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“The Cold War”
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Overarching stories or frameworks 
that claim to explain the course of 
human history, social development, 
and even the nature of reality. 

Metanarratives

Pre-War Post-War

Isolationism “Leader of the Free World”

Europe’s empires The Cold War

Modernism Postmodernism



T H E  A S S E M B L Y 20 2 5 A  ON E  N OR T H  E V E N T

Jean-Francois Lyotard: “Metanarrative Collapse”
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I define postmodern as incredulity 
towards metanarratives.

– Jean-Francois Lyotard

“
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Culture is a story. Brands are stories, invented 
to give products they sell and services they 

offer context and meaning. They are tools that 
we use to make sense of the world.

–– Ana Andjelic, Hitmakers

“



T H E  A S S E M B L Y 20 2 5 A  ON E  N OR T H  E V E N T

Cultural CapitalMarket Value Personal Meaning

Brands make meaning; meaning creates value.
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Cultural CapitalMarket Value Personal Meaning
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Oftentimes, the brand is the organization’s 
most valuable asset.

84% of the S&P 500’s market cap is 
composed of intangible assets.

“The brand is the most valuable 
business tool ever invented.”

– Tom Roach, Brand Guy

Brand valuation
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People pay more for brands they see as different.

Source: Kantar https://www.kantar.com/north-america/inspiration/inflation/is-brand-differentiation-an-effective-way-to-reduce-customer-price-sensitivity
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Strong brands reduce price sensitivity––

Margin

Perceived Value 

Cost to Produce

Price

Product / Service Branding / Marketing / Experiences

Source: Kantar https://www.kantar.com/north-america/inspiration/inflation/is-brand-differentiation-an-effective-way-to-reduce-customer-price-sensitivity
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––enabling greater profitability.

Margin

Perceived Value 

Cost to Produce

Price

Source: Kantar https://www.kantar.com/north-america/inspiration/inflation/is-brand-differentiation-an-effective-way-to-reduce-customer-price-sensitivity
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Cultural CapitalMarket Value Personal Meaning
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Happiness Innovation Magic Achievement

The highest achievement is simplicity.
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Brands shape culture; 
culture shapes brands.
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Edward Bernays, father of modern public relations
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The goal: Get women to take up smoking
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Smoking is in catastrophic decline.
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But there was something 
else going on in the culture.
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Sometimes brands are able 
to navigate these shifts––and 
even reset the agenda for 
their whole category.
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Vintage “beauty” ads: Framed around male attention
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But there was something 
else going on in the culture.
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Ilon Specht, McCann-Erickson copywriter
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Four words that changed the category
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Modern ads: Framed around self-actualization



T H E  A S S E M B L Y 20 2 5 A  ON E  N OR T H  E V E N T

Sometimes, a fast 
pivot is possible.
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Lego’s pandemic research

• 80% of adults are actively seeking new ways 
to unwind. For many, the best way to calm 
down and relax was through more manual, 
hands-on activities.

• 87% said play helps them relax and feel calm.
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Lego’s adult consumers
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And sometimes, history does 
the choosing.
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Cultural CapitalMarket Value Personal Meaning
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How do you know a brand 
truly has personal meaning?



T H E  A S S E M B L Y 20 2 5 A  ON E  N OR T H  E V E N T

They wait around the block for it.



T H E  A S S E M B L Y 20 2 5 A  ON E  N OR T H  E V E N T

They create community around it. 
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They wear it. Permanently.
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Brands: Signifiers of personal identity & meaning
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Four Dimensions:

Consumers want brands to be authentic.

• Credibility

• Integrity

• Symbolism

• Continuity

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1057740814001089
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People were asking for 
brands to play a different 
role in the culture.
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From “Brand Love” to “Brand Purpose”––
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––to “Brand Activism”
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What happens when the 
ground suddenly shifts 
beneath our feet?
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A Tale of Two Teslas



Tesla 2015



Tesla 2025
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What’s a brand to do?
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Tap Cultural VeinFinancial Reward Wins Fans

A theory of success
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Tap Cultural Vein
Financially 
Punished Lose Fans

A theory of how it goes wrong
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This is not an argument for 
“doing nothing.”

It’s a suggestion to be cognizant  
of what you’re already doing–– 
so you can navigate effectively.
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How do distressed brands 
recover when the ground shifts?

Let’s look at a brand that went 
from insolvency to cultural 
dominance.
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Marvel: 1990s - 2005     

1991 – 1993  
• Industry boom and bust
• Image Comics founded; breaks duopoly.
• Sotheby’s holds first comic-book auction.
• Inflates bubble that bursts in ‘93
• 9 out of 10 comic book shops close.

1996 - 1998
• Marvel declares bankruptcy.
• Sells crown jewels: Spider-Man to SONY 

and X-Men to Fox
• SONY turned down the chance to buy the 

rights to nearly every character for $25m.
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Nobody gives a damn about the 
other Marvel characters. Get just 

the rights to Spider-Man.

–– SONY executive, allegedly

https://www.stamfordadvocate.com/business/article/Spider-Man-debuts-with-Sony-today-but-the-16702983.php

“
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Marvel: 2005 - Present     

2005 - 2008
• Kevin Feige convinces studio to make an 

Iron Man movie; RJD to star.
• First movie is box office smash.

2009 - 2019
• Box-office and cultural dominance

2019 - Present
• Pivot to streaming during COVID
• Uneven but still dependable performance
• $31 billion dollars total
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But there was something 
else going on in the culture.
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The rise of “Nerd Culture”
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Post-9/11 national mood
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There’s almost never a single 
narrative, but many possible 
and valid ones.
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Charting the 
course ahead
Interrogate your brand.

Look for contradiction and tension.

Obligatory Odyssey Tie-In

Understand what’s meaningful to your market.
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Four dimensions:

Consumers want brands to be authentic.

• Credibility

• Integrity

• Symbolism

• Continuity

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1057740814001089
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Interrogate your brand.

Brand authenticity

• Is our brand behaving credibly?

• Are we demonstrating integrity, as we define it? 

• What do we stand for and symbolize? 

• Is that consistent with who we are / want to be?

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1057740814001089
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Where do people find meaning?
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Where do people find meaning?
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Where do people find meaning?
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One big change: The decline of religion in the U.S.
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An interesting tension?
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Spaces for brands to create new meaning?

Ritual and CommunityProselytize and Position
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Spaces for brands to create new meaning?

The Optimized SelfThe Quantified Self
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Reasons for optimism––an interesting tension?
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Happiness Innovation Magic Achievement

What story does the positioning live inside?

“The pursuit of 
happiness”

“The march of 
progress”

“Childhood is 
imagination”

“Sport is a 
meritocracy”
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Vicktor Frankl: Logotherapy
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Everything can be taken from a man 
but one thing: the last of the human 
freedoms—to choose one's attitude 
in any given set of circumstances, to 

choose one's own way.

– Vicktor Frankl

“
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What’s going on in the culture?
What’s meaningful?
What stories are we living in?
How can we connect authentically?





Thank you.
As we set sail on this journey, our crew is ready to explore 
uncharted territories, weather any storm, and steer toward 
new horizons. With a clear course plotted, we’ll navigate 
through opportunities, tackle challenges head-on, and dock 
at our destination with confidence and success.



S E T  S A I L  W I T H :

C O U R S E :

Katt Kollett + Jennifer Lill

Navigating Uncharted Waters: 
An Exploration of the Powers 
and Pitfalls of AI

On Deck
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