2 Media Brands as an Audience Construct

When looking at media products as media brands from an audience perspective, we
should first clarify the definition and nature of the construct. So, what is a media
brand? In fact, the efforts to define the term media brand seem to be an ongoing
battle in the literature between communication and marketing scholars, further
complicated by discussions between marketing and public relations (McDowell,
2006). The American Marketing Association proposes a brand be understood as “a
name, term, sign, design, or a unifying combination of them intended to identify
and distinguish a product or service from its competitors” (Kotler, Bliemel, &
Keller, 2007, p. 509). We here see a recipient centered definition which assumes
that a brand is all the stronger the better it can be identified and distinguished by
consumers. The same applies to media brands. Chan-Olmsted (2006) goes even
further and proposes that brands add thoughts and feelings that are designed to
enhance the value of a product beyond its product category and functional values.
To sum up, from an audience’s perspective, we may understand a (media) brand as
a construct carrying the audience’s associations in terms of cognitive, emotional,
stylistic, conscious and unconscious significations.

This directly leads us to the next question: What exactly do we mean when
speaking about audiences? Bird (2003, p. 4) characterizes the audience as an “ever-
changing, fluid concept” and also Moores (1993, p. 2) states: “The conditions and
boundaries of audiencehood are inherently unstable”. Audience research, especially
reception studies, has developed from different research traditions, such as critical
communications, feminist theory, microsociology and literary reception-aesthetics
(Livingstone, 1998) providing diverse paths to conceptualize and—as a conse-
quence—to empirically examine audiences. Among others, Livingstone (1998,
2013) suggests that audiences can be theorized on different levels. Research on a
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micro level respects the individual agent and provides information about media
usage patterns in everyday life. At a meso level, analyses focus on patterned
interactions relating to social groups, while on the macro level audiences are
understood as the public. So, the question occurs to what extent media branding
research has applied these different levels up to now. Furthermore and in more
detail, how can we define the functions of media brands at these different levels,
which theoretical approaches and methods have been applied and what research
disciplines are involved?

To identify the different core themes, a literature review on (audience centered)
research with a focus on media brands has been made. Single studies are taken to
illustrate the main streams at the different audience levels (for a systematic litera-
ture review please see also Krebs & Siegert, 2015). The following discussion will
thus not provide a complete overview on extant literature, but it aims to point up the
main research interests, theoretical approaches and methodologies applied in this
area of inquiry.

2.1 Micro Level

The audience at the micro level represents an individual perspective on the media
demand side, with a focus on the empirical analysis of perceptions, associations and
attitudes towards media brands, or respective media branding strategies (see also
Shay, 2015). Audience centered research on media brands at this individual level
mainly employs theoretical approaches and empirical findings from non-media
brand research. Therefore, the main focus is to test the feasibility of scales, concepts
and theories in a media branding context. Two main areas can be identified at the
micro level when reviewing research on media brands from an audience perspective
(Table 1).

Firstly, the field of media brand research includes a number of empirical studies
on media brand personality, its dimensions, antecedents, effects and
interdependencies with self-concepts. Aaker defines brand personality as “the set
of human characteristics associated with a brand” (1997, p. 347). It has been
assumed that consumers choose the product they perceive as having a desirable
(brand) personality (Aaker, 1999; Ahuvia, 2005; Belk, 1988) to express and vali-
date their identity (Aaker, 1997; Berger & Heath, 2007). Thus, it has been
hypothesized that a self-congruent brand reflects who the consumer actually is or
who the consumer would like to be (Mélar, Krohmer, Hoyer, & Nyffenegger,
2011). Applied to media, this implies that audiences feel the need to reaffirm
their perceptions of self-concepts by choosing compatible media brand
personalities. The major issue of brand personality research is to provide an
instrument to measure brand associations with human characteristics, preferably
standardized. Nevertheless, the most vital criticism in regard to brand personality
scales is that dimensions and indicators depend on the cultural context, since every
language has its own vocabulary with untranslatable meanings. But most of the
studies on media brand personality are limited to the American audience and are
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Table 1 Audience centered media brand research at a micro level

Author (year)

Chang and
Chan-Olmsted
(2010)

Chan-Olmsted
and Cha (2007)

Chan-Olmsted
and Cha (2008)

Forster and
Kleinen-von
Konigslow
(2013)

Forster and
Zeilinger (2012)

Habann,
Nienstedt, and
Reinelt (2008)

Ha and Chan-
Olmsted (2001)

Horppu
et al. (2008)

Kim, Baek, and
Martin (2010)
McDowell
(2004)

Nienstedt,
Huber, and
Seelmann (2012)

Sung and Park
(2011)

Tarkiainen
et al. (2009)

Main theories
and concepts

Media brand
extensions

Media brand
personality

Media brand
personality

Media brand
emotions, brand
personality

Media brand
personality,
self-concepts
Media brand
extensions

Media brand
extensions

Media brand
extensions

Media brand
personality

Media brand
personality

Congruence
theory

Media brand
personality

Media brand
extensions

Main variables/measures

1V: parent brand (pb) familiarity, pb
attitude, pb portfolio quality variance,
perception of subbrands, perceived fit,
innovativeness, channel repertoire;
DV: brand extension attitude

Brand personality dimensions,
differences among news brands

Antecedents: audience’s motivations,
demographics, political and media
profile, network affiliation,
preferences; IV: brand personality;
DV: attitude towards the brand, brand
usage, brand loyalty

1V: television brand emotions; DV:
television brand personality

1V: self-concepts, brand personality;
DV: social brand identification

IV: pb strength, pb experience,
involvement, price perception, product
fit, image, image fit; DV: brand
extension attitude, buying intention
IV: exposure to network websites
(treatment); DV: brand extension
acceptance, perceived quality, image,
usage, interactivity perception, flow
experience

1V: parent-brand level experiences
with a women’s special interest
magazine; DV: website satisfaction,
website trust, website loyalty

News brand personality dimensions

Brand associations, differentiation

1V: actual congruence, ideal
congruence, credibility, brand
relationship; DV: loyalty

Cable network brand personality
dimensions

1V: loyalty towards magazine’s
websites; DV: loyalty towards printed
magazine brand

K. Forster

Method

Survey
n=301

Survey
n =113
n, =265
Survey
n, = 113
n, = 165

Survey
n=498

Survey
n=502

Survey
n=174

Experiments
n=252

Survey
n=_867

Survey
n=229
Free
association
n=166
Survey
n=736

Survey
n=355
Survey
n=23,009

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Main theories

Author (year) and concepts Main variables/measures Method
Tarkiainen Media brand 1V: offline and online market shares Secondary
et al. (2014) extensions, and penetration of magazines; DV: analyses
Double online loyalty
Jeopardy

lacking in comparative analyses, both for different media categories and language
areas. Moreover, studies on media brand personality have revealed some
peculiarities compared to non-media brands. Considering another major conceptual
restriction, namely the focus on positive aspects of brand personality associations
whilst disregarding negative brand-related associations held by consumers
(Bosnjak, Bochmann, & Hufschmid, 2007), the results imply that media brands
require (1) an adapted brand personality scale, (2) an application in a specific
language domain, and (3) an inclusion of negative brand associations.

Secondly, media brand extensions and their perceptions by individuals or poten-
tial consumers have been the object of a number of studies in regard to media
brands. Brand extensions are a common type of strategy (also) used by media
companies to transfer the awareness and brand perceptions of consumers to a new
product (Chang & Chan-Olmsted, 2010). Some of the studies investigating brand
extensions in a media context adopt a consumer-based framework to empirically
test the factors affecting the success of cable network brand extensions (e.g. Chang
& Chan-Olmsted, 2010; Ha & Chan-Olmsted, 2001). Moreover, magazine websites
have been treated as brand extensions of their offline parent brands. Different
studies have been conducted to investigate the relationship between the offline
magazine brands (e.g. in terms of experiences, loyalty, market share, penetration)
and the online magazine brand (Horppu, Kuivalainen, Tarkiainen, & Ellonen, 2008;
Tarkiainen, Ellonen, & Kuivalainen, 2009; Tarkiainen, Ellonen, Ots, & Stocchi,
2014).

The application of theoretical approaches stemming from non-media brand
research has successfully stimulated research on media brands. However, this
research has led to the development of a peripheral zone of media management
research largely isolated from media reception studies within communication
science. We must thus ask if it is possible and desirable to better connect this
research area in future. This in fact would require an enlargement of this research
area with a deeper integration of established communication science theories.

2.2 Meso Level

Audience research at the meso level focuses on patterned interactions relating to
social groups (Livingstone, 1998). Maffesoli (1990) characterizes these social
groups as ‘tribes’ within consumer cultures, meaning shared lifestyles, (media)
preferences, or (genre) interests. Media have a specific role in these tribes. As
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previous research has shown, individuals use media (in terms of ownership, usage
and knowledge) to increase their cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1983, 1985, 1986).
Also Scherer, Naab, Niemann, and Adjei (2012) found that genre preferences act as
means to increase or decrease one’s social capital. Hence, media consumption can
be regarded as an attempt to accumulate a symbolic profit (Morth & Frohlich, 1994;
Park, 2009). In other words, audiences utilize those (media) symbols that are
appropriate, to signal a certain form of lifestyle in order to strengthen their cultural
and social capital.

This has also been a subject of research in related disciplines. Elliott and
Wattanasuwan (1998, p. 134) put it as follows: “All voluntary consumption carries,
either consciously or unconsciously, symbolic meanings; if the consumer has
choices to consume, he or she will consume things that hold particular symbolic
meanings.” Thus, consumption practices partially determine the social self, which
is in turn a result of an active creation process (e.g. Dittmar, 1992; Giddens, 1993;
Holt, 2002).

We can thus construe the functions of media brands—at a meso level—as being
symbols in socio-communicative relationships (Carpentier, 2012; Park, 2009). This
is connected to collective forms of media consumption and socially negotiated
interpretations within certain lifestyle groups or tribes. Media brands here act as
social ‘glue’, as embodied carriers of shared meanings about symbols within and
between social groups. Berkler (2008) addressed this aspect of the prestige function
of brands that mirrors the aspiration to belong to a supposed user group or to draw
distinctions towards a perceived out-group. Moreover, Forster, Kleinen-von
Konigslow, and Baumann (2014) explored the use of (popular) media genres in
everyday media practices, and uncovered their symbolic meanings for identity
practices of affiliation with in-groups, and distinction towards out groups (Table 2).

Compared to the individual level, media branding research at the group level is
rather rare. One reason can be seen in the necessity to apply different empirical
methods (such as experiments, ethnography, projective techniques). Moreover,
studying media brands at a meso level requires interdisciplinary approaches includ-
ing social psychology, sociology and cultural theory. Evidently, interdisciplinarity
is always connected to an appreciation of differing perspectives, theories and
methods, but also to obstacles emerging through these differences. Nevertheless,
the relevance of this perspective increases as social processes of meaning construc-
tion are finally decisive for creating a strong (media) brand.

23 Macro Level

At the macro level we look at audiences as the public or as citizens. Munch and
Smelser (1987, p. 357) specify the macro level “as referring to those structures in
society (groups, organizations, institutions, and cultural productions) that are
sustained (however imperfectly) by mechanisms of social control and that consti-
tute both opportunities and constraints of individual behavior and interactions.”
When taking this Cultural Studies perspective—as one possible view—we can
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Table 2 Audience centered media brand research at a meso level

Main
Author theories and
(year) concepts Main variables/measures Method(s)
Berkler Prestige IV: complexity reduction, risk Survey
(2008) function reduction, identification, n=2,700
prestige; DV: differentiation,
preference, loyalty
Forster Social IV: cognitive centrality, Survey
(2012) identity, ingroup affect, ingroup ties, n=495
social intergroup relations; DV: size
capital of the network, strength of ties,
resources
Forster Symbolic 1V: genre preferences; DV: Media diaries, content
etal. (2014) | resources gender associations, likability, analysis, n =59;°
personal similarity, similarity experiment, projective
with friends® techniques, n =450
Scherer Impression 1V: genre preferences for Survey, experiment,

et al. (2012)° | management | comedy, crime, politics, soaps; n=>562 (female)
DV: likability

#A construction technique has been applied in the study asking the respondents to describe a person
having specific genre preferences (using fictive media diaries), both with open associations and
standardized questions
°In sum, 15,000 instances of media use situations were analyzed using content analysis
“Scherer and colleagues did not explicitly use a media branding framework
d‘Genre preferences’ refer to oneself and to a fictive person (Anna). ‘Likability’ measures how
likable Anna is perceived

understand a media brand as a place of cultural struggle (Winter, 2001) proceeding
from extant societal power relations.

Up to now, this perspective has been given little consideration by media brand-
ing scholars [as valued exceptions see Lobigs (2015), Russ-Mohl and
Nazhmidinova (2015) as well as Siegert (2015)]. This is particularly true when
considering literature with an explicit reference to media brands. In fact, in many
publications these themes are addressed, but without using a media branding frame
and—therefore—without translating the findings into implications for media brand-
ing strategists. However and undoubtedly, it opens up interesting and important
perspectives for further research. As an example, recent research has contributed to
audience participation in convergent institutional settings (e.g. Bruns, 2005;
Carpentier & De Cleen, 2008; Deuze, 2007). Nowadays, audience members are
not only recipients of media content but (also) producers, even more so with the
advent of social media. Production is extensively guided by a prior assessment of
audience response, thus making processes of production and reception reciprocally
structuring, although not necessarily with equal power. Hence, participation can
manifest itself in a co-deciding on content or organizational policies by the produc-
tion and the reception side with—more or less—equal powers. From a dialectical
media branding view, we must ask what consequences participation has for media
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brands in a convergent ‘brandsphere’ and—furthermore—how participation as a
socially and politically desirable goal can be incorporated in contemporary media
branding approaches.’

This clarifies an important aspect or possible obstacle for research on media
branding at this macro level: when approaching this level, one has to consider that
research on audiences at the macro level intersects with other macro level theories,
such as the economic and political (Livingstone, 1998). Also Carpentier (2012)
argues that all participants are embedded in a democratic logic. Hence, to
strengthen the societal perspective in media branding research their role for trans-
parency, validation and integration within the public (Kleinen-von Konigslow,
2010) could be considered in more detail. Undoubtedly, the integration function
of mass media is one of the big questions in communication research (Vlasi¢ &
Brosius, 2002). However, there is a broad consensus that mass media contribute to
the cohesion of a society through sharing themes, opinions or simply ‘must-know-
catchphrases’. On the one hand, mass media convey values and norms, which are
important for the formation of public opinion and public debate (Vlasi¢, 2004,
2012). On the other hand, entertainment content also has an important integrating
role (Vlasi¢ & Brosius, 2002).

This leads us to another, more general aspect, namely to the question of how
television may serve its public as citizens. Syvertsen (2004) argues that
broadcasters increasingly neglect to serve the public as citizens (the public as
members of a democratic society) in favor of serving them as consumers (the public
as buyers keen to consume products and services). Also Steemers (2002) claims that
broadcasters not only fail to address their democratic role, but also their cultural
role in regarding their audiences as consumers. Dahlgren (2000) distinguishes four
dimensions of these media-society links: civil, political, social and cultural. With-
out question, research on television news and current affairs predominantly implies
that serving the public as citizens means the provision of news and political
information. But Syvertsen (2004), declares that media serve people in a variety
of ways. As an example, the provision of family programs provides opportunities
for different generations to be together, serving the public as citizens in a social
sense. Moreover, entertainment programs could be seen as means to serve the
public as social or cultural citizens. What does this broad understanding of citizen-
ship for media branding research imply? Research on media brands and their role as
‘campfires’ within society, for example, might contribute new perspectives. This
can refer to different levels in a media brand’s architecture, which typically consists
of the corporate or channel brand (e.g. BBCI) as well as its sub-brands with
genre (e.g. news on NBC), format (e.g. Tatort on ARD), and persona brands
(e.g. David Letterman on CBS) (Wolff, 2006). Hence, we could ask: How do

"It has to be mentioned, that participation and co-creation can be attributed to the micro and also
the group level (e.g. individual perception and motivation to co-create, co-creation as part of a
group identity). On the macro-level it is, indeed, connected with economic and political questions.
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media brands—and the respective activities to establish strong media brands—
serve the public as civil, political, social and cultural citizens?

To sum up, the question is: how do media brands serve as ‘societal glue’, and
should this fundamental integration function be considered in more detail in media
branding research? In fact, as recent research has stated, media brands perform
several functions for both media companies and for recipients; they are
communicators, symbols, and information memories. Berkler (2008) has suggested
the various purposes a media brand fulfills in the recipient’s decision process,
i.e. cognitive relief functions and activating functions. While cognitive relief
addresses a brand’s function to rationalize search and decision efforts for the
recipient through complexity and risk reduction, identification as a self-centered
goal as well as prestige as a socially determined aspect, are activating components
used for self-definition purposes. But does this not fall too short neglecting the
specific characteristics and responsibilities media have in society? In integrating the
macro perspective media branding research could closely connect to communica-
tion science tradition and, moreover, add new perspectives in regarding economic
processes and logics.

3 Media Branding Research at Its Crossroads

Research on media brands has successfully applied theoretical concepts from
diverse research traditions. It is now time to reflect and to determine the current
position of media branding research. Studying media brands as an audience con-
struct requires diverse approaches including psychology, sociology, economics,
political and cultural theory, to name just the most important ones. The audience
centered perspective of the media as media brands provides a construct that
condenses the perception of audience(s) at different levels of aggregation. Evi-
dently, there is an excessive weight of research at the micro level, applying
theoretical considerations stemming from non-media brand research and primarily
using quantitative research methods. Research on media branding at the meso level
is rather sparse, and also the macro level has, up to now, been rarely considered.

As the literature review has revealed, media branding research at the micro level
primarily applies approaches stemming from non-media brand research. This has
formed a research field widely independent of other disciplines. At this level
research can be described as multidisciplinary characterized by little interaction
or collaboration across disciplines (Choi & Pak, 2006). In other words, concrete
research questions are investigated with separate methodologies and concepts and
researchers maintain their own disciplinary roles.

At the meso level we found a stronger integration of related disciplines, such as
sociology and social psychology. As recent research has shown, media brands serve
as symbols of a certain lifestyle, and to define the borders of tribes. Overall, media
and their brands move from being mere intermediaries to instances that relatively
autonomously stage realities as symbolic markets (Morth & Frohlich, 1994) or
create markets for symbols with potentials for distinctional gains in cultural and
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social contexts. Thus, it requires an interdisciplinary access to the respective
research questions, as interdisciplinarity involves an integrative, reciprocal action
of different disciplines with shared goals, often connected to a blurring of disci-
plinary boundaries (Choi & Pak, 2006). This working between several disciplines
has the potential to create new knowledge or perspectives and is the basis for
establishing a new discipline (Choi & Pak, 2006).

Finally, as the literature review showed, the macro level of audiences has not
been much considered yet by media branding research. Especially against the
background that consumers act as co-developers, and that innovation and product
development depend on external consumer communities (Jeppesen & Molin, 2003),
consensual notions of strategic media (brand) management are challenged. More-
over, the diminishing corporate control over the creative media-making process
changes the professional identity of media work towards a more clearly articulated
responsive and interactive position with the public. Or as Jenkins puts it: “Media
companies are learning how to accelerate the flow of media content across delivery
channels to expand revenue opportunities, broaden markets and reinforce viewer
commitments. Consumers are learning how to use these different media
technologies to bring the flow of media more fully under their control and to
interact with other users” (2004, p. 37). A transdisciplinary approach is needed
when looking at media products as brands at this macro level. Transdisciplinarity
means working across and beyond single disciplines, taking a holistic, transcen-
dental and integrative approach (Choi & Pak, 2006). In particular, the integration of
the societal function of media would allow a closer connection to key research areas
of communication science.

Media branding is an area of interest where inter- and transdisciplinarity opens
up its dynamics, and where in turn disciplines keep shifting and evolving by
integrating diverse approaches and methods. Generally, the view of media branding
from an audience perspective does not only consider extant theoretical approaches
in audience theory, but additionally, presents a flexible framework for different
interpretations of the functions and effects of media brands. It helps to structure and
integrate the current multitude of unrelated or loosely related theories, concepts and
empirical findings from different scientific disciplines. At the same time, by
considering media as brands, related disciplines can profit from a better integration
of economic processes and logics, and thereby respond to the vital reproof of
several authors (e.g. Budd & Steinman, 1989; Miiller, 1993).
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