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ABSTRACT

Consumer-generated content in marketing communication is an extension of approaches to strategy development that major advertising agencies have used for many years. By the late seventies, agencies realized that the most effective advertising utilized verbal content that the consumer might actually say. By the early nineties, this author instructed advertising and marketing students at a major metropolitan university to let consumers develop the strategy and even the tactics of marketing communication campaigns.

A major difference between those approaches and direct consumer-generated content is the mediation of research and creative teams. The former analyzes and selects consumer input based upon dominant patterns. The latter arranges and composes meaningful elements according to principles of aesthetics and effective communication. Traditional technology required that research and creative teams mediate. Direct consumer input in generating content was not possible technologically.

Contemporary technology permits multiple users to affect directly the content of any form of marketing communication. Consumers can even affect the content of outdoor and transit advertising until the production deadline. Online environments, operating without deadlines, afford multiple users the ability to modify content continually. Such dynamic environments mimic actual environments in which prior states stimulate the interactions that create later states. Behavior affords behavior as the actions of one consumer stimulate responses from another. Even a single consumer can respond to the stimulus of his own previous behavior as the outcome occurs. One consumer can rescind or embellish the prior behavior of another consumer or even his own prior behavior in real time.

Contemporary technology also affords consumers to interact with dynamic online environments in ways that do not mimic actual environments. In fact, none of the elements of the online environment needs to be an icon of any actual occurrence. An entire city, its buildings, parks, trees, boulevards and beaches need not physically resemble any actual occurrence. Consumers can be architects who start from scratch in creating online environments.

With elements that are icons of actual or likely occurrences, the online environment appears concrete, within the limits of consumers’ technical and aesthetic abilities, and increasingly likely to evoke common interpretations. These apparently concrete environments are far more likely than abstract environments to resemble something the consumer might actually experience.

What the consumer might actually experience derives from an actual environment that comprises specific physical, social and cultural features, each with a definite and objective probability of occurrence. These probabilities identify and distinguish consumer groups within physical, social and cultural locations. Consumer-generated content reveals commonalities and distinctions according to which consumers choose similar elements. These commonalities are the basis for successful brands that signify various consumer groups.


