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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	Cat-Related Memes and Gen Z Brand Image: A Hybrid Ethnographic Study of Meme–Brand Fit and Stance on Chinese social media

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	Across Chinese social media—especially Bilibili, Xiaohongshu and Douyin—memes have become the everyday language through which Gen Z construct and contest brand meaning (Malodia et al., 2022; Lemée, 2021). Following Swidler, culture may be seen as a “tool kit” of “symbols, stories, rituals, and worldviews” from which people build “strategies of action” (1986, p. 273). In this sense, cat-related memes function as readily available cultural tools: young internet users select and recombine them, in public and participatory ways, to make sense of brands; widespread smartphone use and near-constant connectivity further amplify this circulation (Vogels, Gelles-Watnick & Massarat, 2022). The research question here is: within meme marketing on Chinese platforms, how can brands choose meme templates that are congruent with their brand identity to shape brand image and, in turn, raise engagement among Gen Z?

Conceptually, the study sits at the junction of meme studies and brand image. Shifman defines internet memes as families that share content, form and stance, produced with awareness of prior variants and designed for remix; in short-video genres, stance—whether warm humour or sharper sarcasm—often steers uptake and interpretation (Shifman, 2013; 2014). CBBE models brand image as associative networks in memory (Keller, 1993; 2001; Keller & Swaminathan, 2019), while classic work on brand personality/equity remains pertinent (Aaker, 1996; 1997). In UGC-heavy environments, brands’ authorship is increasingly redistributed: audience recirculation and reworking of existing material can, at times, carry greater reach and influence, expanding the range of “brand carriers” (e.g., streamers, meme creators). Consequently, meme–brand congruency and tone guardrails have become central concerns for researchers and creative practitioners alike (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010; Laestadius & Wahl, 2017).

In 2024, the Yunnan crisps brand Lumila used cat-meme shorts on Bilibili to move from a regional “small factory” image towards national online recognition: an early clip reached about 1.8 million plays and entered Bilibili’s hot lists, driving rapid follower growth (Yunyingpai, 2024). Business coverage later projected 2024 online GMV at roughly £6.5 million (about ten times 2023), with around half attributed to Bilibili-driven e-commerce (Foodaily, 2024; The Paper, 2024). Read through the lens of meme–brand fit, Lumila’s warm, self-deprecating cat memes aligned with a down-to-earth persona; the brand produced a stream of short, story-like videos and actively encouraged co-creation—turning a cultural “tool kit” into effective “strategies of action” in practice (Swidler, 1986, p. 273).

At a practical level, meme use is widespread among young internet users, and in recent years the communicative and marketing potential of memes has been increasingly recognised by practitioners and scholars. Yet in the Chinese-language internet there is still no clear, workable standard for brand–meme fit: even the same template can shift in meaning as users rework it, and creative teams lack professional guidance on which templates suit which brand identities, when to favour humour over sarcasm, how to adjust layout/tempo/caption syntax without breaching brand safety, and how to verify effects quickly beyond raw attention metrics. The high-participation dynamics of user-generated content (UGC) also make controversy costlier: executions read as “try-hard” or “cynical” can push associative networks in the wrong direction (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). For example, Pringles China used the “maodie” cat meme in a Douyin video; some users associated the template with an “anti-cat” subculture, and following the backlash the brand deleted the post and apologised. The case shows what happens when superficial resemblance in content/form is prioritised over a meme’s stance and its community usage history, destabilising brand safety. Recent studies link memes to engagement and image outcomes but still stop short of mid-level rules specifying which combinations of content, form and stance reliably build brand image—and which backfire—under participatory remix conditions (Teng, Lo & Lee, 2021; 2022).

	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	Aim:
This study aims to equip brands and creative teams with a practical toolkit for meme marketing on Chinese social media. The toolkit will help them select and adapt memes and assess meme–brand fit. Using this decision process, the project will produce a series of comparable advertising executions for comparative testing and validation, to identify which meme factors most effectively strengthen Gen Z’s brand image and engagement.

Objectives:
Objective 1: To map real marketing cases and advertising works in which brands have used cat-related memes on Chinese social media, and to trace and refine their marketing and online circulation processes, thereby identifying the specific impact of meme–brand fit on brand building and laying the groundwork for subsequent research.

Objective 2: To observe and record how Gen Z discuss, respond to, participate in and create cat-related memes around brands across Chinese social media and offline settings; to analyse and distil these observations in order to identify empathy patterns within Chinese Gen Z’s meme culture and the risk triggers involved; and to produce a meme–brand image link chart for rapid, early-stage judgement of fit and likely image direction, as a core underpinning of the Toolkit.

Objective 3: To produce an advertising toolkit for using cat-related memes on Chinese social platforms, offering reference for a select–adapt–rapid verification process that tests meme–brand fit, reduces potential risk, and increases engagement among Gen Z.

Objective 4: To co-design with practitioners and, through practitioner review, apply the Toolkit in real contexts to produce a series of adverts that validate its practical utility; and, using these adverts as one comparison set, conduct a comparative test to identify which meme-related factors most effectively enhance Gen Z brand image.

	Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	
Proposed plan of work (Sep 2025 – Sep 2027)
	Dates
	Key Elements
	Outputs

	Sep 2025
		



	PG1 — submit full project proposal



	Clarify scope, aims and methods; align with supervisor

	Oct 2025
		



	PG2 — submit full ethics & progress materials



	Ethics approval secured; fieldwork may commence

	Nov–Dec 2025
	Desk research; platform mapping; draft observation cues & codebook
	Common vocabulary and cues; clear problem framing; readiness for case/field work

	Jan–Feb 2026
		



	Case study collection and cross-platform contrasts



	
	Reveal processes behind successful and unsuccessful cases; identify platform contingencies; prioritise learning questions




	Jan–Jun 2026
		



	Hybrid ethnography (online / offline / in-between; brief interviews / focus groups)



	Actionable audience insights; meme-feature → image-impression mapping; note risk triggers

	Jul–Aug 2026
		



	Design translation: build the Toolkit; prepare exemplar adverts



	Convert evidence into decision tools and guardrails; define a pre-release quick-check routine

	Sep–Oct 2026
		



	Practitioner co-design (Shenzhen) and integration



	Improve usability and workflow fit; agree adoption conditions; lock test stimuli

	Nov–Dec 2026
		



	Light comparative check (Nanchang)



	Directional evidence on meme factors → brand-image lift; practical signals to refine guidance

	Feb–Mar 2027
		



	Feed findings back into the Toolkit; draft Methods and Case Study sections



	Consolidated guidance for practice; coherent narrative from evidence to tool

	Apr–Sep 2027
	Thesis writing (six months); curate examinable artefacts; final checks & submission
	Integrated thesis; Toolkit and exemplar adverts packaged for examination; submission completed





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	This is a practice-based, mixed-methods study led by hybrid ethnography. It examines how cat-related memes are created and integrated into advertising on Chinese social media to increase Gen Z engagement and build brand image, and then translates findings into a practitioner-facing toolkit. The stance is pragmatic mixed-methods, i.e., methods are chosen for what they enable in practice (Feilzer, 2010; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010), with design work used to materialise knowledge as usable artefacts (Gaver, 2012).

Library-based & online desk research (supports O1–O3).
A focused review consolidates the content–form–stance account of internet memes (Shifman, 2013; 2014) with brand image/brand equity in CBBE (Keller, 1993; 2001; Keller and Swaminathan, 2019), alongside work on UGC/creator cultures and design-led inquiry. In parallel, norms on Bilibili, Xiaohongshu and Douyin are mapped to produce a shared glossary, observation cues and a compact coding guide that steer fieldwork and later design translation. This establishes common language for judging meme–brand fit and expected image pathways.

Case study (achieves O1; informs O3–O4).
Two to three representative brand × cat-meme cases on Chinese platforms will be documented using small-N, multi-source logic with analytic generalisation (Yin, 2018). Because “finding the right meme and turning it into advertising” is itself a challenge, emphasis falls on key decisions and evidence across creation and circulation—successful and unsuccessful executions alike—plus cross-platform contrasts where the same template travels differently. These contingencies become platform context notes inside the toolkit to guide later selection/adaptation.

Hybrid ethnography (achieves O2; feeds O3).
Fieldwork follows memes online, offline, and the in-between, aligning observation to community rhythms rather than a single site (Przybylski, 2020). Methods combine online participant-observation in short-video threads/comment cultures with situational notes at everyday touchpoints (e.g., cafés, dorms, pop-ups, co-viewing) and consent-based views of private channels (DMs/group chats), using dated screenshots and periodic revisits to keep an audit trail. To support rigour, online–offline data assembly brings participant-generated clips/screens together with researcher notes and allows participants to challenge interpretations (Liu, 2023; Przybylski, 2020). Short semi-structured interviews/mini-groups with meme-literate undergraduates in Nanchang (18–24) capture everyday judgement terms (fit; authentic vs try-hard; humour vs sarcasm; red lines). A concise thematic read then links meme features (template, stance, layout/tempo, caption syntax) to brand-image impressions (e.g., playful, authentic, approachable, cool).

Design translation & practitioner co-design (achieves O3; prepares O4).
Following Research through Design (Gaver, 2012), insights are shaped into a compact Meme–Brand Fit Toolkit for real briefs: fit guidance, tone guardrails, 4–6 pattern cards for meme-style shorts, a small exemplar set, and a one-page pre-release image-oriented check. Two short review rounds with 4A creatives in Shenzhen focus on usability and workflow fit; feedback is folded into the toolkit with a brief usage note. Using the same process (brief → creative → pre-flight), a small series of meme-based adverts is produced for comparison.

Light comparative check (achieves O4).
A modest comparison with ≈120–150 undergraduates in Nanchang (18–24) assigns each participant to one short stimulus (high-fit cat-meme, low-fit cat-meme, or non-meme baseline) and a brief mobile questionnaire. The aim is directional evidence on how specific meme factors act through engagement pathways to influence brand image—reported in CBBE—Imagery terms (Keller, 1993; 2001)—and to make targeted refinements to toolkit content and execution guidance. This pragmatic move addresses gaps linking content/form/stance to image lift under Chinese platform conditions (Feilzer, 2010; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010).
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	Facilities:
University library and journal databases (including CNKI/Wanfang); on-platform access to Bilibili, Xiaohongshu and Douyin for observing public materials; standard qualitative/survey software (e.g. NVivo/ATLAS.ti, Qualtrics/WJX); basic video tools for short exemplar edits. Data will be stored in encrypted cloud storage and on encrypted physical hard drives.

Access and permissions:
Library/database access via university credentials; platform use in line with platform terms. For campus-based work in Nanchang, permissions will be obtained from relevant university units/student societies. Ethical approval will be sought at PG2 before any fieldwork.

Travel:
The primary fieldwork will take place in Nanchang, Jiangxi (China), with short domestic visits to Shenzhen for practitioner workshops. This will involve international travel between the UK and China for defined fieldwork windows; outside those windows, analysis and writing will be carried out in the UK. Travel will be self-funded and kept modest.

Fieldwork and interviews:
The study uses hybrid ethnography focused on undergraduates in Nanchang (online observation plus brief in-person sessions). Short semi-structured interviews/focus groups with Gen Z participants (18–24) will be conducted with consent, anonymisation and secure data handling.
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