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Introduction 

 

This research is designed to explore meaning transference and creation in gift giving or 

exchange rituals (McCracken 1986). As gift giving is a timeless tradition and through 

the integration of consumerism into gift giving traditions, it is important to understand 

how brand meaning passes from the product to the gift receiver. Additionally, as 

marketers expand their use of seeding products with bloggers, vloggers, and other on-

line influencers, marketers still do not fully understand the interactive online 

community they are trying to influence (Kozinets, Valck, Wojnicki & Wilner 2010). 

Therefore, this research will not only provide marketers with a better understanding of 

online communities but will also provide firsthand insights into how meaning is created 

in gift receivers. 

 

The increase use of technology to produce personal or confessional video diaries on the 

internet offers researchers an opportunity to go directly to the source of meaning 

creation: the gift receiver. In this research, personal vlog videos are transcribed, coded 

and analyzed. Specifically, videos posted on youtube under the category of „Haul 

Video‟ comprise the study‟s sample.  

 

Haul Video Overview 

 

Haul videos are typically made by adolescent Americans girls in which they discuss the 

products they hauled home. The haul could have stemmed from a trip to the mall, a 

birthday or Christmas party, or be related to a specific shopping event, such as school 

shopping. Many of the people who post haul videos also post videos focused on other 

topics as well, typically the other videos focus on make-up and clothing. 

 

In this research, videos were selected by conducting searches on youtube under the 

terms: „birthday haul‟ and „haul birthday‟. As argued by Patton (2002), a purposeful 

sampling procedure is preferred when the focus is on a phenomenon, as in this case, 

meaning creation in gifts, and not focused on empirical generalization. The sample was 

purposely limited to gifts received for birthdays to avoid potential confounding factors 

stemming from other gift giving situations, such as Christmas or graduations. However, 

the sample has not been restricted to adolescents or Americans.  

 

Methodology 

 

First, it is important to discuss why the process of attaching meaning to gifts is best 

explored using qualitative research methods. The haul videos allow the process of 

meaning creation/transfer to be explained by the participants in their own words and 

treats these perceptions as the focal point of the analysis. Therefore, taking a qualitative 

approach to analyzing haul videos honors and captures the perspectives of each 

participant (Patton 2002). 
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Besides coding and analyzing a transcript of each video, a visual analysis is conducted 

to fully capture “what producers, deliberately or otherwise, intended to communicate” 

(Leeuwen & Jeweitt 2001, p. 7) that a pure text analysis can‟t adequately reflect. 

Visuals provide contextual analysis to help understand the phenomena better than if 

only transcriptions were considered (Goldkuhl & Cronholm 2010). 

 

Additionally, while the subject do not know their gift narratives are being analyzed for 

consumption patterns,  but as with any recording with a theatrical component the 

complex relationship cannot be fully overcome. Thus, the fact that subjects are „acting‟ 

and they did select the gifts to present needs to be considered when interpreting the data 

and findings.   

 

Despite the above limitation, the extreme connection these subjects make with 

consumption and identity construction make them prime candidates to examine them for 

theories on consumption meaning creation (Patton 2002). The effort required to develop 

and post a haul video, while not extremely challenging, does demonstrate that these 

individuals connect with their consumption/possession more than most consumers. 

Therefore, these narratives from ordinary consumers are prime subjects to explore the 

meaning creation phenomena in gift receiving since they offer an opportunity to take a 

critical analysis of consumer culture (Elliott & Davies 2006, p. 244). 

 

Grounded Theory Approach 

 

This research study is being approached from a grounded theory perspective (Strauss & 

Corbin 1998). No significant research on prior theory has been conducted, thus this 

paper can be classified in the exploratory or discovery phase (Bernard 2000). 

Additionally, beginning the research with relatively no precategorizations is preferred 

when conducting inductive theory building research (Goldkuhl & Cronholm 2010; 

Patton 2002). Accordingly, most the research conducted as this time has been on 

research methodologies rather than theoretical issues.  

 

The above statements are not intended to imply that no theoretical or literature review 

will be conducted; rather, as concepts begin to emerge from the data analysis it is 

important to confront the emerging thoughts with prior theories to avoid working in 

knowledge isolation (Goldkuhl & Cronholm 2010) and to lead to improved theories that 

emerge from the phenomena analysis (Patton 2002). 

 

The use of self-recorded videos helps get at motives and thought processes that strict 

textual analyses have difficulty in gathering. Ethnographic consumer research 

understands that the images and artifacts are just as important in theory development as 

the words spoken by subjects (Peñaloza & Cayla 2006).  

 

The unobtrusiveness of this data collection strategy does have an advantage in capturing 

honest perceptions and views. While it can be supposed that the individual who made 

the haul video is engaged in a type of performance, they are still unaware of the 

observations and analysis that are being conducted and therefore the subject‟s actions 

are not modified due to the researcher‟s focus on them (Krippendorff 1980). Further, 

not all elements in the video are planned specifically for this video. For example 

background items displayed on shelves are typically not planned for the video but 

represent a personal display of the individual‟s values and identity (Collier 2001). This 
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is why including a visual analysis component in this research is not only desired by 

necessary.  

 

In order to structure and document the visual component of the research a visual 

analysis template was developed. The template is focused on capturing the two main 

levels of a visual artifact or setting. The first level is called denotation and is focused on 

representing or describing the artifact or setting (Leeuwen 2001). The ultimate goal is to 

create a descriptive or textual representation of the artifact or scene setting so that an 

accurate mental image is created when it‟s read by another individual. 

 

The second level is connotation. The connotation analysis is more entailed in that the 

meanings and values expressed through the artifact are presented. In essence, what is 

the significant value of the object (Leeuwen 2001). Unfortunately, due to the fact that 

some symbolic symbols are intended for and only understood by a select audience a 

pure iconographic analysis could not be undertaken (Leeuwen 2001). While I am 

submersed in the data I am not submersed in the culture of each and every subject. 

 

 Workshop and Methodology 

 

While I have already started transcribing and coding the data, I would like to ensure that 

my data collection and analysis procedure is acceptable for a high quality journal like 

JCR. I have done a significant amount of research on grounded theory, ethnography, 

and visual interpretation techniques prior to commencing the transcription process. One 

of the biggest issues I had was how to code the videos and images. I have attached the 

visual analysis template that I use as an appendix. I particularly like the separation 

between connotation and denotation. Separating the projected meaning (connotation) 

from the actual physical representation of the artifact (denotation) is expected to be 

important as the data analysis progresses. Therefore, the workshop should be extremely 

helpful in drawing the connections between the data analysis and current theory. 

Perhaps, the merging of visual analysis with the textual analysis and resolving 

contradictions between the two analyses could be an interesting discussion topic at the 

workshop, as well. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Currently my data set contains thirty downloaded birthday haul videos. All thirty have 

been transcribed; however, only six transcripts have been coded, using open coding. A 

few of the videos have been visually analysed at the denotation level, but none have 

been analysed at the connotation level. Through March and April I hope to progress to 

axial coding, but this will depend on how the data fits together. As mentioned above, as 

I move into the axial coding process, I will begin conducting a focused literature search 

to see how my categories correspond with existing theories.  

 

It should be noted that my data set will expand as I get closer to coding all my current 

videos.  

 

I have all my data entered into Nvivo 9. I have used various freeware products to rip the 

videos from youtube, so I have a hard copy of the original video. Further, I have 

extracted the audio component from the video, in case a strictly audio analysis 
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component is needed. Lastly, screenshots of the opening page were taken and will be 

analyzed at a later date.  

 

Data Findings 

 

As you can expect the findings are hard to conjecture at this stage of my research. 

However, I have analyzed and coded a few videos so far and have some ideas 

developing.  

 

As far as meaning creation goes, it appears that gifts accompanied with a narrative take 

on a unique meaning that overrides corporate dictated meanings. Thus, all the hard-

work and strategy that goes into creating a brand meaning is effectively eliminated if the 

gift givers tells a story about why they bought the gift, for example. While this finding 

does expose a potential negative to marketers it does offer an opportunity. This is 

because negative associations attached to the gift through popular culture or peer groups 

can be erased, opening up the opportunity to marketers to attract new customers. For 

example, if a local community of skateboarders wear a certain brand to create their 

identity then cheerleaders, jocks, and book-worms tend to avoid the brand. However, if 

someone receives the brand as a gift, accompanied by a story, the brand has a better 

chance of moving into other groups. This finding, if it continues to be evident, can assist 

marketers in overcoming the stickiness of a less than desired brand culture (Holt 2003). 

 

I also expect to address in the final publication, the differences in meaning creation 

when the present was bought with gift money versus personal money. It may seem 

strange at first to treat gifts bought with their own money as a birthday gift however 

many of the gifts discussed in the videos are such gifts. It appears that these gift 

buyers/receivers purchase more practical items, such as clothes for work. However, 

when compared to gifts purchased with gift money the practicality of the gift 

diminishes. I am excited to tease out the differences between gifts bought with gift 

money and own money. This portion of the analysis should be a little more complicated 

than just a straight textual analysis which is why I am excited about it.  

 

Workshop and Data Analysis 

 

Although I have already started my data analysis, I do have concerns with the data 

analysis component that the workshop can help me with. The first concern has to do 

with merging emerging themes with existing theory. So far, besides a few papers that I 

have read regarding consumer culture theory in general, I have not focused on meaning 

transfer. I am concerned with losing the openness that I currently have when I start 

consulting existing literature.  

 

My second concern is how to turn this research into two different papers. The main 

focus is on meaning creation/transference that occurs in gift receiving however the 

visual analysis is resulting in a wealth of knowledge on how to market or advertise 

using web-videos. For example, I am coding if the recipient holds the gift up to the 

camera and if so, do they do anything to make it easier for the viewer to see the item. 

Specifically, some individuals hold their hands behind the item to facilitate the auto-

focusing of the web-camera. The inclusion of opening theme songs is also another item 

I have been tracking. Now, I am thinking that my research related to vlog marketing 

strategies would be a good article for the Journal of Interactive Marketing, for example. 
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Perhaps, during the workshop we could talk about getting the most out of our research 

or how to deal with new topics that emerge that are as important, if not more important, 

than your original focus.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The analysis of vlogs focused on describing birthday presents they hauled home can 

offer important insights into how meaning is created during the exchange ritual 

(McCracken 1986). By incorporating a textual and visual analysis component in this 

research study, the author is able to base the findings on a contextual understanding that 

a purely textual analysis cannot.  

 

The research uses the thoughts and meanings expressed by the gift recipient as the basis 

of the findings. Future research that looks at the meaning the gift giver had towards the 

gift could offer further insights. Additionally, this study could be replicated in other gift 

receiving situations, such as graduations where the gift could take on an award or 

congratulations meanings, to see if meaning creation is different.  

 

Despite the limitations of this research, this paper approaches the topic using a very 

systematic method. A multi-grounded theory approach was used to develop theory. This 

approached begins with first investigating the phenomena with little pre-existing 

categories or a theory to test. As theories or concepts emerged from the data, existing 

theory was consulted to ensure the theory does not develop in isolation to existing 

theory and practice (Goldkuhl & Cronholm 2010).  

 

Thank you for reviewing my workshop submission. 

 

Matthew Allen Hawkins 
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Video Analysis Template
1
 

Created by Matthew Hawkins, for Haul Project 

Date of Analysis:  
 

Video Name: 

File Location: 
 

Sequence 

Title 

Scene (denotation)
23

 Visuals 

(behaviour) 

Relevant talk Connotation
4
 (what is 

represented) 

Position in 

shot
5
 

(camera 

angle, etc) 

Time 

Stamp 

Opening 

Screen 

      

Stage 

Description 

  NA    

Opening 

Remarks 

      

1
st
 Present       

Etc.       
 

After first viewing analysis, perform the following three visual activities. 
 

Special Viewing
6
 Comments 

Slow 50%  

Fast 200%  

Rewind (4 second intervals)  

 

                                                
1
 Table from: Idema, R. (2001). Analysing film and television: A social semiotic account of Hospital: an Unhealthy Business. In Handbook of visual analysis. Editors: 

Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001). Sage: Thousand Oaks, California. 
2 Leeuwen, T. (2001). Semiotics and iconography. Chapter 5 in Handbook of visual analysis. Editors: Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001). Sage: Thousand Oaks, California. 
3 Schroeder, J. (2006). Critical visual analysis. In Handbook of qualitative research methods in marketing. Editor: Belk, R. (2006). Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, 

Cheltenham, UK. 
4 Leeuwen, T. (2001). Semiotics and iconography. Chapter 5 in Handbook of visual analysis. Editors: Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001). Sage: Thousand Oaks, California. 
5 Bell, P. (2001). Content analysis of visual images . Chapter 2 in Handbook of visual analysis. Editors: Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001). Sage: Thousand Oaks, California. 
6 Collier, M. (2001). Approaches to analysis in visual anthropology. Chapter 3 in Handbook of visual analysis. Editors: Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001). Sage: Thousand Oaks, 

California. 


