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Abstract
An increasing body of research adopts a performative perspective of brands, assuming that multiple actors co-create brands 
in interrelated brand co-creation performances (BCCP). While gaining traction in branding research, empirical work iden-
tifying BCCP is scarce (n = 3). BCCP have yet been discussed in single research contexts, evolving largely independent and 
leading to disparate findings. Initially, this research aims to expand existing empirical work. Using the unusually revelatory 
‘over-over-the-top’ context of the sport brand FC St. Pauli, we apply semi-structured interviews, internal brand-related 
documents, media content analysis, and social media analysis to identify BCCP in a novel research context. Building on this 
single-case study and existing research on BCCP, we empirically consolidate these primary studies (n = 4) following qualita-
tive meta-synthesis to unpack brand co-creation in various contexts. The empirical consolidation results in eight interrelated 
BCCP (i.e. communicating, implementing, contesting, developing, negotiating, facilitating, social listening, and assimilat-
ing), which are divided into direct brand co-creation performances (dBCCP) and enabling brand co-creation performances 
(eBCCP). This research contributes to branding literature by unpacking how (i.e. through which BCCP) multiple actors 
co-create brands. Additionally, it provides brand managers with an enhanced understanding of their brand and the influence 
of multiple internal and external actors.
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Introduction

Brands are commonly acknowledged as an organisation’s 
most valuable asset (Forbes 2020), making it essential to 
comprehend the processes through which they develop. 
Conventionally, brands are conceived as bundles of static, 
enduring components consciously determined by the brand 
owner (Aaker 2002; Keller 1993). However, in today’s 
‘hyperconnected world’ (Swaminathan et al. 2020), this 

logic is considered insufficient (Merz et al. 2009; Velout-
sou and Guzman 2017). Various actors create brand-related 
content, influence marketing decisions, and share their own 
brand meanings. Consequently, branding research increas-
ingly adopts a multi-actor-dominant logic, perceiving brands 
as social constructs that dynamically evolve in interactions 
among the brand conductor and multiple actors. More spe-
cifically, brands are conceptualised as sign systems initially 
forming a unique identity, which initiates and facilitates 
processes to co-create brand meaning (Brodie et al. 2017). 
The exchange of co-created brand meanings ultimately cre-
ates value for actors and the brand (Conejo and Wooliscroft 
2015). Therefore, brands are co-created constructs that can-
not be controlled by the brand conductor (Merz et al. 2009; 
Sarasvuo et al. 2022). Rather, the brand conductor becomes 
a facilitator of brand co-creation processes (Michel 2017). 
While this logic is gaining traction (e.g. Black and Velout-
sou 2017; Kornum et al. 2017; Voyer et al. 2017), current 
research on how actors specifically co-create brands in inter-
actions is fragmented.
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To unpack brand co-creation, we draw on performativity 
theory (Butler 1990), positing that social reality is continu-
ously constituted and produced through recurrent linguis-
tic and socio-material performances of actors (Orlikowski 
2010). Accordingly, brands are socially constructed entities 
co-created through brand co-creation performances (BCCP) 
of multiple actors in interactions (Lucarelli and Hallin 
2015). While an increasing body of research adopts a per-
formative perspective of brands (Kristal et al. 2020), only 
three empirical studies investigated specific BCCP of actors 
in the context of one B2C brand (von Wallpach et al. 2017a), 
five B2B brands (Iglesias et al. 2020), and one human brand 
(Anderski et al. 2023). This research has evolved largely 
independent, leading to disparate findings. It is necessary 
(1) to examine BCCP in novel research contexts and (2) to 
empirically consolidate BCCP to obtain a more comprehen-
sive conceptualisation of BCCP (Iglesias et al. 2020) and 
unpack brand co-creation. Thus, this research aims to answer 
the subsequent overarching research question: Through 
which brand co-creation performances do multiple actors 
co-create brands?

Building on the limitations of previous research, this 
research follows a two-pronged approach to address the 
overarching research question. First, we expand on existing 
empirical work through a qualitative single-case study in 
a novel research context. We use the unusually revelatory 
‘over-over-the-top’ context of the sport brand FC St. Pauli 
applying semi-structured interviews, internal brand-related 
documents, media content analysis, and social media analy-
sis to identify BCCP. Second, building on the case study and 
previous research on BCCP, we ‘empirically consolidate’ 
(Hoon 2013, p. 527) these primary studies (n = 4) follow-
ing qualitative meta-synthesis. This approach, comprising 
case-specific analysis and synthesising processes on a cross-
study level, results in eight interrelated BCCP (i.e. commu-
nicating, implementing, contesting, developing, negotiating, 
facilitating, social listening, and assimilating), which are 
divided into direct brand co-creation performances (dBCCP) 
and enabling brand co-creation performances (eBCCP).

Overall, this research contributes to branding research by 
unpacking how (i.e. through which BCCP) multiple actors 
co-create brands in various contexts. In addition, it provides 
brand managers with an enhanced understanding of their 
brand and the influence of multiple internal and external 
actors.

Brand co‑creation

Conventionally, the perception of branding is grounded in 
a brand owner-dominant logic, assuming that brand owners 
autonomously and strategically develop and communicate a 
consistent brand identity (i.e. set of static brand components) 

(Aaker 2002; da Silveira et al. 2013; Ward et al. 2020). This 
logic considers brands as rigid, firm-controlled properties 
and customers as passive recipients of unilateral brand com-
munication, serving as the sole source of brand meaning 
(i.e. set of actors’ brand associations) (de Chernatony 2006; 
Kapferer 2008; Keller and Lehmann 2003). Consequently, 
the brand owner-dominant logic conceptualises brands as 
static results of conscious management decisions (Burmann 
et al. 2009; Keller 1993). Recent branding research responds 
to an increasingly dynamic, interactive, and interconnected 
environment by embracing a broader relational, social, expe-
riential, and cultural perspective (Brodie et al. 2017). The 
logic of branding has shifted fundamentally towards a multi-
actor-dominant logic, conceptualising brands as dynamic 
and interactive social processes involving multiple actors 
(Brand et al. 2023; Iglesias et al. 2013; Merz et al. 2009). 
Rather than being stable and exclusive products of unilateral 
management efforts (von Wallpach et al. 2017b), brands are 
understood as social constructs that are always in flux and 
in a constant state of becoming (von Wallpach et al. 2017a; 
Voyer et al. 2017). Beside the organisation (i.e. management, 
employees), customers, media, B2B partners, and other 
actors co-create brands in mutual interactions on institu-
tional or emergent brand engagement platforms (Baker et al. 
2022; Ind 2014; Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2016; Sarkar and 
Banerjee 2021). Particularly the emergence of social media 
has empowered actors to actively co-create brands (Le et al. 
2022; Tajvidi et al. 2020). Therefore, brand owners need to 
accept a loss of control, shifting the role of the brand owner 
from a brand ‘guardian’ to a ‘conductor’ of interactive brand 
co-creation processes (Cooper et al. 2019; Hatch and Schultz 
2010; Ind et al. 2020; Michel 2017; Riedmeier and Kreuzer 
2022; Siano et al. 2022).

Despite increasing academic attention, research within 
the domain of brand co-creation is largely heterogeneous 
(Sarasvuo et al. 2022). First, research adopts various dif-
ferent but interlinked theoretical approaches. The concept 
of brand experiences is used to understand how customers 
co-create individual brand meanings through cumulative 
brand-related interactions across various direct or indirect 
encounters. In addition, research following an organisational 
perspective focuses on the role of the brand conductor to 
facilitate the co-creation of brand experiences (Andreini 
et al. 2018; Brakus et al. 2009; Payne et al. 2009; Stach 
2019). Service-dominant logic is a pivotal theoretical pillar 
for brand co-creation (Ind and Schmidt 2019; Kovalchuk 
et al. 2023; Merz et al. 2009). This research stream exam-
ines the role of customers in the process of brand value co-
creation (Merz et al. 2018), especially in digital contexts 
such as brand communities and social media (Chapman and 
Dilmperi 2022; Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2016; Simmons 
and Durkin 2023), and aims to understand the fundamental 
conditions that drive brand value co-creation (Mingione and 
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Leoni 2020). In addition, service-dominant logic is used to 
adopt a macrolevel ecosystem perspective on brands and 
understand institutional arrangements in brand co-creation 
(Baker et al. 2022; Giannopoulos et al. 2021). Building on 
the overarching service-dominant logic, a comprehensive 
body of research has developed around the concept of cus-
tomer brand engagement, referring to customers’ cognitive 
(i.e. mental processing and contemplation related to a brand) 
and behavioural activity (i.e. explicit behavioural manifes-
tations in relation to a brand occurring beyond purchase) 
related to specific brand interactions (Hollebeek et al. 2014, 
2019, 2021; Nyadzayo et al. 2020). Similarly, social prac-
tice theory is applied to understand social processes among 
members of brand communities (Schau et al. 2009), examine 
branding strategies as practice (Vallaster and von Wallpach 
2018), and theoretically conceptualise the process of brand 
meaning co-creation (Tierney et al. 2016). Other research 
draws on stakeholder theory to understand the active role 
of multiple actors in brand co-creation (Hatch and Schultz 
2010; Vallaster and von Wallpach 2013). This is linked to 
role theory, which pertains to the examination of how actors 
proactively adopt and enact various roles in brand-related 
interactions (Törmälä and Saraniemi 2018; Veloutsou and 
Black 2020). Within the theoretical realm of user-generated-
content, research aims to understand how such content (e.g. 
user-generated-advertisements; branded social media posts) 
contributes to brand meaning (Burmann and Arnhold 2008; 
Christodoulides et al. 2011, 2012; Koivisto and Mattila 
2020; Teresa Borges-Tiago et al. 2021). In addition, research 
taking an organisational perspective sheds light on how to 
integrate user-generated content in the overarching branding 
strategy (Gensler et al. 2013; Shulga et al. 2023).

Second, brand co-creation research is differentiated 
according to the perspective (Brodie et al. 2017). Research 
taking a customer/actor perspective aims to understand how 
customers or other actors co-create individual and collective 
brand meanings (e.g. Tjandra et al. 2021). Research taking 
an organisational perspective aims to understand the role of 
the brand conductor and internal actors in facilitating and 
managing the comprehensive brand co-creation process 
among all actors (e.g. Essamri et al. 2019).

Third, the conceptual outcomes of brand co-creation 
remain ambiguous (i.e. brand value, brand identity, and 
brand meaning) (Sarasvuo et al. 2022). Building on the dis-
tinction made by Michel (2017) and Brodie et al. (2017), and 
in order to consider both customer/actor and organisational 
perspectives, this study refers to brand identity and brand 
meaning as essential concepts in brand co-creation (Iglesias 
et al. 2020; Koporcic and Halinen 2018). Brand identity ini-
tiates processes to co-create collective brand meaning, which 
develops through the social interactions of actors with the 
brand and other actors. This dynamically evolving collective 
brand meaning is a key determinant of strategic advantage 

and brand value—conceptualised as the perceived use value 
that is solely attributable to a brand (Brodie et al. 2017; 
Merz et al. 2018). In other words, all actors interested in 
the brand ‘bring brand value to life through the collective 
sharing and negotiation of brand meaning’ (Simmons and 
Durkin 2023, p. 617) and the brand owner facilitates these 
processes through the development and communication of 
brand identity. Therefore, the constructs of brand identity 
and brand meaning are the underlying drivers of brand value 
(Baker et al. 2022; Conejo and Wooliscroft 2015).

Brand identity

Brand identity is a managerial concept, representing the 
intra-organisational and ideal understanding of what the 
brand is, providing a sense of direction and the strategic 
impetus for the development of brand meaning (Burmann 
et al. 2009; Iglesias et al. 2013). However, based on the 
multi-actor-dominant logic, brand identity is co-created 
intra-organisational (Chung and Byrom 2021). Findings 
by Barros-Arrieta and García-Cali (2021) and Dean et al. 
(2016) demonstrate how employees co-create individual 
brand meanings through their brand experiences and social 
interactions with management, colleagues, and customers. 
This learned brand meaning is reflected in the employees’ 
development and communication of brand identity. Thus, 
brand identity co-creation refers to the brand conductor’s 
activity of absorbing opinions, inputs, and influences of 
external actors to dynamically adapt brand identity (Bro-
die et al. 2017; Iglesias et al. 2020). In addition, Brand 
et al. (2023) and Juntunen (2012) find that management 
and employees constantly assess and develop brand iden-
tity within co-creative internal interactions. Furthermore, 
research indicates the active role of business partners and 
customers in developing and communicating brand iden-
tity. The involvement of external actors in organisational 
processes comprises the development of innovative prod-
ucts (e.g. France et al. 2018; Mäläskä et al. 2011; Törmälä 
and Saraniemi 2018), the company’s branding strategy (e.g. 
Lindstedt 2015; Törmälä and Saraniemi 2018; Vallaster 
and von Wallpach 2018), the engagement in collaborative 
marketing activities (e.g. Essamri et al. 2019; Törmälä and 
Saraniemi 2018), the provision of brand-related feedback 
(e.g. Essamri et al. 2019; France et al. 2018; France et al. 
2020; Mäläskä et al. 2011), and the involvement in the crea-
tion of brand nomenclature (i.e. brand name and logo) and 
brand communication materials (e.g. Juntunen 2012; Kim 
et al. 2018).

Brand meaning

Brand meaning represents a socially constructed concept, 
co-created in mutual interactions where multiple actors 



153Unpacking brand co‑creation: a single‑case study and empirical consolidation of brand…

integrate and exchange resources (e.g. perceptions or opin-
ions of the brand) to develop a collective understanding of 
the brand (Tierney et al. 2016). Accordingly, the brand con-
ductor cannot control the process (Wider et al. 2018) and 
brand meaning is neither uniform among actors nor over 
time and might deviate from brand identity (Vallaster and 
von Wallpach 2013). Actors co-create brand meaning in 
social interactions (e.g. Dwivedi et al. 2016) and through 
brand-related experiences (e.g. Millspaugh and Kent 2016; 
Tjandra et al. 2021). In particular, brand promoters actively 
support, defend, advocate, and reinforce intended brand 
meanings (e.g. France et al. 2018; France et al. 2020; Man-
giò et al. 2023; Mäläskä et al. 2011; Simmons and Durkin 
2023; Törmälä and Saraniemi 2018). They become opinion 
makers and active co-creators of brand stories and meanings 
(e.g. Oliveira and Panyik 2015; Üçok Hughes et al. 2016). 
However, such brand engagement can be valenced negatively 
as well (e.g. Dong et al. 2024), when brand offenders trans-
form brand meaning by sharing alternative and potentially 
negative brand meanings (Mangiò et al. 2023; Simmons and 
Durkin 2023; Vallaster and von Wallpach 2013). From an 
organisational perspective, the brand conductor initiates, 
facilitates, and coordinates interactions among actors, such 
as participating in brand communities, integrating brand 
experiences, or sharing user-generated content (e.g. Essamri 
et al. 2019; Gensler et al. 2013; Kahiya et al. 2023; Ramas-
wamy and Ozcan 2016). However, as described above other 
actors also initiate interactions outside of the brand conduc-
tor’s sphere of control (Sarasvuo et al. 2022).

Performativity theory as midrange theory 
to unpack brand co‑creation

Although the different theoretical approaches shed light on 
particular phenomenon of the dynamic interplay between 
actors and brands, the understanding of brand co-creation 
remains fragmented. Previous research lacks an overarch-
ing and consolidated perspective on how multiple actors 
co-create brands. For instance, Tierney et al. (2016) call for 
research to uncover the practices between multiple actors 
contributing to the co-creation of brand meaning. Simi-
larly, von Wallpach et al. (2017a, b) or Iglesias et al. (2020) 
claim that research should aim to enhance the understand-
ing of the complex and dynamic processes underlying brand 
co-creation.

We utilise performativity theory (Butler 1990) as a mid-
range theory to unpack brand co-creation. Midrange theories 
provide a theoretical bridge between theories with a high 
level of abstraction and empirical findings (Brodie et al. 
2011). Performativity is a sociological theory rooted in the 
broader theoretical framework of social constructionism 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Burr 2003), which is pivotal 

to a co-creative understanding in brand management (Ind 
and Schmidt, 2019). The core notion of performativity the-
ory holds that seemingly stable phenomena (e.g. identity) 
do not exist but are rather characterised by an ontological 
reality; i.e. social processes that continuously constitute 
social objects (Gond et al. 2016). Thus, social objects are an 
ongoing process of production as actors continuously con-
stitute, challenge, and stabilise them in recurring linguistic 
and socio-material performances (i.e. doing of an activity 
within a situated context) (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011; 
Law and Urry 2004; Orlikowski and Scott 2014).

Building on the perspective of brands as dynamic social 
constructs evolving in social interactions among multiple 
actors, performativity theory provides a rich theoretical 
approach to enhance and specify the understanding of how 
brands are co-created (da Silveira et al. 2013; von Wall-
pach et al. 2017a). Following a performative logic, brands 
have no final stable stage. Rather, brands are dynamically 
constituted through linguistic and socio-material BCCP of 
multiple actors in social interactions (Lucarelli and Hallin 
2015; Onyas and Ryan 2015; von Wallpach et al. 2017a). 
Therefore, to unpack how brands are co-created, it is crucial 
to identify the underlying BCCP enacted by multiple actors 
that are constitutive of the brand (Iglesias and Ind 2020). 
This performative logic allows for a more comprehensive 
and nuanced understanding of brands and the intricate pro-
cess of brand co-creation (von Wallpach et al. 2017a).

Performativity theory has been applied in prior branding 
research (e.g. da Silveira et al. 2013; Törmälä and Gyrd-
Jones 2017). However, this research seldom focuses on 
pinpointing specific BCCP (Kristal et al. 2020). Only three 
studies identified 15 distinct BCCP. First, von Wallpach 
et al. (2017a) identified seven BCCP in a single-case study 
of LEGO. Each BCCP is crucial in developing the identities 
of the brand and the actors involved. Although playing and 
liking (i.e. putting together LEGO sets) strongly relates to 
the studied brand and the development of a customer’s iden-
tity, the other six performances are relevant for any brand. 
Basement building and showcasing relates to customers 
demonstrating their affiliation to the brand on online plat-
forms or offline events by sharing their creations. Creating 
and innovating describes how customers exchange knowl-
edge, discuss building techniques, and ultimately collaborate 
with the brand in product development. Community building 
and facilitating includes the development and maintenance 
of spaces for interactions initiated by the brand conductor 
or customers to enable social relationships among LEGO 
customers. Brand storytelling and missionising refer to cus-
tomers narrating, recommending, and defending the brand. 
Finally, marketplace developing describes how customers 
and the brand conductor initiate platforms to collect and 
re-sell brand-related products. While providing an initial 
approach to BCCP of customers and the brand conductor, 
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the study largely neglects other actors, lacks an internal 
organisational perspective, and focuses on the development 
of actors’ identities.

Second, within a multi-case study (n = 5), Iglesias et al. 
(2020) identified four BCCP in B2B contexts. Communicat-
ing refers to linguistically transmitting brand identity and is 
particularly performed by the brand conductor, involving 
traditional management-driven approaches. However, also 
other actors (i.e. customers, B2B partners) communicate 
brand identity among their network. Internalising is con-
cerned with implementing brand identity into actual behav-
iours of the management and employees of the respective 
brand. Therefore, brand trainings are of high importance to 
ensure their consistent behaviour. In Contesting, actors (i.e. 
customers, employees, B2B partners) contrast brand identity 
with their perceptions of the brand. They either reaffirm or 
challenge brand identity with their own brand meanings. 
Elucidating refers to the conversational process by which 
the brand conductor, together with multiple actors (i.e. cus-
tomers, employees), discusses and reconciles diverse brand 
meanings to build a common understanding of the brand. 
Iglesias et al. (2020) emphasise that their study is only repre-
sentative for B2B brands and call for future research analys-
ing brand co-creation in the context of B2C brands.

Third, Anderski et al. (2023) utilised the approach of 
Iglesias et al. (2020) to examine BCCP on social media 
platforms within the realm of human brands. Their findings 
were similar to those of Iglesias et al. (2020). However, four 
additional BCCP were discovered. Cooperating involves the 
brand conductor collaborating with other actors (i.e. custom-
ers, B2B partners) to communicate brand meanings. Rein-
forcing occurs when customers and B2B partners support 
brand meanings that correspond with brand identity through 
posts and comments on social media. Brand hating and lov-
ing refer to customers’ activities (i.e. comments on social 
media) to express their love or hate with the person behind 
the human brand, thus being very specific to human brands. 
Anderski et al. (2023) consider exclusively BCCP on digital 
platforms and focus on the co-creation of brand meaning, 
thus lacking an internal organisational perspective.

Single‑case study: method

The empirical investigation builds on a qualitative single-
case study, enabling the examination of complex phenomena 
that lack strong existing theory (i.e. BCCP) (Eisenhardt and 
Graebner 2007; Yin 2018). Building theory from case stud-
ies requires the application of theoretical sampling to iden-
tify a significant case to analyse (Eisenhardt 1989). To rep-
licate, refine, and extend emergent theory, it is reasonable to 
select extreme contexts in which the phenomena investigated 
become ‘transparently observable’ (Pettigrew 1990, p. 275). 

Sport brands provide exceptionally rich contexts to examine 
BCCP: they attract diverse and highly engaged actors (e.g. 
fans, employees, B2B partners, media, civic organisations, 
etc.), who actively participate in BCCP.

Research context

The German football club brand FC St. Pauli (FCSP) is an 
unusually revelatory ‘over-over-the-top’ case to examine 
BCCP. Especially recognised for its skull and crossbones 
symbol, FCSP is one of the strongest sport brands world-
wide. Today, it is popular for taking a stance on social top-
ics, social activism, and values such as solidarity and anti-
discrimination. These brand meanings did not result from 
the club’s management, but emerged from the fans and other 
actors surrounding the brand. Only 20 years ago, the club 
started to manage its brand actively. Today, the club per-
ceives the brand as a ‘product of luck, coincidences, and pas-
sion’ (ID-4), as a ‘platform of possibilities’ where ‘people 
can be creative and things can arise’ (Zimmer 2018), and 
acknowledges the participation of multiple actors (e.g. B2B 
partners, media, civic organisations, fans, employees, etc.) 
in brand co-creation.

Data collection and analysis

Data collection followed the principles of case study 
research. To achieve detailed empirical descriptions and 
ensure validity and reliability, we employed multiple data 
collection methods (i.e. semi-structured interviews, internal 
brand-related documents, media content analysis, and social 
media analysis, see Table 1) (Eisenhardt 1989).

Table 1   Data sources

Data sources Interviews/
documents/
posts

Interview 
length/com-
ments

Semi-structured interviews 26 Ø66 min
Board member 5 Ø61 min
Management 4 Ø56 min
Employee 8 Ø65 min
Partner/sponsor 3 Ø66 min
Media 2 Ø84 min
Fan 4 Ø76 min
Internal brand-related documents 5
Media content analysis 36
Social media analysis 77 3.944
Facebook 34 1.542
Instagram 43 2.402
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We conducted 26 semi-structured interviews between 
November 2021 and March 2022 with various actors, includ-
ing board members, managers, and employees as well as 
partners, media, and fans. Interviewees were selected based 
on theoretical considerations and exchanges with the Man-
aging Director Brand to ensure diverse perspectives and 
limit bias in our research (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). 
All interviews were conducted online, lasting between 46 
and 104 min in length, with an average duration of 66 min. 
Interviews were audio-recorded with the interviewees’ per-
mission and transcribed verbatim. Drawing on theoretical 
considerations and previous examples of interview guides 
(Iglesias et al. 2020), we asked our interview partners to 
explain how they and other actors participate in branding 
activities, leading to rich subjective descriptions of BCCP.

Data analysis of the semi-structured interviews followed 
the process of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). 
We repeatedly read the entire dataset to familiarise with 
the data. Thereupon, the research team inductively coded 
the whole dataset in an iterative and discursive process 
to generate first-order codes. We constantly assessed our 
coding within the research team and adapted the emerging 
codebook, but still followed an open process to inductively 
add new codes emerging from the data (Ncodes = 65; 
Ncodings = 1.817) (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). 
Using axial coding, we aggregated codes into nine over-
arching second-order themes that represent the data at a 
higher level of abstraction (Strauss and Corbin 1998). We 

then clustered the themes to generate a thematic map to 
identify interrelationships (Braun and Clarke 2006). Both, 
axial coding and generating the thematic map included 
iterative discursive processes among the research team to 
reach consensus that conclusions are representative of the 
data.

To deductively enrich and validate our interpretation of 
the interviews, we gathered data from additional sources 
of evidence (i.e. internal brand-related documents, media 
content analysis, and social media analysis). FCSP pro-
vided us with internal brand-related documents (n = 5) 
showing the brand’s current strategy and the internal 
understanding of branding processes. Additionally, media 
content analysis and social media analysis were carried 
out to enrich and validate themes emerging from the inter-
views with a supplementary ‘outside’ perspective. We 
specifically collected media data (n = 36, e.g. newspaper 
articles) that provide further context for narratives from 
the semi-structured interviews. Social media analysis is a 
valuable method to approach brands from a multi-actor-
dominant logic (Iglesias et al. 2020). Thus, after an initial 
screening of a total of 1.000 posts and 42.348 comments 
during pre-season and the first half of the Bundesliga sea-
son 2021/2022, we deliberately selected 77 brand-related 
posts including 3.944 comments. All of the additional data 
were deductively coded to provide evidence for our the-
matic map. The process of data collection and data analy-
sis is summarised in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1   Data collection and analysis
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Single‑case study: findings

Communicating

Communicating comprises the linguistic transmission of 
brand identity and brand meanings. Primarily the brand 
conductor employs various channels to convey brand iden-
tity to external actors. Especially social media are signifi-
cant, allowing to pursue ‘erratic moments’ (I-2, Manage-
ment) and ‘docking on trends initiated by external actors’ 
(I-10, Employee). For instance, FCSP responded to the 
ban of the rainbow flag during the UEFA EURO 2020: ‘No 
international federation should prevent solidarity and an 
expression of opinion that speaks out in favour of a diverse 
society. […] Love whoever you want!’ (FCSP, Instagram, 
22.06.2021).

Besides the brand conductor, other actors communicate 
as well. Fans utilise blogs and social media to share indi-
vidual narratives and independently convey and reinforce 
brand meaning: ‘each [fan] talks about FCSP and thus cre-
ates the brand’ (I-22, Partner). Partners, celebrities, and 
media also communicate brand meanings via their own 
channels to a wider audience. Especially media ‘are quite 
decisive for the brand meaning of FCSP’ (I-2, Manage-
ment), but celebrities are also important multipliers. For 
instance, a member of a popular German band supported 
FCSP’s decision to produce its own sportswear via Ins-
tagram: ‘My favourite club is no longer interested in fast 
fashion!’ (ED-36).

Bringing brand meanings to life

This performance refers to the socio-material transmission 
of brand meaning (i.e. behaviour) to underpin the brand. It 
is performed by the brand conductor to provide evidence 
that the communication of brand identity is not just a ‘plat-
itude’ (I-25, Sponsor) or ‘empty shell’ (I-20, Media). For 
instance, implementing gender balanced staffing or social 
projects brings intended brand meanings such as diversity 
and solidarity to life: ‘There are many projects, with chil-
dren and young people; we do much for refugees. This is 
brand-building’ (I-23, Employee). Frequently, FCSP col-
laborates with other actors to bring brand meanings to life. 
Especially partners ‘reinforce and support the brand by 
occupying values that make up the brand’ (I-25, Sponsors) 
with concrete initiatives. For instance, partners initiated 
a music school for socially disadvantaged children within 
the stadium or use the stadium to organise ‘Millerntor-
Gallery’, a sociocultural art festival, where ‘all the work 
is done by [partner]’ and FCSP ‘benefits extremely and 
presents itself as a street-like brand’ (I-1, Management). 

This manifestation of bringing brand meanings to life is 
also evident in a Facebook post by FCSP (09.07.2021): 
‘Artistically designed banners with important messages 
adorn the fence at the [stadium].  Many thanks to @
[sponsor] for the redesign. Together against racism!’.

Beside partners, other actors are consciously involved in 
bringing brand meanings to life. For instance, fans, athletes, 
and social institutions took over the brand’s social media 
channels to elevate consciousness about racism. Further-
more, actors frequently engage in this BCCP independently 
from the brand conductor. For instance, fans organise (politi-
cal) choreographies, initiate socio-political activities (e.g. 
running event to raise money to fight fascism), and repre-
sent the brand in different contexts (e.g. Christopher Street 
Day (CSD)). This independence is reflected in the follow-
ing quotes: ‘[The CSD commitment] was not the result of a 
marketing round, but it came from fans’ (I-19, Employee), 
who ‘participated in self-designed black [shirts] with rain-
bow skull and “Love whoever you want” on the back’ (I-9, 
Board Member).

Criticising

Criticising refers to linguistically and socio-materially 
challenging brand identity, branding processes, and brand 
meanings. Fans, in particular, are ‘critical observers’ (I-24, 
Fan) and a ‘corrective’ (I-23, Employee) of the brand. They 
defend established brand meanings and criticise progres-
sive branding initiatives. Fans express their criticism pre-
dominantly online (i.e. blogs, websites, social media fan 
pages, or social media comments). For instance, they criti-
cised the implementation of FCSP-Shop-TV (Instagram, 
06.12.2021): ‘SELLOUT’; ‘What are you doing? Cut the 
crap’; ‘Not funny. Not in any way. I feel a little ashamed!’ 
or the replacement of the club flag on the stadium roof with 
a rainbow flag: ‘Please leave the club flag hanging. Just like 
our armband. The captain should wear a skull and cross-
bones and not a rainbow armband! Tolerance and solidarity 
is ok, but not in a cramped way and everywhere’ (User, Ins-
tagram, 23.06.2021). Further, fans criticise through boycotts 
or protests when they hoist banners in the stadium. Media 
takes up those critics and distributes them, but also criticises 
independently using its reach to set ‘brand boundary pillars’ 
(I-20, Media). In order to funnel criticism, the brand conduc-
tor initiates exchange formats with fans.

Criticising also occurs internally. Several employees 
describe an internal conflict between two groups. While 
one group wants to preserve the established brand and criti-
cises progressive branding initiatives, the other group criti-
cises the passivity of the brand, arguing for the potential for 
improvement in brand communication and demanding more 
communication about the brand values. Similarly, partners 
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perform criticising in discrete interactions with the brand 
conductor. They challenge current branding strategies and 
demand more progressive branding decisions: ‘the club must 
place value themes on an equal footing with the sporting 
themes to reach younger target groups’ (I-25, Partner).

Negotiating

Negotiating comprises the process of harmonising diverg-
ing perspectives on the brand. First, it refers to an organisa-
tional perspective, where internal actors discuss directions 
for brand identity and its communication and implemen-
tation. This ensures that branding decisions ‘are better 
informed because wide varieties of opinions are incorpo-
rated. Ultimately, this participatory approach characterises 
the brand. It is an eternal struggle to do the right thing’ (I-13, 
Employee). Second, negotiating comprises boundary-span-
ning processes. Progressive leveraging activities of partners 
often have to be adapted or discarded by the brand conduc-
tor; opinions and criticisms of fans are considered in inter-
nal negotiation processes; or the brand conductor negotiates 
brand meanings directly with fans through exchange formats. 
These negotiation processes are reflected in the following 
quote:

I approached the club and asked them how they see 
themselves in gaming. There were very heated discus-
sions because FCSP was convinced that this would 
meet with resistance in the fan scene, because gam-
ing is polarising. However, in intensive discussions, a 
strategy was developed together with the fans. […] We 
always find a joint solution. (I-25, Partner)

Negotiating results in two dimensions: reinforcing emerg-
ing brand meanings and adjusting brand identity or deliber-
ately refusing and challenging them. For instance, the brand 
conductor adapted the slogan ‘love whoever you want’ to its 
brand communication in response to fans using it for CSD 
(see above). Similarly, after receiving criticism from fans, 
the brand decided to terminate Shop TV (see above). Negoti-
ating processes also occur among external actors only when 
they negotiate shared brand meanings. For instance, fans 
rejected a fan group that demanded less political positioning 
of the brand conductor and its environment. This is reflected 
in the discussion among fans in relation to the political ban-
ners within the stadium (Instagram, 09.07.2021):

User A: why do you send such derogatory smileys 
when it comes to a campaign against racism?
User B: not everything is discriminatory just because I 
don't think much of this campaign. “Football shouldn't 
be political” doesn't make it directly discriminatory 
[…]

User A: but that doesn't matter. St. Pauli is not just a 
sport club like any other club and if you want to see 
good football and you are only interested in the “sport-
ing” side of things, I question your choice of club

Initiating brand development

This performance refers to giving impulses for the develop-
ment of the brand. Predominantly internal actors engage in 
this BCCP. At FCSP, there is an inner circle of employees 
(i.e. ‘brand-tribe’), that initiates brand development pro-
cesses (ID-2). Deriving from internal negotiating processes, 
the brand conductor ‘gives impulses’ (I-4, Club Official) and 
‘sets the scope and direction’ (I-18, Employee) for the devel-
opment of the brand.

External actors also engage in initiating brand develop-
ment. Members of the club submit and vote on motions 
at the general meeting, which can result in ‘fundamental 
changes to the brand’ (I-8, Club Official). For instance, a 
motion prompted the brand to develop an overarching sus-
tainability strategy as one interviewee explains: ‘[The mem-
bers] have a very strong influence via the general meeting. 
We would not be so notable on the path of sustainability 
today if a corresponding motion had not been made in 2016’ 
(I-2, Management). Further, partners initiate brand develop-
ment as an interviewee describes: ‘We are a driving force. 
That was the case with eSports, but it is also the case with 
digitisation. We […] try to open up new fields from time to 
time’ (I-25, Sponsor).

Implementing brand development

Implementing brand development refers to turning impulses 
for brand development into concrete concepts and initiatives. 
This is a main task of the brand conductor. However, often 
FCSP intentionally includes various actors to access their 
expertise in different fields. In order to elaborate strategic 
concepts, FCSP regularly ‘mobilises [actors] around a topic’ 
(I-4, Club Official) and lets them ‘carry [the brand] along the 
way’ (I-5, Management). For instance, various actors were 
involved in conceptualising the brand’s digitalisation, diver-
sity, and sustainability strategy: ‘We called on our members, 
fans, and interested parties to think about sustainability with 
us. We then held a series of workshops where we were able 
to involve interested actors and they created a catalogue of 
measures’ (I-4, Club Official). Additionally, implement-
ing brand development refers to the brand conductor using 
actors’ expertise to receive feedback. One interviewee 
explains this process: ‘The brand conductor always gets the 
separate opinion from the fan club spokesman council […]. 
There are people who have trust in us and say: Here is an 
idea that just popped up, what do you say? ‘ (I-16, Fan).
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Facilitating

Facilitating refers to the support and promotion of inter-
actions. One interviewee (I-22, Partner) explains: ‘The 
brand conductor has the responsibility to moderate, coor-
dinate, stimulate and also structure the co-creation pro-
cess’. Therefore, facilitating comprises the creation of ‘a 
breeding ground’ (I-13, Employee), ‘an enclosure like a 
greenhouse’ (I-20, Media), and a culture for creativity to 
facilitate BCCP. In particular, the brand conductor pro-
vides brand engagement platforms, to consciously involve 
actors in brand co-creation. For instance, the ‘brand-tribe’ 
offers a platform to facilitate internal exchanges and the 
brand conductor provides additional platforms such as 
town hall meetings. Similarly, FCSP enables participa-
tory processes to initiate and develop the brand’s sustain-
ability strategy together with multiple actors (see above). 
Further, offering its social media channel to other actors 
to elevate consciousness about racism describes a digital 
brand engagement platform.

Over the past few weeks, foundations, initiatives, clubs, 
groups and individuals have taken over the channels 
of FC St. Pauli and our partner @sponsor as part of 
the "No place for racism" campaign. [...] Thank you 
for enriching this campaign with your content and 
information and for sharing your experiences with us 
(FCSP, Instagram, 09.06.2021).

One interviewee explains: ‘That is what is so special […]. 
We do not have to do everything ourselves […]. We some-
times just need to see ourselves as facilitators’ (I-5, Manage-
ment). However, brand engagement platforms also emerge 
out of the brand conductor’s sphere of control, when external 
actors engage in facilitating (e.g. events, online forums, or 
social media fan pages).

Social listening

Social listening refers to recording developments in broader 
society and the direct context of FCSP. Mainly the brand 
conductor engages in this performance, but also other actors 
function as intermediaries that take up currents and approach 
the brand conductor. For instance, the brand conductor con-
sciously reads fan blogs, keeps up to date on social media, 
or exchanges with key actors. Further, the brand conduc-
tor maps macrolevel societal developments to continuously 
adjust the brand and steer it towards new directions (ID-2). 
The brand conductor needs to be aware of currents to react, 
dock on them, and potentially adjust branding processes as 
one interviewee explains: ‘The cosmos of all the currents 
and opinions that come to us centrally is then reflected in 
the implementation’ (I-10, Employee).

Assimilating brand meanings

This BCCP refers to the psychological process by which 
actors understand the brand. One interviewee underscores its 
importance for the consistent communication and behaviour 
among actors: ‘It is essential that there are people at work 
who understand what the brand stands for’ (I-2, Manage-
ment). Assimilating commences with the selection of new 
actors. The brand conductor consciously selects new hires 
and partners who align with brand values. For instance, the 
brand conductor uses a tool called ‘CSR check’ to evaluate 
and select potential partners. Further, the brand conductor 
facilitates assimilating processes through internal brand 
communication. Employees are confronted with posters, 
captions, and relics within the office space to ensure that 
they constantly ‘bathe in the brand’ (I-15). Partners, how-
ever, receive explicit explanations to sensitise them for the 
brand. An interviewee reflects on this process: ‘We are 
always in exchange. Especially in the beginning, a lot was 
explained’ (I-25, Sponsor). However, while formal processes 
are important, mostly informal interactions with senior 
employees or external actors initiate assimilation processes.

You get feedback from the fans. What do they think is 
good? What suits FCSP? Because many people write 
‘That is exactly why I like the club […]’. Then you also 
get more and more a feeling for the [brand]. (I-12, 
Employee)

Beside internal actors and partners, every actor is involved 
in assimilating. These actors constantly assess existing brand 
meanings based on their interactions, assimilate those brand 
meanings, and integrate them into their BCCP.

Empirical consolidation of BCCP 
following qualitative meta‑synthesis

The outcomes of our single-case study add a novel and rich 
empirical context to existing research on BCCP, which 
comprises isolated work and reaches disparate conclusions. 
Qualitative meta-synthesis offers a powerful method to accu-
mulate and empirically consolidate rich qualitative evidence 
from primary case studies to develop a generic theoretical 
understanding grounded in a broad range of contextual con-
ditions. It comprises the systematic extraction, analysis, and 
synthesis of qualitative evidence and the interpretations of 
the original researchers of case studies to build theory and 
contribute beyond the original studies. Thus, qualitative 
meta-synthesis essentially encompasses the in-depth analy-
sis of qualitative case studies and their synthesis on a cross-
study level (Hoon 2013).

First, following an extensive literature review, we 
included four qualitative case studies in our meta-synthesis 
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(i.e. Anderski et al. 2023; Iglesias et al. 2020; von Wallpach 
et al. 2017a; this study). The articles were selected based 
on three specific criteria. Constructs—only articles build-
ing on performativity theory within the context of branding 
research. Methodology—only articles building on qualitative 
case study research with primary data sources. Content—
only articles providing insights into the specific BCCP of 
multiple actors. Second, all members of the author team 
carefully read and analysed each case study to identify core 
themes on a case-specific level. In the following, overarching 
cross-study patterns and themes were developed and synthe-
sised in mutual discussions among the whole author team.

The qualitative meta-synthesis resulted in eight generic 
and interrelated BCCP, which are distinguished into direct 
brand co-creation performances (dBCCP) and enabling 
brand co-creation performances (eBCCP) (see Table 2). 
Within dBCCP (i.e. communicating, implementing, con-
testing, and developing), actors directly co-create brand 
identity and brand meaning. These dBCCP require eBCCP 
(i.e. negotiating, facilitating, social listening, and assimilat-
ing), which are foundational for brand co-creation, eventu-
ally enabling dBCCP and making them possible.

Direct BCCP

Communicating: Consistent with previous research, this 
study highlights the linguistic transmission of brand identity 
and brand meanings through internal and external actors. 
Especially internal actors, acting on behalf of the brand 

conductor, are pivotal in communicating as they transmit 
brand identity via various channels (e.g. social media, tra-
ditional media, website, corporate videos, or press releases). 
They make use of storytelling and communicate in relation 
to other actors or incidents (Anderski et al. 2023; this study). 
However, also external actors communicate brand meanings. 
They engage in word of mouth (Iglesias et al. 2020; von 
Wallpach et al. 2017a); express their brand love (Anderski 
et al. 2023); reinforce intended brand meanings by com-
menting and producing content on social media (Anderski 
et al. 2023; this study) and blogs (this study); advocate the 
brand when being criticised; write articles to endorse the 
brand; and develop brand-related narratives (von Wallpach 
et al. 2017a). Our results confirm previous research high-
lighting the linguistic dimension of dBCCP. Therefore, we 
conceptualise communicating as the linguistic transmis-
sion and reinforcement of brand identity and meaning by 
internal and external actors. This conceptualisation is also 
in line with the understanding of user-generated content as 
relevant activity in the formation of brand meaning (Shulga 
et al. 2023). In addition, it highlights the participation of 
other actors in brand communication (Essamri et al. 2019; 
Törmälä and Saraniemi 2018).

Implementing: Internal actors convey brand identity 
through its implementation in subsequent behaviour—con-
sistent brand behaviour breathes life into brand identity 
and is a crucial success-factor. This is reflected in this 
study and the work of Anderski et al. (2023) and Iglesias 
et al. (2020). However, external actors also implement 

Table 2   Empirical consolidation of BCCP 

Von Wallpach et al. (2017a) Iglesias et al. (2020) Anderski et al. (2023) This study Empirically 
consolidated 
BCCP

BCCP category

Basement building and 
showcasing

Communicating Communicating Communicating Communicating Direct Brand 
Co-Creation 
Performances 
(dBCCP)

Missionising Cooperating
Brand storytelling Reinforcing

Brand loving
Missionising Internalising Internalising Bringing brand meanings 

to life
Implementing

Brand storytelling
Contesting Contesting Criticising Contesting

Brand hating
Creating and innovating Initiating brand development Developing

Supporting brand develop-
ment

Elucidating Elucidating Negotiating Negotiating Enabling Brand 
Co-Creation 
Performances 
(eBCCP)

Community building and 
facilitating

Facilitating Facilitating

Marketplace developing
Social listening Social listening

Internalising Assimilating Assimilating
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brand meanings into their behaviour. This expands beyond 
the conceptualisation of Iglesias et al. (2020), perceiving 
internalising as an internal performance, and follows the 
results of Anderski et al. (2023) and von Wallpach et al. 
(2017a). External actors create drawings, videos, or other 
socio-material artefacts such as brand merchandise, initi-
ate joint activities in the context of the brand, and there-
fore breathe life into brand meanings. Therefore, imple-
menting refers to internal and external actors participating 
in socio-material branding activities that reinforce brand 
identity and brand meanings. This conceptualisation is not 
specifically addressed within the broader body of research 
on brand co-creation.

Contesting: This study and previous research highlight 
how actors linguistically and socio-materially contest brand-
ing processes, brand identity, and brand meanings. While 
Anderski et al. (2023) restrict contesting to customers as 
external actors, this study and Iglesias et al. (2020) indi-
cate its internal dimension (i.e. employees contest the brand 
internally). Additionally, this study expands the under-
standing of external actors beyond customers to every actor 
engaging with the brand (i.e. partners, civic organisations, 
media, etc.) and highlights the socio-material dimension of 
contesting. Contesting occurs in emergent (e.g. fan blogs) 
and institutional contexts (e.g. brand-owned social media, 
exchange formats between brand conductor and actors). 
Building on Iglesias et al. (2020), Anderski et al. (2023), 
and this study, we define contesting as linguistic or socio-
material performances of internal and external actors to 
challenge existing branding processes, brand identity, and 
brand meanings. This conceptualisation relates to the role of 
brand offenders (Vallaster and von Wallpach 2013), negative 
valenced customer brand engagement behaviour (Dong et al. 
2024), and brand-related feedback activities (France et al. 
2018; Mäläskä et al. 2011).

Developing: Developing comprises to the process of initi-
ating new strategic directions. Actors set impulses, develop 
novel ideas, and drive the brand towards emerging topics. 
This strategic dimension is missing in previous research. 
While internal actors continuously develop the brand, 
external actors also give impulses. This study highlights the 
brand conductor’s deliberate involvement of external actors 
to access their resources (e.g. expertise) in brand develop-
ment. von Wallpach et al. (2017a) also describe how custom-
ers participate in lead-user workshops to innovate products 
and provide feedback to the brand conductor. However, this 
study expands on this, illustrating how the brand conduc-
tor deliberately includes various actors in the development 
of branding strategies (e.g. sustainability strategy for the 
brand). This strategic dimension of brand co-creation is also 
in line with the broader body of research (Ind et al. 2017; 
Törmälä and Saraniemi 2018; Vallaster and von Wallpach 
2018).

Enabling BCCP

Negotiating: Anderski et al. (2023), referring to Iglesias 
et al. (2020), call this performance elucidating and describe 
it as conversational process between brand conductor and 
external actors to reconcile distinct brand meanings and 
negotiate a shared understanding of brand meaning. Internal 
and external actors engage in those processes when nego-
tiating contestations or impulses for brand development as 
well as when collaborating with partners in branding ini-
tiatives. However, as found in this study, negotiating not 
only occurs between internal and external actors—it also 
expands among internal and external actors only. Internal 
actors negotiate strategic directions, how to communicate 
and implement brand identity, or they internally negotiate 
contestations to adapt brand identity. External actors engage 
in negotiating, when they discuss common positions towards 
the brand. Therefore, we define negotiating as ongoing con-
versational process of harmonising diverging perspectives 
on the brand among internal and external actors and among 
internal and external actors only. This perspective is hardly 
discussed within the broader body of research. Only Essamri 
et al. (2019) describe the brand conductor’s exchange with 
a brand community to ‘bridge’ diverging brand meanings.

Facilitating: Facilitating refers to the provision of infra-
structural conditions for dBCCP. First, it involves the devel-
opment and maintenance of brand engagement platforms 
where multiple actors can engage in dBCCP. This is also 
reflected in the work of von Wallpach et al. (2017a), where 
especially customers facilitate discussions about the brand. 
However, this study highlights the brand conductor’s role, 
but also the role of various other actors (e.g. partners) in 
providing brand engagement platforms to connect actors 
and encourage dBCCP. It shows how the brand conductor 
facilitates, supports, and promotes actor-initiatives by pro-
viding various resources (e.g. financial resources, network 
resources). Considering the broader body of research on 
brand co-creation, facilitating relates to the organisational 
perspective of brand co-creation (Essamri et  al. 2019; 
Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2016).

Social listening: Social listening comprises the brand con-
ductor’s recording of macrolevel developments in broader 
society and within the direct context of the brand. Therefore, 
it is a prerequisite for dBCCP (e.g. developing). Even when 
considering the broader body of brand co-creation research, 
this eBCCP is not addressed.

Assimilating: Assimilating comprises the fundamental 
psychological processes to enable an understanding of the 
brand. This eBCCP is indicated in Iglesias et al. (2020); 
however, this study enhances and highlights the conceptu-
alisation of assimilating. In contrast to Iglesias et al. (2020), 
assimilating includes not only internal actors, but refers 
to every actor interacting within the context of the brand. 
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Assimilating is an important eBCCP since an actor’s indi-
vidual understanding of the brand determines its dBCCP. 
This understanding is also reflected in research on brand 
experiences (Dean et al. 2016; Tjandra et al. 2021), high-
lighting the development of individual brand meanings 
through co-created brand experiences.

Contributions

Theoretical contributions

First, this study empirically consolidates BCCP from previ-
ous research and a single-case study. It offers an overarching 
approach to examine brand co-creation in various contexts 
by conceptualising eight generic BCCP. The first six BCCP 
are derived from an empirical consolidation of previous 
BCCP research (Anderski et al. 2023; Iglesias et al. 2020; 
von Wallpach et al. 2017a; and this study). Although these 
BCCP are not entirely new, we take into account their dif-
ferent manifestations in previous research to conceptualise 
them in a uniform manner. For instance, building on von 
Wallpach et al. (2017a) and this study, we extend on the 
strategic dimension of brand co-creation (i.e. developing). 
While not occurring in Anderski et al. (2023) and Iglesias 
et al. (2020), this conceptualisation is supported by the find-
ings from Törmälä and Saraniemi (2018) and Vallaster and 
von Wallpach (2018), who highlight the participation of 
multiple actors in designing a branding strategy. This con-
ceptualisation also refers to the strategic approach to brand 
co-creation (Ind et al. 2017). Social listening and assimi-
lating emerge as novel BCCP from our case study. While 

social listening is not found in previous BCCP research, it 
is consistent with the findings of Sarasvuo et al. (2022), who 
highlight the brand conductor’s process of absorbing opin-
ions, inputs, and influences of external actors to adapt brand 
identity. Assimilating is an individual BCCP and refers to 
the traditional psychological approaches to branding (Kel-
ler 2003; Swaminathan et al. 2020) and brand experience 
research (Stach 2019). Referring to research on internal 
branding (Barros-Arrieta and García-Cali 2021; Dean et al. 
2016), the brand conductor aims to facilitate assimilating 
processes of internal actors to ensure their consistent com-
munication and implementation of the brand. However, also 
external actors engage in assimilating to develop an under-
standing of the brand, which they integrate in their BCCP.

Second, this study enhances the understanding of the 
complex interrelationships and consecutiveness among 
BCCP (see Fig. 2). We categorise dBCCP (i.e. communi-
cating, implementing, contesting, developing) and eBCCP 
(i.e. negotiating, facilitating, social listening, assimilating). 
Within dBCCP, actors directly co-create brands, while 
eBCCP eventually enable dBCCP. In communicating and 
implementing internal and external actors linguistically and 
socio-materially transmit and reinforce brand identity and 
brand meaning. Additionally, actors transform the brand in 
dBCCP. In developing actors collaboratively initiate inno-
vative and potentially transformative branding strategies. 
However, actors not only reinforce and innovate existing 
brand meanings, but also contest them. Therefore, dBCCP 
are situated on a continuum between the two dimensions 
of reinforcing and transforming. Both dimensions are also 
emphasised by Simmons and Durkin (2023). In order to 
engage in dBCCP, actors first have to assimilate the brand 

Fig. 2   Interrelationships among 
BCCP 
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and develop an individual brand meaning, which is mani-
fested when actors engage in communicating, implement-
ing, developing, or contesting. Further, all dBCCP can only 
occur if there are spaces for interactions. Brand conductors 
provide brand engagement platforms to facilitate dBCCP of 
various actors. For instance, events facilitate communicat-
ing and implementing performances, exchange formats with 
customers facilitate contesting performances, and workshops 
facilitate developing performances. However, also external 
actors engage in facilitating. Social listening is an eBCCP, 
where actors record developments in broader society and 
the specific context of the brand, to utilise them in dBCCP. 
Negotiating is a key eBCCP, often prompted by contest-
ing. In negotiating, actors constantly balance perspectives 
on the brand that are reflected within dBCCP. For instance, 
internal actors negotiate communicating or implementing 
tactics based on contesting performances of external actors 
and developments in the wider society, derived from social 
listening. Thus, dBCCP require preceding eBCCP but also 
prompt successive eBCCP. There is a constant interaction 
between dBCCP, which can be either reinforcing or trans-
forming, and eBCCP.

Third, this research specifies the actors engaging in par-
ticular BCCP (Iglesias et al. 2020; Kristal et al. 2020). It 
highlights interactions among internal actors to co-create 
brand identity. This dedicated organisational perspective, 
underscoring the heterogeneous composition of the brand 
conductor and the BCCP of internal actors (i.e. negotiating, 
contesting), has been neglected yet (Sarasvuo et al. 2022). 
However, it is consistent with the findings of Schmeltz and 
Kjeldsen (2019), who suggest that internal actors are not a 
homogenous actor collective, but rather a co-mingled group 
of actors, participating in individual BCCP. This research 
acknowledges the complexity of internal branding processes. 
Beside this organisational perspective, this research under-
scores the active role of various actors in brand co-creation. 
BCCP occur among the brand conductor and external actors, 
among external actors only, and among internal actors only.

Managerial contributions

This study offers brand managers an enhanced understand-
ing of their brand, by unpacking how multiple actors co-
create the brand. First, this study shows that brand managers 
need to communicate the brand, implement brand identity 
into brand behaviours, and continuously develop strategic 
directions for the brand. This is still an important source of 
brand meaning. Further, brand managers must appreciate the 
importance of contesting performances of internal actors, 
which leads to constant internal assessments of the brand. 
Thus, brand managers must also acknowledge the dBCCP 
and the influence of other actors on the brand.

Second, brand managers must engage in eBCCP to enable 
dBCCP. They need to facilitate BCCP of internal and exter-
nal actors. Especially internal brand engagement platforms 
acknowledge the heterogeneity of internal actors and offer 
opportunities to raise criticism and develop branding tactics 
and strategies. However, brand managers must also facilitate 
interactions among internal and external and external actors 
only. Additionally, brand managers must engage in internal 
and boundary-spanning negotiating processes to balance 
brand identity and brand meaning. Brand managers need to 
remain open for adaptions of brand identity and accept the 
imperfect perfection of brand building. They take the role of 
negotiators, balancing and uniting diverging perspectives in 
the dynamic and infinite process of brand co-creation. Brand 
managers must further promote assimilating processes to 
ensure consistent dBCCP of internal actors. Since actors 
engage in BCCP also in contexts outside the brand conduc-
tor’s sphere of control, brand managers must constantly 
engage in social listening to pick up currents and involve 
them in dBCCP.
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