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Introduction

Scientists at the University of lllinois speculate that
teenagers’ brains shrink going from adolescence to
adulthood. In lab rat tests, neurons disappeared from
the prefrontal cortex in male and female pups
undergoing puberty. Suddenly it all makes sense:
endless discussions during diner, kids running off the
table, slamming doors, unexpectedly occupying the
bathroom for hours, no more drop-off at school but
walk the last end ‘alone’, activism, loss of innocence,
body piercings, fashion changes ... . All of this due to
neural pruning?! We believe there is more.

For parents with teenagers it may not be the most
pleasant period of childhood, but puberty is thé
backbone for the development of youngsters’
personality and identity! The brain reorganises in a
very fundamental way in adolescence and the
question “‘who am 1" becomes especially salient.
Adolescence is a period where young people
overcome their uncertainty and become aware of their
strengths and weaknesses. Through interactions with
peers and caregivers (parents, teachers,...) and
through contact with and via media (video clips on
MTV, fashion magazines, popular sites such as

YouTube etc.) teenagers search for and decide upon
their values, future occupation and sexual identity.
The concepts of identification with and distinction from
other youth lifestyles and tribes are central in this
development. To confirm their desired identity,
youngsters act in accordance with the lifestyle of their
social and aspiration tribe. At the same time, they
have a need to distinguish themselves from certain
social groups they feel they do not want to be a
member of. Brands play a special role in this
accordance and differentiation process since brands,
especially the ones related to billboard categories
such as garment, sneakers, mobiles, have become
important ingredients of personal culture, reputation
and way of life. Youngsters choose those brands and
products that are relevant to their individual selves
and that represent those aspects of their identity they
want to accentuate. Products have a symbolic value
and are not solely used as ‘tools & means’ but rather
as ‘signs’ or ‘badges’ representing their thinking and
values.

Brands that target youngsters should follow lifestyle
tribes and identity construction with great attention in
order to make their offering more appealing. Studying
this phenomenon through the lens of memetics has

Figure 1 — Brands, memes, subcultures for youngster identity formation
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received little attention while enlightening (Figure 1)".
We learn from others through transmitted memes and
brands, products and ads are part of this learning
process. Our research identified three types of teen-
memes and transmitters among teenagers:

e Language is the first and most important memetic
infection. Memes are not only words but can also
be sayings, phrases (like using ‘oh my god’) or
pronunciations.

e Fashions & skills are more tangible meme
(transmitters). Fashion memes are clothes
youngsters wear to express their belonging to a
certain group, their haircut, their type of make-up,
piercings, the colors they wear, etc. Skill memes
include specific behavioral patterns and hobbies
certain groups claim (skating, car tuning, playing in
a band...).

e Beliefs are attitudes and convictions which are
adopted by members of a certain group. Examples
are justice, animal rights, independence, personal
status etc.

Youngsters create their identity by collecting and
assembling an individual set of memes. Collecting
and clustering of memes results in ‘memeplexes’.
Youngsters adopt memes from lifestyle groups they
want to associate with. If there is a big overlap
between their own memeplex and the memeplex of a
certain lifestyle group, they will be perceived as
members of this ‘subculture’.

Looking at ‘teen-memes’ is valuable for brands for a
number of First, brands can act as
references, personalities or icons. On the other hand,
memes invade our minds, change perceptions,
attitudes as well as behavioral patterns and get
passed on by imitation. Memes spread like viruses
through a population and are therefore excellent
communication vehicles. Unlike genes, they do not
need to be transmitted through biological ties but can
be passed from person to person and multiply
quicker. If your brand succeeds in becoming a
meme(plex) itself it can profit from such natural

reasons.

! Memetics is the discipline that studies how memes or
elements of cultures (e.g. ideas, trends, ...) evolve and
spread between people over time. Memes are the basic
building blocks of our minds and culture, in the same way
that genes are the basic building blocks of biological life.

communication. Brands can also surf on popular
memes among youngsters: in order to communicate
more effectively to teenagers, marketers can adopt
common teen-memes in advertisements or product
offerings.

Mass ethnography to
explore memes

We studied identity construction and subcultures
among Belgian and Dutch youngsters using
memetics. Memes are not always very salient, but
latent and hidden within discourses, ideas, and
expressions. A typical meme-watching method
therefore is mass ethnography. Compared to a
traditional ethnographical approach, mass
ethnography uses alternative and innovative methods
that combine principles from visual ethnography,
nethnography as well as online qualitative research
with ethnographical elements.

e User-generated visual ethnography. Using
pictures to observe an individual’s environment is
at the core of visual ethnography. Research
participants have full control by giving them the
general instruction to take pictures of and comment
all aspects of their life that they believe that we
should know about in order to best understand who
they are and what their daily lives look like.
‘Special tasks’ are given to make sure we collect
enough ‘relevant observational’ material in order to
help discover important memes among youngsters.
For example, clothes are an important carrier of
memes since they are one of the main product
categories youngsters use to express their identity.
Participants were therefore asked to take pictures
of clothes they (do not) wear on several different
types of occasions.

Participants in our study communicated via
research blogs where they could upload their
pictures and comment on their photos via visual
tags (positive, negative, neutral). By giving
participants the opportunity to verbalize certain
aspects of the pictures, we got an idea of the
different memes that were important in their lives.

¢ Nethnography. As the internet is a place where
people- and especially youngsters- spend an ever-
increasing part of their lives (they participate in
social networks, meet each other in chat rooms,
mailing groups or bulletin boards and keep close



track of their own personal life on weblogs, Twitter,
Facebook etc.), nethnography was important to
understand their memes & identity. Participants
became our ‘friends’ in their different social
networks. We then observed nicknames, profiles,
pictures, clan memberships and online
conversations in order to detect the memes they
used in their online environment.

The findings from the mass ethnography were further
validated via online focus groups and traditional
guantitative surveys.

Teen-memes layout

The first goal of our study was to identify and describe
the most popular teen-memes to understand
youngster identities and subcultures. Our research
revealed 11 subcultures and according memes
(Figure 2): fashion boys/girls, players/breezersluts,
conservative yet party-oriented gabbers, nerds,
gothics, emo’s, hippies, punks, alto’s, skaters and
rappers.

For example?, the memeplex of players/breezersluts

Figure 2 - lllustrated layout of subcultures and teen-memes
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2 More in-depth information on subculture teen-memes are
available upon request.
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is characterized by the belief that it is important to
look as masculine or feminine as possible. For girls
this is exemplified by wearing mini-skirts; low
necklines and a great deal of make-up. Another
meme is that players/breezersluts often change
boyfriend/girlfriend. This youth culture likes wearing
luxury brands like Armani and Bikkembergs or Nike
Airs. Another distinctive cultural component of the
player subculture is their time orientation. The players
tend to live their life ‘hic et nunc’, in the present. They
do not make long term plans about their future, they
just want to have fun. Binge drinking is a behavior that
reflects this kind of belief. Their linguistic memes are
particular as well: they refer to each other by ‘Barbie’
or ‘Dushi’, talk about ‘scoring’ girls and often stress
the end of words in their everyday speech (e.g. they
deliberately roll the ‘r’ in the term ‘later’).

By studying the overlap between the memes of
different subcultures, we found that subcultures and
by definition their memes can be grouped together
along 2 dimensions:

e Me versus we. Some subcultures have memes
that stress the individual over the group. They are
egocentric and consider themselves to be better
than other youngsters. Fashion boys/girls (e.g. |
have more expensive and exclusive clothes than
others), players (e.g. | look most feminin/masculin),
nerds (e.g. | am the best of the class), gabbers
(e.g. | am best in jumpstyle dancing) and rappers
(e.g. | am the best rapper) are more ‘me’ oriented.
At the ‘we’ end, the subgroups believe that the
group is superior or more important to the
individual. The memeplexes of punkers (e.g. Fight
for justice) and hippies (e.g. make the world a
better place) are good examples of the we-group.

e Change versus conservatism. Social groups on
the ‘change’ end contain memes that reflect
openess. Youngsters who are infected with those
memes are extraverted and have a need or desire
for new things and variety. They like to explore
unknown territorities and to be challenged. These
teenagers have a number of activities which take
them outside of their homes most of the time. They
are aware of new social trends quickly. Rappers
(hanging around on street), skaters (skateboarding
on the square), fashion boys/girls (going out) and
alto’s (who often go to concerts etc.) score high on
this dimension. The conservatism side has
memeplexes that keep things the ways they are.

These subcultures are constructed out of memes
that come from the fantasy world. They value
spirituality and mystery. They prefer to stay at
home and relax (with their friends). They
participate in restricted niche events organized for
their own group. At the conservatism side of the
spectrum, we find e.g. gothics (who attend special
dark events) and nerds (who organize LAN
parties).
OSurvival of t
Subcultures are characterized by a set of memes &
memeplexes. But how do memes spread from one
subculture to another? In general, being part of a
subculture not only means the youngster has adopted
the memeplex of this group but also has rejected the
memeplex of other groups that are too deviant from
their own ideas. Similar to the survival of the fittest
genes, the members of one youth culture will not
adopt the memeplexes of another subculture to
assure the transmission of their own memes over
time. Yet, we discovered subcultures are not
completely protective against all other subcultures. If
the meme structure of two subcultures is related to
one another, they will be more open towards each
other. By considering the position of a subculture and
the dynamics of friendly and hostile memeplexes, one
can anticipate the spontaneous transition of memes
over time (Figure 3):

Friendly memeplexes. The closer two subcultures
are in the diagram, the bigger the overlap between
their memes (i.e. more friendly memeplexes) and the
more the subcultures will infect each other. For
example, it is likely that alto’s and skaters will transmit
memes. Because subcultures on the ‘change’ side of
the dimension have a lot of memes that reflect
openness, they are prone to borrow elements from
‘friendly’ memeplexes. These subcultures are
therefore often seen as trendsetters. The more
teenagers are located on the conservatism side of the
spectrum, the less they will adopt memes from other
subcultures, hence the (s)lower the evolution of their
memes.

Hostile memeplexes. The less memes subcultures
have in common, the less easily they will take over
memes from each other. Fashion boys (located at the
me-change part of the axis), will for example often
refer to gothics (located at the we-conservatism part)
as their non-group. Thus, youngsters protect their
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Figure 3 - Memetic branding & spreading paths
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memes by not interacting with subcultures that value
a completely opposite memeplex.

Since memes are an important factor in identity
construction, youngsters are active promoters of their
personal memeplexes. Hence, memes do not only
spread in a spontaneous way. They do not simply
share memes in day-to-day contact; they also take a
more pro-active approach. We found that many
youngsters communicated memes through the
content they generate on their social networks.
Youngsters upload pictures of brands and logo’s that
are part of their personal memeplex and support their
identity. The online polls of subcultures on the ‘we’
side (gothics, metals, hippies, alternatives, etc.)
contained more society-related memes like politics,
environment, etc. The polls from ‘me’-groups on the
other hand mostly dealt with individual appearance
and getting feedback on their profile or pictures (e.qg.
which picture is the most beautiful? what do you like
most about me?).

Memetic branding

How can marketers use memes and their evolutionary
dynamics in branding & communication towards
youngsters? Since not all brands survive or remain
successful one rationalization may be that thriving
brands possess winning memes. Pulling youngster
subcultures together from a memetic perspective
provides roughly four guidelines for marketing
managers:

1. Make your brand a (targeted) meme

If your brand is adopted as a significant carrier by
(a group of) youngsters to transmit their memes, it
will have a bigger chance of survival and success.
Winning, enduring and replicating brand memes
depend on their fitness for a subculture.
Complexity, sophistication, novelty or vividness
through brand activation, communication and
conversation may be attractive but not necessarily
sufficient for memes to spread adequately among
subcultures. The likelihood of brand meme



replication increases if it truly fulfills a subculture’s
need(s), here e.g. self-image. Hence, brands need
to offer branded utility (i.e. value, content or extra
services associated with the brand) in line with the
needs and tastes of specific groups of youngsters.
In addition, for adequate diffusion memes are by
preference simple such that anyone can grasp
their meaning instantly and easily. Brand memes
should lucidly convey messages to complete their
mission for reproduction.

Some subcultures contain or at least externalize
more brand memes than others, however, which
brings up the need for targeting. These will
therefore be more likely to adopt specific brands as
memes. It are especially the cultural groups
located on the ‘me’ side of the axis that are more
brand sensitive. They buy or like a type of clothing,
technology, etc. because it are certain brands that
positively differentiate them from peers who do not
own the same brands. As a result they have
multiple brand memes in their memeplex like
Lacoste, Nike, Burberry, etc. ‘We’ oriented
subcultures possess more memes that relate to
styles and characteristics rather than brands. For
example, they find it more important that a piece of
clothing has a certain color, shape or pattern as
opposed to carry a certain brand name or logo. For
brands that want to be accepted as a meme itself,
it is therefore easier to target subcultures which are
more ‘me’ oriented. Hence, it is key for brand
managers to identify leading subcultures
(according to the product categories) such as
fashion girls & boys, rappers & skaters, alto’s and
hippies.

Admittedly, offering simple utility that is rightfully
targeted is not an easy task, but a necessary one
to prevail as a brand among youngsters.

. Utilize natural meme spreading

Once your brand is adopted by a specific
subculture, the brand meme will spread in a natural
way: friendly memeplexes will integrate other
‘close’ memes in their memeplex. This spreading
of memes can be far reaching. By analyzing the
transition of memes among subcultures on the ‘me’
side of the spectrum, we observe a clear specific
inspirational pattern: fashion boys and girls (who
are also on the change part of the other axis) spot
the trends in their environment and make these

memes common in their social group. They are in
turn infectious for players and gabbers who imitate
their consumption patterns; and are therefore
somewhat behind the trends. Finally, nerds adopt
the styles worn by the players and gabbers. Nerds
do not like shopping and therefore ask their
mothers to buy their clothing for them. Since every
mother wants the best for her child (and, from an
evolutionary perspective, her genes), she tries to
pick ‘popular’ clothes that give her child the best
chance on social success. The mothers get their
inspiration from groups that are situated in the
close neighbourhood of the social group of their
child (the gabbers and players) or the mainstream
youngster culture.

While targeting was important for memefying a
brand in a subculture, it is important to understand
the spreading paths and neighbouring subcultures
to benefit from the natural evolution of memes.
Also, in order to achieve and enhance brand meme
spreading patterns, identification and usage of the
right communication memes is crucial to stimulate
the acceptance of a brand meme in certain
subcultures. Brands need to ensure, however, not
to combine memes from hostile memeplexes as it
will hinder and limit the natural meme proliferation.

. Adopt mainstream memes

The majority of youngsters does not belong to a
subculture, but are mainstream. This majority of
youngsters adapts memes from all different
subcultures. The ‘nec plus ultra’ for a brand is that
it is adopted as mainstream meme which is friendly
enough for different other subcultures. In this case
a brand will be incorporated in the identity of a
large group of people and will therefore have a
bigger chance of survival. A good example of a
brand that managed to ‘infect mainstream
youngsters is the brand ‘Allstars’. This brand was
originally adopted from the emo subculture, but is
now a popular type of footwear for all youngsters.

While the number of brands that are part of the
mainstream memeplex are limited, brands that are
not a meme itself can still profit from popular style
memes. The horizontal stripes (from rockers) and
the sweatshirts with hoods (from skaters) have
become popular mainstream memes. A brand that
includes those style elements in its product line will
appeal to the mainstream group.



4. Develop meme-insights and manage
conversations

From the discussion above it is apparent that a
good understanding and deep insights into the
memes for each specific brand and product is
crucial for success. Based on our experience the
best way to achieve this for youngsters is through
applying an integrated research design of
connected research tools and mass ethnography.
Due to the integration of social media and mobile
technology in youngsters’ lives meme reproduction
evolves much faster than ever before or compared
to other demographic groups. Contemporary
examples also show that on these technology
platforms memes may mutate for better or worse
and respectively strengthen or harm a brand.
Consequently  managing conversations by
observing, joining and facilitating it is imperative if
brands want to fully benefit from meme
reproduction.

Because memes spread in a viral fashion among
youngsters, they are an important marketing tool.
Knowing which memes are part of the identity of your
target groups (and which memes are not) is crucial for
youth marketers. Infections, viruses, and hostile
memeplexes generally have negative connotations,
but in the hands of a knowledgeable memetic brand
expert, they can be a real blessing!
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