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Abstract 

The traditional means by which an organisation manages a brand, with a focus on consistency 

and coherence, has been challenged by the emergence of a postmodern marketplace, that 

celebrates diversity, flexibility, and complexity. This paper examines the extent to which 

postmodernism has influenced branding in the arts and culture sector. Through an analysis of 

the Australian Next Wave brand, by a compare/contrast with modernist marketing techniques, 

we found that postmodernism has significantly influenced the way that this large cultural 

organisation manages its brand. In particular, we found that Next Wave offers an innovative 

brand management model founded on an interaction between the content provider, i.e., the 

artist, and the organisation. This research is useful to brand managers both in the field of arts 

and culture, but also outside the sector, because it is becoming increasingly difficult for 

marketers to brand their products in the traditional, and typical, modernist fashion. The paper 

concludes by arguing that the challenges for contemporary marketers will be to find the 

balance between a modern and postmodern approach to branding. 
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Introduction 

The traditional interpretation of a brand, and the means by which an organisation 
communicates its brand, might be considered a product of a modernist managerial paradigm, 
with its focus on consistency, control, and coherence (Brown 1995, 1999; Firat and Shultz 
1997). With the emergence of postmodernism, this logic has been challenged by one of 
flexibility and openness, since consumers are no longer willing to commit or conform to any 
unified and consistent idea, system, or narrative. In order to explain this change in the 
management of brands, this paper will examine the Australian cultural brand, Next Wave, as a 
paradigmatic example. Next Wave offers an innovative brand management model founded on 
the interaction between the organisation and the content provider, i.e., the artist. Based on 
both aesthetic and conceptual experimentations, Next Wave is a dynamic brand in which 
shape and content are continually redefined in an interactive and mutual relationship between 
the artist and the organisation. Therefore, it can be argued that paradoxically, the organisation 
does not own its own brand. In fact, the ownership exists only from a legal point of view (as a 
trademark); the real artificer of the brand is the artist. Since it is not possessed nor controlled 
at all by the organisation, but is always subject to continuous evolutions and redefinitions, the 
Next Wave brand can be considered as a postmodern brand that is not strictly tied to 
marketing rules, but involves the target as an active participant in the brand creation process. 

Background 

The American Marketing Association (2008) defines a brand as “a name, term, design, 
symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller's good or service as distinct from those 
of other sellers”. According to this definition, branding is confined to “the managerial practice 
of building, managing, and measuring the equity of a product or services identified by the 
brand” (Muzellec and McDonagh 2007, p. 2). Furthermore, it is arguable that this definition 
refers to the brand as one single reality, and to the consumer as the passive end user in the 
marketing process (Muzellec and McDonagh 2007). Postmodernism, however, conceptualises 
reality as a multiform, and fragmented aggregate of elements, and “the consumer as the 
communicating subject, one who actively communicates the social reality she or he prefers to 
live rather than passively inheriting one constructed without his/her participation” (Firat and 
Shultz 1997, p. 188).  

In addition, as the conditions and the characteristics of reality change, each feature of reality 
has to be reconsidered and reformulated. In particular, it is arguable that traditional marketing 
assumptions, that are deep rooted in a modernist managerial culture, and based on a clearly 
“modern” system of thought (Addis and Podestà 2005), should be object of rethinking and 
reformulations. It can be argued that our approach to marketing, and branding, are changing, 
in that marketers are being forced to become open to the non-traditional demands 
communicated by consumers (Firat and Shultz 1997). In particular, in a fragmented and 
atomised society, “the consumer is part of an ongoing process of symbol 
construction/consumption and meaning generation” (Venkatesh and Meamber 2006, p. 26). 
Furthermore, it is arguable that consumers use images and symbols to create their own 
identity (Firat, 1993; Cova, 1996), and that brands – “as cultural texts which are culturally 
produced and consumed” (O’Reilly 2005, p. 582) – emerge as a fundamental tool in the 
identity-building process.  Brands are the environment where cultural producers and 
consumers engage in a negotiation of meanings. 

Given the temporary nature and the high level of risk connected to arts and cultural products 
and brands, the shift between modern (typical) and postmodern (atypical) branding is 
particularly evident in the arts and cultural sector. An example of this change in the arts and 
cultural branding process is offered by the Australian organisation Next Wave. Next Wave 
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offers an innovative brand management model founded on the interaction between the 
organisation and the content provider, i.e., the artist. Indeed, it is arguable that the Next Wave 
brand might be interpreted as an example of the phenomenon described by Schroeder (2005, 
p.1293) as an intersection between “the branded world” and “the art world”. Next Wave 
represents an interesting case in that it is based upon an art-centric perspective, rather than a 
marketing or management oriented one, in that it refuses, as much as possible, managerial 
control upon the brand generation process.  

Organisational Context and Research Method 

Next Wave is an artist development organisation established in 1984 and based in Melbourne 
(Australia). Born as a biannual festival presenting “genre-busting” new work by Australian 
artists, Next Wave aims “to empower communities of young artists, art-workers and 
audiences to develop ideas and create works that engage, change and shape the culture around 
them through a development and festival cycle”. 

Established in the year of Victoria’s 150th Anniversary and International Year of Youth, Next 
Wave intended to be an expression of the state’s emerging youth arts. According to the 
Director of Marketing, Paul Davis, the festival evolved through the years “from a community 
service to a curated art festival”. At the beginning, “it was based on the Year of the Youth and 
was a service for young kids to get away from TV screens, but now, especially, depending on 
artistic directors and directions, it is connected to the major art galleries and venues in 
Melbourne, and there is a rigorous curatorial process, to the point where it is now seen as the 
best art festival for young people in Australia”. Born as an innovative festival, Next Wave has 
recently been transformed into a branded network (de Chernatony 2001) in order to manage 
all organisational activities, rather than simply a “festival”. Next Wave has a number of sub-
brands that are contained within its remit, including the “Kick-Start” program, the “Free-
Play” conference, regional artist programs, and the Next Wave Festival.  

Data for the analysis following was collected through two long interviews (approximately 2 -
3 hours) with the General Manager, Fiona Maxwell, and the Director of Marketing, Paul 
Davis, at Next Wave. The first interviews were conducted at the beginning of the research 
project, and the second interviews were conducted approximately three weeks later, after the 
researchers had analysed marketing material, and annual reports of the organisation.  The 
researchers were also provided with access to all documentation at Next Wave in relation to 
branding, such as visual identity materials from the brand designers, as well as access to 
annual reports, marketing reports (including previous marketing strategies), strategic planning 
documents, and previous marketing materials, such as posters, websites, and programs. 

The Challenge of Postmodernism: Exploring the Next Wave Brand 

Postmodernism has left its mark in every cultural discipline including marketing (Brown 
1999; Docherty 1993). It is arguable that, with the emergence of the postmodern paradigm, 
even the traditional concept of the brand has been called into question. By the analysis of the 
features of traditional brands, it is possible to delineate the main characteristics of the 
postmodern brand on a comparative/contrast basis in relation to Next Wave. 

Reality vs. Virtuality  

Traditionally, a brand consists of tangible and intangible elements: the tangible part of the 
brand includes elements such as colours, symbols, words and slogans, and the labeling and 
packaging, while the intangible part is made up of the values, beliefs, and philosophy by 
which the brand is inspired (Kapferer 2004). Alternatively, postmodern brands go beyond the 
reality of tangible and the intangible dimensions to a simulated reality, i.e., the virtuality 
(Muzellec and McDonagh 2007). Since in postmodern culture the artifices are “better” than 
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the real things (Brown 1995), brands need to become fictional and hyperreal, since the 
hyperreal – intended as the simulated reality (Baudrillard 1993; Eco 1986) – allows customers 
to meet their real wants (Firat and Shultz 1997). This emphasis on virtuality is evident in the 
management of Next Wave brand. The brand design of both the website and posters is created 
according to a relatively random and stochastic combination of images, words and sounds, 
kept together as a bricolage, but generated via a specific theme.  According to Next Wave 
brand designers, “The strategy involves constructing statements (both linguistic and visual) 
from the results of searches in Google and Google Images. This is done by running the 
Festival theme, ‘Closer Together’, through Google. Results from that search offered hundreds 
of sentences which were then themselves Googled to draw up associated images”. Thus, the 
complete absence of a logic, makes it an irrational process: images and words are generated 
spontaneously and stochasticly by the Internet, and then put sincretically together in the 
webpage as a postmodern “polisemic ensemble of aesthetic tastes” (Ratneshwar, Mick, and 
Huffman 2000, p. 127). This virtual brand management runs counter to traditional brand 
management processes that focus on organisational control over identity, including logos and 
other marketing content.  

Circumscribed vs. Open value set 

One of the main purposes of the brand is to represent and embody a set of values, attributes 
and beliefs that come directly from the corporate philosophy. The set of values a brand refers 
to has been variously defined in the literature (Randazzo 1993; Upshaw 1995; Macrae, 1996; 
de Chernatony 1999; Aaker and Joachimsthaler 2000; Kapferer 2004). This set of values is 
supposed to be consistent and unchangeable, particularly if they are deep rooted in the 
organisation. Modern brands usually have a strong value proposition that organisations are 
reticent to review or change, since these are often the foundation of the organisation, and were 
most likely established at the inception of the organisation. This is in contrast with the 
postmodern assumption of openness to all narratives, and a belief, and implication that 
“knowledge and understanding can only be determined by a given set of prescribed 
orientation and methods” (Firat and Shultz 1997, p. 188). Postmodern brands require a greater 
tolerance and openness to multiple, and often contradictory, value systems and lifestyles. 
Particularly, one of the most important values of NW brand is the responsiveness. As a 
contemporary product, Next Wave aims to respond to external stimulation, i.e., issues from 
diverse fields: arts, politics, economics, society, mass media etc. As General Manager, 
Maxwell, states: “Whatever the issue is we can respond to it”. Its plasticity and tolerance to 
ideas, lifestyles, values and weltanshaung, and its anti-foundationalism (Brown 1995), make 
it an idiosyncratic, unconventional, and eclectic brand that is close to the postmodern 
paradigm. 

Consistency vs. Flexiblility 

The branding literature suggests that brands should be managed according to the logic of 
consistency (Aaker 1996; Balmer and Gray 2003; Kay 2006). However, the process by which 
this consistency takes place, tends to be operationalised in a modernist format that is 
challenged by the emergence of postmodern issues, and the postmodern sensibility. The 
postmodern sensibility encourages consumers to experience different ways of being, so that 
they do not conform or commit to a single existence (Firat and Shultz 1997). Even though a 
certain amount of continuity is essential to the construction and development over time of the 
brand (Kapferer 2004), given that consumers are more likely to develop temporary 
attachment, rather than a strong commitment to products and brands, Firat and Shultz (1997, 
p. 195) suggest that “a continual (re)production, (re)formulation, (re)positioning and 
(re)generation of images (image marketing) is necessitated” to give the brand experience an 
ephemeral success and popularity. The Next Wave brand perfectly exemplifies this 
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regeneration process both from a visual and from a content prospective: every two years, the 
brand is completely changed according to a logic of perpetual differentiation. Moreover, a 
growing installation (Fig. 1), placed in the organisation office, where any artist can reproduce 
the brand visual identity is the most direct manifestation of this evolution.  

Reproducibility vs. Irreproducibility  

As Adorno et al. stated (1950), “the mechanical reproduction, created by the capitalist system 
has made what was unique, available for mass audience” (Hannabus 1999, p.300). In the 
postmodern paradigm, reality is reified, and, therefore, everything is a commodity and can be 
easily reproduced (Adorno et al. 1950). And so it is for brands. Global brands such as 
McDonald’s have been easily reproduced everywhere: brand elements e.g., logo, colors and 
slogan are the same all over the world. On the contrary, postmodern brands such as Next 
Wave are difficult to reproduce and imitate since they continually change shape and content. 
Next Wave brand expressly does not aim to be an icon or a universal symbol anybody can 
reproduce and manage.  

Uniqueness vs. Multiformity  

Furthermore, traditional brands are clearly distinctive and recognisable. Usually, brands are 
used by firms in order to ratify their legal ownership and protect against imitation (de 
Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley 1998). The uniqueness of a brand is a crucial attribute 
(Simoes, and Dibb 2001) and all branding is based on a logic of difference (Kay 2005). In the 
postmodern age uniqueness is no longer possible due to the abundance of fragmentation that 
invades the culture and the society. The fragmentation in everyday life experiences and results 
in “bricolage” markets, that is consumers who do not present a united, centred self and, 
therefore, set of preferences, but instead a jigsaw collage of multiple representations of selves 
and preferences even when approaching the same product category (Firat and Shultz 1997). 
The Next Wave brand has no single or unique shape, as it can be completely recreated and 
adapted by artists. As Maxwell affirms: “Our style-guide is like a stencil for the brand [mark] 
rather than a brand, there are different incarnations”. The style guide provided by the brand 
designers refers to the Next Wave identity as “a workshop, an ongoing participatory process 
of discovery, the logo explores endless iterations in its development”. Thus, it can be assumed 
that the Next Wave brand responds to the fragmented and polymorph postmodern reality.  

Managed vs. Not managed 

Finally, in order to make a brand successful it is also necessary to manage it. The meaning of 
the brand should be embedded in all actions of the organisation. As an integrated business 
process, brand management should be embedded in the whole company and not seen solely as 
a marketing department role (Simoes and Dibb, 2001). Since the reality becomes much more 
fragmented and chaotic, even brand managers realise that “crises and disequilibria are the 
common states of existence and start rethinking the branding management process” (Firat and 
Shultz 1997, p. 186). The Next Wave brand is an example of a “not managed” brand in that 
the brand management process is left to the creativity of artists that continually recreate the 
brand visual identity according to a logic of adaptability to the multiformity of reality. In 
particular, the organisation relinquishes all forms of control in the management of the 
physical appearance of the brand, particularly in relation to the brandmark. Traditional 
branding elements (e.g., logo, slogan, images) are allowed to constantly change in shape, 
colours, and dimension. Thus, the organisation lets the artists remain completely free to 
decide what, and how, the brand should be seen. As Davis states: “it is a user/creative based 
prospective, in that the brand concept is linked to the artist as a content provider”. Moreover, 
he adds, “The artist owns the festival and can control the impression or the image of the 
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festival. And getting the artist to recreate the logo in different forms, that is a way of being 
part of the festival”. 

Discussion 

It is arguable that the Next Wave brand has more than one feature in common with the 
postmodernist paradigm. The brand is inconsistent, plastic, and flexible, because “the 
consumer is no longer representing a centred, unified, consistent, self image, but a fragmented 
and fluid set of self-images” (Firat and Shultz 1997, p.195). From an aesthetic perspective, the 
brand is highly inconsistent; there is not a consistent logo (or symbol), nor a coherent slogan 
or tag. Even the content of the visual material is subject to change. In addition, the Next Wave 
brand is emancipated from traditional marketing in that it is content, rather than customer, 
oriented. In effect, the branding process does not follow typical marketing rules, because it 
originates from an absolutely random and stochastic combination of words and images, and 
avoids little, if any, control or supervision by management. In the case of Next Wave, the 
artist (or audience member), rather than the organisation, is the manager of the brand. 
Furthermore, the brand is purposefully complex and dynamic – as a reflex of the complexity 
of reality, even the branding becomes complicated, difficult to understand and not predictable 
(Harrison and Hartley 2007). 

Posters (Fig. 2) and website reflect the fragmentation and the uncertainty of reality. In 
particular, the visual identity seeks to be relative, subjective, irrational and incomplete – there 
is no universal, nor absolute interpretation. The Next Wave brand attempts to be an irrational 
stream of consciousness, and a bricolage (Firat and Shultz 1997; Thompson 2000) or pastiche 
(Jameson, 1991; Brown 1995). The brand is always in fieri and never stable or fixed. As 
stated by the General Manager, “it could be considered an anti-brand”, i.e., not a commercial 
brand. Disordered, not managed or controlled, the visual identity of the brand is left to fate. 
Moreover, the Next Wave brand is idiographic, rather than nomothetic, since it is 
idiosyncratic and not subject to generalisations, and breaks down the modern process of 
differentiation (Hannabus 1999), because different styles and configurations come together in 
unique brand combinations each time the audience or artist experiences the brand. 

Conclusion 

The Next Wave brand is clearly a postmodern brand, targeted at a postmodern market. 
Although it utilises elements of modernist marketing and branding techniques, it does not 
apply these in a modernist fashion. Indeed, the values of Next Wave are indubitably suited to 
a postmodern sensibility. The success of this approach can be measured in the context of 
postmodernism, not through traditional marketing methods, such as customer satisfaction, 
word-of-mouth, or behavioural loyalty, but through the involvement of the content providers. 
Next Wave actively dispenses with modernist, and rationalist, measures of success in that its 
main aim is not focused predominantly on selling large numbers of tickets or high financial 
success, but rather involving people in arts, in order to change and shape culture. 

Since it mainly functions as a trait d’union between the artist and the public, it can be argued 
that Next Wave is an content, rather than market, driven brand. Although it appropriates 
traditional marketing techniques and methods, it reinterprets them according to creative and 
artistic criteria. This shift could be seen as a consequence of the traditional reluctance of 
cultural and arts organisations to accept marketing orientation as an important part of their 
management (Kolb 2000), since “the artistic product does not exist to fulfill a market need” 
(Colbert 2001, p.31). However, it demonstrates at the same time that cultural organisations 
cannot rescind from relating to marketing as an important tool of awareness and survival. In a 
contemporary and increasingly rationalist environment, they face a dual challenge, firstly, the 
challenges set by marketing and the commodification of art, and, secondly, the challenges of 



7 

 

being part of the postmodern word. Cultural organisations that manage these challenges will 
be successful both from an artistic, and from an audience, perspective. 

Research Limitations 

The paper explores an example of a non-traditional brand from the arts and cultural sector. 
Next Wave provides an interesting case of atypical, fragmented, and inconsistent branding 
that aims to emphasise the artistic content, rather than a managerial process or the end-
consumer. The authors recognise that Next Wave does not represent the only brand with these 
characteristics, however, this paper sought to explore and examine a possible model of 
branding, without any assumption of providing a definitive approach. The next phase of the 
research will focus on the investigation of other arts and cultural brands, including an 
examination of content providers and consumers’ attitudes around the brand, in order to 
examine whether the traditional and modernist model of branding is appropriate in the arts 
sector, or if new rules in branding are emerging.  
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Figure 1: The Next Wave installation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The Next Wave Festival Poster 


