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ABSTRACT 

 

Purpose- The purpose of this paper is to explore the influence of co-branding on brand 

images from consumers’ perspectives and whether the result of co-branding is 

consistent with the companies’ expectations or not.  

 

Design/methodology/approach- A qualitative research approach is adopted to allow a 

deeper insight into the impacts of Supreme co-branding from consumers’ perspectives. 

We conducted in-depth exploratory interviews with 7 consumers of Supreme to analyze 

the effect of co-branding and explain our research questions. 

 

Findings- Branding negligence can cause losses in attracting customers. Co-branding 

strategy has more advantages than disadvantages. Co-branding partners will influence 

customers’ brand image. 

 

Research limitations- The paper only focuses on the fashion industry and the research 

object is limited to a single brand’s customers, Supreme fans, without exploring the 

opinions of consumers of other partner brands. In addition, the age and gender of 

sample subjects are not evenly distributed.  

 

Keywords: brand, branding, brand image, co-branding, Supreme 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s fiercely competitive market, the value of brands is very crucial. A valuable 

brand can bring potential financial benefits to the company. (Hollis, 2014) 

Firms frequently implement a branding strategy to show and highlight their uniqueness 

for stimulating consumers’ perception of the brand, with the aim of enabling consumers 

to distinguish the brand more easily from their competitors. (Abratt & Motlana, 2002) 

 

At present, there are more interactions between consumer and firm, and consumer no 

longer plays a role of passive recipients, but plays a core role who has a higher status 

(Smith et al., 2017). Consumers’ attitudes will affect the value of a brand. Therefore, 

consumers’ perspective on a brand, which is also called brand image, is considered 

important. 

 

In a global context, co-branding with a recognized brand can be an effective branding 

strategy for a firm. (Abratt & Motlana, 2002). To implement a co-branding strategy, 

firms build partnerships with other brands to release new products or services, with a 

variety of motivations but for maximizing their profits. In recent years, more and more 

brands have attracted consumers’ attention more widely by using co-branding, 

especially in the fashion industry. Firms believe that co-branding can enhance 

consumers’ perception of brand image. (Abratt & Motlana, 2002). Co-branding strategy 

is considered to generate synergies on existing brands and bring various potential 

benefits to the brands. (Chang, 2009). 

 

Erevellesa et al. (2008) note that it is important for companies to select a right partner 

in co-branding. Product fit and brand fit are two pivotal factors in evaluating partner 

brands. (Simonin & Ruth, 1998). Hadjicharalambous (2013) observes that a wrong 

partner will not only lead to the failure of co-branding, but also reduce the initiator 

brand’s profits. 
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However, up to now, there has a gap. Previous studies investigate firms’ perspectives 

on co-branding, but very little attention has been paid to the influence of co-branding 

from consumers’ perspectives, and whether the brand image can be changed because 

of a co-branding or not remains unknown.  

 

We hope to fill the gap in the existing literature by conducting a research on co-branding 

from the perspectives of consumers. So, we set our research questions: will consumers’ 

brand image get influenced because of co-branding? What is its influence? Is it 

consistent with the companies’ expectations? 

 

In this study, a qualitative research approach is adopted to allow us to obtain a deeper 

insight from consumers’ perspectives. We select Supreme as the research object. It is a 

world-famous streetwear brand which has a history of 25 years with the features of 

numerous co-branding activities and popular among the young. What is worth 

mentioning is the co-branding between Supreme and Louis Vuitton, which once caused 

a sensation in 2017. We conducted in-depth exploratory interviews with 7 consumers 

of Supreme to analyze the effect of co-branding and explain our research questions. 

 

We notice that a successful co-branding can effectively improve the brand image from 

consumers’ perspectives. Co-branding is welcomed by consumers. They are glad to see 

the collision of inspiration between brands, and they have a high tolerance for 

dissatisfied co-branding. On the other hand, the firm expects to improve brand 

awareness through co-branding, which was proved to be effective in our study. The 

consumers in this study did know more brands through co-branding activities. It could 

even help firms to reach the expectations that expanding the market and consumers base 

by using co-branding. However, this study found that the effect of transferring the brand 

image was not obvious as firms expected. 
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In general, the advantages of co-branding activities outweigh the disadvantages to both 

firms and consumers. If firms could select the right partners, co-branding activities 

would be more popular thus strengthen the brand image in consumers’ perspectives. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Brand 

2.1.1 The definition of brand 

Aaker (1991) states that a brand represents the name and symbol of a company. While, 

Karadeniz (2010) has a different opinion that a brand is not only a company’s name or 

symbol, but also reflects the quality of the company’s products and the customers’ 

perception, which means how the customers think about the company. A brand can 

evoke the ideas, memories, and feelings when a customer thinks of it. (Hollis, 2014). 

Customers regard the brand as a convenient tool to express their personal beliefs, values, 

and style. (Kucuk, 2019).  

 

2.1.2 The importance of brand 

The brand is valuable because it is the shortcut for people to rapidly recognize that the 

brand performs better than alternatives. (Hollis, 2014). Brands offer companies the 

potential of increasing their financial value, and a brand could last for long even the 

company does not exist anymore. (Hollis, 2014). Successful brands can help customers 

to remember their firms’ products. By stimulating customers’ thoughts, emotional 

experience, and their behavioral outcomes, those brands trigger the images in customers’ 

mind and make the images intensely connect to them in an instant. (Smith et al., 2017). 

The interaction between consumers and brands can stimulate consumers’ sense of 



 7 

participation and deliver an experience value. (Smith et al., 2017). The importance of a 

brand is reflected in the fact that it not only symbolizes the quality, but also symbolizes 

the self-value of consumers. People are even willing to pay a premium to buy a brand 

because it is more suitable for them and can satisfy their needs than other brands. (Hollis, 

2014). Consumers can express their psychological needs by virtue of the symbolic 

meaning and personal identification of a brand. (Smith et al., 2017). A strong brand has 

a high value and the name of the brand will be associated with its popularity and the 

value of the products. When the name of the brand is heard by the customer, the 

customer will think that the products of the brand have high quality. Then, customers 

will be loyal to the brand; meanwhile, loyalty is the most important measure of brand 

value. (Išoraitė, 2018). 

 

2.2 Brand Image 

2.2.1 The definition of brand image 

Consumers have their own perspectives on different brands. When they look at different 

brands, different emotions and images will be triggered. (Kucuk, 2019). Brand image 

is the association of consumers based on the tangible and intangible attributes of a brand. 

The personality of consumers, their attitude towards the brand, the influence of the 

society, and the communication between the brand and consumers will all affect the 

brand image. (Išoraitė, 2018). Brand image can be interpreted as how customers 

perceive the brand. It is the key for consumers to make choices after collecting 

information about specific brands and alternative products. (Ataman & Ulengin, 2003).  

 

2.2.2 The importance of brand image 

A strong brand not only has unique high recognition that distinguishes it from other 

brands, but also has a positive attitude when consumers think about the brand. (Smith 
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et al., 2017). When a product has a positive brand image, consumers will feel that the 

product has a good brand, which is more unique and different from other brands. 

(Sasmita & Mohd, 2015). In contemporary, consumers play a more core and interactive 

role in the relationship between brands and consumers, instead of being passive 

recipients of brand information and interactions initiated by brands. Consumers have a 

stronger role to play in connection decisions. (Smith et al., 2017). A company with a 

good brand image can gain a better competitive advantage, get a better position in the 

market and even expand its market share. (Park et al., 1986). A favorable corporate 

image is more beneficial to the development of the company, which can effectively 

implement branding strategy and even help the company to overcome the crisis. 

(Išoraitė, 2018) 

 

2.3 Branding and Co-branding 

2.3.1 The definition of branding 

In order to enable consumers to perceive the brand image, the company will convey 

tangible products and intangible services to consumers together with the company’s 

attitude, which is called branding. (Smith et al., 2017). The Purpose of branding is to 

enhance the image of the product and enable consumers to resonate with the relevant 

concepts of the brand. (Smith et al., 2017). Another purpose of branding is to integrate 

the brand into the life of consumers. It is necessary to understand how to communicate 

with the target consumers and find out the intrinsic value and additional intangible 

value of the product. (Hollis, 2014). Since the brand impression of consumers is rooted 

in their thoughts, feelings and experiences, the aim of branding is to try its best to 

inspire consumers and stimulate their perceptions, making them feel that this brand is 

more valuable than alternatives and even to let consumers ignore any alternatives. 

(Hollis, 2014). In order to enable consumers to distinguish different brands, branding 

need to demonstrate and convey their differences and ensure that consumers can easily 
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understand the differences. (Išoraitė, 2018). Smith, Stavros, and Westberg (2017) 

propose that branding strategy can reflect the market positioning of the product, as well 

as a range of product features, including function, quality and price; and demarcate 

from competitors. Successful branding can help the product differentiate from other 

products so that selling products can be easier because consumers have a strong 

connection between their views on the product and its identifiability. To prevent 

competitors from copy easily, branding needs to link with the company’s culture, 

programs, values and priority to let brand stand out in the market. (Išoraitė, 2018). The 

ultimate result of successful branding is that more people desire a product and are 

willing to pay a premium price over its own product value because a certain intangible 

value is higher than a tangible value in the associated brand impression of consumers. 

(Hoills, 2014)  

 

Based on the above theories, Model 1 (Figure 1) is summarized to represent the 

relationships between roles in the theoretical framework so far. Firm’s name, logo and 

the products or services launched by the firm jointly form its brand. Meanwhile, the 

brand represents the firm itself. The firm delivers its brand to consumers through 

branding strategy, and consumers thus generate a perception based on the brand, which 

is called brand image. 

 

(Figure 1) 

 

2.3.2 The definition co-branding 

In order to effectively enhance consumers’ perception of brand image, a brand 

cooperates with another recognized brand, which is called co-branding. Such branding 
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strategy is popular worldwide. (Rodrigues, 2011). According to Voss and Tansuhaj 

(1999), co-branding can bolster brand image and brand awareness, which is an 

important branding strategy. Beezy (2007) believes that co-branding corresponds to a 

combination of two or more brands. When two brands cooperate to form a partnership, 

they will give multiple brands a name on a single product or service. (Grossman & Till, 

1998). Blackett and Boad (1999) also mention that co-branding is a form of cooperation 

between recognizable brands, and all participating brands must retain their brand names. 

Chang (2009) has a further view that co-branding is not only the marketing method of 

attaching multiple brand names to a single product or service, but also a strategy of 

joint branding, that is, the constituent brands can cooperate with each other to achieve 

their own goals. A successful co-branding strategy can achieve synergy, allowing each 

brand to leverage its unique strengths. 

 

2.3.3 The motivations for companies to using co-branding 

Due to increasingly fierce market competition, co-branding between companies has 

become a means to gain benefits for both sides of strategic partners. (Rodrigues et al., 

2011). Co-branding is an increasingly popular marketing strategy, as the synergy 

between these two brands can have multiple potential benefits. (Chang, 2009) 

The brand alliance is beneficial to both brands. Co-branding can expand their customer 

base and increase customers’ loyalty to maximize profits. (Erevellesa et al., 2008). Co-

branding enables partners to share their loyal customers, which they are unlikely to 

reach individually. (Rodrigues et al., 2011). One luxury goods company said that it 

established a partnership with a mass-brand in order to promote its products and expand 

its consumer base by putting its cooperation products with relatively low prices into the 

market full of counterfeits. (Oeppen & Jamal, 2014). Co-branding also can help partner 

brands to build awareness. (Oeppen & Jamal, 2014). Some authors also point out that 

some brands have gained popularity through co-branding strategy, which enables them 
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to attract more potential partners and carry out more cooperation in the future. In other 

words, if a brand has a successful experience of co-branding, an interested future 

partner will feel relieved and have more confidence to believe that their co-branding 

will have less risk. (Oeppen & Jamal, 2014) 

 

Co-branding is an important tool for some brands to improve their brand image by 

associating a partner’s brand with customers’ perception. (Oeppen & Jamal, 2014). 

Through co-branding strategy, a company can integrate its original brand image with 

its current partner’s brand image. (Besharat, 2010). Brand managers pay attention to 

brand image and brand identity management, and they hope to "borrow" the brand 

image from their partners through co-branding, so as to make their brands more 

competitive. (Oeppen & Jamal, 2014). 

However, for unknown brands, the co-branding strategy with well-known brands can 

effectively help them to associate with the brand image of well-known brands and 

improve customers’ attitude towards them. (Voss and Gammoh 2004). For Levin and 

Levin (2000), when people come across a joint product between a well-known brand 

and an unknown brand, they are more likely to assume that the unknown brand has the 

same value and image as the well-known brand. (Besharat, 2010). Moreover, co-

branding can also provide a brand’s co-branded products with the name and image of 

another brand. Consequently, consumers will perceive a sense of added value, which a 

single brand cannot achieve even if it adopts the strategy of brand extension. (Helmig 

et al., 2008). In co-branding, various characteristics of two brands can be linked 

together, and the effect of link can enhance or weaken consumers’ views on both sides 

of partner brands. The consumer even produces a unique brand image on the co-branded 

product. (Judith et al., 2000). Rodrigues, Souza and Leitao (2011) put forward that co-

branding should combine two recognized brands to create a high-value-added co-

branding product. In this way, the reputation between partners can be transferred, and 

a branding strategy can be more effective. 
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Based on the above theories, we summarized Model 2 (Figure 2)to describe three major 

motivations to implement co-branding strategy for a firm, which is also the firm’s 

expectations on the effect of co-branding strategy. 

 

 
(Figure 2) 

 

2.3.4 The importance of a right partner 

Selecting the right partners is especially important to co-branding. The firm and its 

partners can complement each other and jointly create a win-win situation, which is 

beneficial to the sustainable development of the firms. (Erevellesa et al., 2008). If a 

company selects a wrong partner, the company will not only result in the failure of its 

co-branded products, but also diminish the benefits of the component brand. 

(Hadjicharalambous, 2013). While the vital factor to the success of co-branding is the 

level of perceived fit with the cooperative partner. (Lee & Decker, 2016). Simonin and 

Ruth (1998) reveal 2 antecedents of co-branding evaluations: 1) product fit, which 

means the product categories of cooperative brands compatible with each other; 2) 

brand fit, or the level of consistency between the images of the cooperative brands. If a 

brand is positioned as prestige, the risk of co-branding is relatively greater for the brand, 

so it must carefully consider how well it fits with its partners’ brands and products. 

(Wason & Charlton, 2015). Brodie, Motion and Leitch (2003) also mention that when 

a firm decides to implements co-branding strategy, the brand value of its partners 

should be required to be matched to ensure that they can establish a viable shared brand 
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identity. Therefore, selecting a right partner is important to brand alliance, but they 

must also consider how consumers cope with co-branding. (Lee & Xiao, 2014) 

 

According to the existing theoretical framework, we figure out Model 3 (Figure 3) to 

represent the relationships between roles in a co-branding strategy. For a variety of 

motivations, two firms develop a partnership when the two brands fit with each other. 

These two brands implement co-branding strategy and present their co-branded 

products to customers. Based on their co-branded products and co-branding activities, 

consumers will generate different brand images on both brands.  

 
(Figure 3) 

 

Previous studies established a theoretical structural basis for the knowledge of brand, 

branding and co-branding. There is a clear concept about the motivations of a company 

selects co-branding as a marketing strategy. Nevertheless, whether these goals are 

achieved in the real world is not clear yet. In addition, the current literature only studied 

co-branding from the perspective of a company, but the study on co-branding from the 

perspective of consumers is still missing. As mentioned in the literature above, the role 

of consumers is significant to the co-branding strategy, and the perception of consumers 

will directly reflect in their brand image on brands. Thus, it is necessary to conduct a 

study of consumers’ views on co-branding. We set our research questions below: 

Will consumers’ brand image get influenced because of co-branding? What is its 

influence? Is it consistent with the companies’ expectations? 
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3. Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative method to test the research questions. We set Supreme 

as the main research object to explore Supreme consumers’ views on co-branded brands, 

whether co-branding activities influenced their brand image on the research object. We 

used snowball sampling to find our interviewees. Seven in-depth interviews were 

conducted.  

3.1 Research Object 

We set Supreme as our research object, which is a streetwear fashion brand founded in 

1994. Because we were aiming to investigate the co-branding activities, it was pivotal 

to select a brand which was active to implement a co-branding strategy. Supreme had 

cooperated with many famous brands, such as Nike, The North Face and Louis Vuitton 

since it is founded. So far Supreme has also been conducting co-branding activities 

continuously. The co-branding activities of Supreme are evergreen. According to 

official sources, recent three months, from March 3rd to June 3rd, Supreme has 

cooperated with Clarks, Nike, Vans, The North Face, Stone Island, Timberland, Band-

Aid and Swarovski to launch lots of co-branded products. (Supreme, 2019). Therefore, 

we identified that Supreme was very active on co-branding, it could be a suitable 

research object. 

Secondly, we intended to investigate the perspective of consumers, that was, brand 

image. Hence, a mature and popular brand should be the appropriate research object, 

so as to ensure that the branding strategy of the brand can take effects for consumers, 

and enable consumers to have a valid and stable feeling on the brand. 

Supreme has many followers around the world. The brand of Supreme can be proven 

to be recognized and have high awareness. We have investigated the number of 

followers of Supreme and other famous streetwear brands on social media and found 

that the influence of Supreme among similar streetwear fashion brands cannot be 
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despised. Table 1 shows the number of different brands’ followers on mainstream social 

media platforms. 

Brand Name Instagram Followers Facebook Followers 

Supreme 12.8M 2M 

Off-white 7.4M 166K 

Palace 1.5M 213K 

(Table 1) 

 

3.2 Sample 

Since the interviewees we want must be customers of Supreme. However, products of 

Supreme cannot be purchased as easily as those mass-base brands, such as H&M. Since 

almost all Supreme’s clothes were sold in limited quantities, the number of Supreme’s 

consumers was low in the population. Generally, Supreme consumers are considered 

fans of Supreme.  

Therefore, the fans of Supreme we are looking for, they need to meet the following two 

points: 1) have purchased products of Supreme; 2) have a certain degree of 

understanding about Supreme, so the random sampling method is not applicable here. 

Besides, it is difficult to quickly identify Supreme fans by their clothing on the street 

and it is impossible to go to Supreme stores because there was no Supreme store in 

Sweden where we conducted this research. Furthermore, Supreme fans could buy the 

products on many channels. 

Considering the above reasons, it was hard for us to find interviewees face to face in 

our daily life, we considered using the Internet to find interviewees. Because we are 

living in the Internet era, we can communicate in real time on chat tools, even though 
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we are far away from each other. We found the first Supreme fan who was willing to 

be interviewed through our personal social connection. Through his connection, we 

found other six interviewees who met our selecting requirements. This sampling 

method was called snowball sampling. 

By using the snowball sampling method, we could find out the inconspicuous group. 

And compared to random sampling, snowball sampling also made it easier for 

interviewees to be interviewed because they were introduced to meet researchers by 

acquaintances, not by completely unrelated people like using cold-call. Furthermore, 

the facticity of interviewees can be guaranteed. We were not professional in the field 

of Supreme, but the initial interviewee was. By snowball sampling, we could get 

appropriate interviewees who were verified by initial interviewees. 

Finally, we found 7 interviewees, Table 2 is the basic information about them. 

Interviewee Form of interview Gender Age Occupation 

Liu Voice call Male 29 Venture Capital 

Fan Voice call Male 32 Scientist 

Roy Voice call Male 23 Student 

Li Voice call Male 22 Student 

Alien Instant Messaging Male 19 Student 

Zhao Instant Messaging Male 22 Student 

Tony Instant Messaging Male 25 Student 

(Table 2) 
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3.3 Research Design 

The research design was based on three models mentioned above. When designing the 

interview, we have taken all the variables into account, which might affect consumers’ 

image of the brand. 

As can be seen from Model 1 (Figure1), the brand presents the company’s products, 

and consumers will have the most intuitive feeling according to the products. 

Consumers’ perspective on brands is brand image, so brand is also the most direct 

influencing factor to brand image. Secondly, branding strategy used by the company is 

also an influencing factor, because the purpose of branding strategy is to influence 

consumers’ perspective of the brand. 

 

 

 

(To next page) 
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The design of questions about brand image and branding strategy is as follows: 

Aspect Factors Detailed questions 

Brand 

Image 

Consumers’ loyalty to the brand Time of being a fan (Q4) 

Opinions on fake (Q11) 

Consumers’ understanding of the brand Supreme’s positioning (Q6) 

Consumers’ satisfaction with the brand The aspects customers like (Q5) 

and dislike about Supreme (Q7) 

Branding 

Strategy 

Brand’s uniqueness to consumers Features that distinguish 

Supreme from other brands (Q5)  

Brand’s significance to consumers Purpose of buying supreme(Q8)  

Brand’s promotion to consumers Purchasing channels (Q12) 

Information channels (Q9) 

Perceptions from people around 

consumers (Q10) 

(Table 3) 
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Model 2 (Figure 2) shows the company’s expectations of co-branding. One purpose of 

this study is to explore whether these expectations of the company have been realized 

in practice. We did not suppose to create some yes-no questions to interview consumers, 

while we expected to know whether these expectations could be mentioned 

spontaneously by consumers. However, some guiding directions are necessary, such as 

" Do you know more brands because of Supreme’s co-branding?" (Q22); " Do you think 

Supreme’s own style has been influenced by any brands after experiencing so many co-

brands? " (Q21); " What do you think of co-branding? What do you think is the meaning 

of co-signing itself?" (Q18). These problems could be used to test whether the 

company’s expectations of co-branding had been achieved. 

The design of questions about co-branding strategy is as follows: 

Aspect Factors Detailed questions 

Co-branding 

Strategy 

Advantages of co-

branded products 

Differences between co-branded products 

and common products (Q16) 

Consumers’ views on 

co-branding strategy 

The meaning of co-branding (Q18)  

Expectations on co-branding (Q17) 

Opinions on the hyping of co-branded 

products (Q20) 

Influences of co-

branding strategy on 

initiator brand 

Opinions on the influence of co-branding 

(Q19, Q21, Q24) 

(Table 4) 

 



 20 

The “co-branding partner” added in Model 3 (Figure 3) is a vital influencing factor. In 

particular, the brand fit between two brands may affect the co-branding effect. And the 

final co-branded product also directly affects consumers’ perspectives. Therefore, we 

asked consumers how they looked at brand partners and how they felt about co-branded 

products to investigate whether their perspectives on brand partners affect the initiator 

brand. 

The design of questions about brand image on co-branding partners is as follows: 

Aspect Factor Detailed questions 

Brand image 

on co-branding 

partners 

Partner brands’ influence 

on the initiator brand 

Opinions on influence form co-

branding partners to Supreme (Q24) 

The initiator brand’s 

impact on partner brands 

Interest in co-branding partners 

(Q22) 

(Table 5) 

 

3.4 Conducting the interviews and transcriptions 

Since we were doing the research in Sweden, while, our interviewees were living in 

different cities in China; we were not able to have a face-to-face meeting with every 

interviewee. Therefore, the most appropriate way of interview was to use a chat 

application with the function of voice call and instant messaging, such as WeChat 

(Similar with Messenger) which was the most developed and popular messaging 

application in China, so that we could make real-time communication even we were 

thousands of miles away from each other.  

First of all, we made sure with the interviewees whether they had enough time to make 

a voice calls, so as to minimize the possibility of being interrupted during the whole 
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interview. Then, we informed interviewees about the purpose of this interview and kept 

his information confidential, because we expected interviewees to express their most 

authentic perspective. We emphasized that this was just a casual conversation without 

any burden on the content, and the questions were basically asked in a short and simple 

form so as to make the interviewees felt relaxed to deal with the interview. In fact, one 

of the interviewees said after the interview that he did not say anything profound, but 

for our research, actually, these words could convey his most real opinions.  

Since most of our interviewees did not have a connection with us before, both them and 

us, were unfamiliar with each other. In order to show our respect and politeness to them, 

we asked them what form of the interview they would like to be conducted and gave 

them three options to choose: voice calls, instant messaging and voice messaging. After 

that, 4 interviewees expressed their willingness to make a voice call, and 3 interviewees 

chose instant messaging. 

As the quality of the voice call was very important, we ensured that the broadband 

network was not occupied. If the sentence was interrupted due to a bad signal 

sometimes during the call, we checked the meaning of the sentence again as soon as 

the signal was restored. After the interview, we would play the call repeatedly and type 

the information we heard into the computer manually. We used Sogou dictation 

application, a voice recognition tool, as an assistant to record the voice into text. The 

time of each interview was generally about 40-90 minutes. During the interview, we 

had taken notes and recorded the interview after the interviewee’s authorizations. After 

the interview, we had compared notes and improved key information to ensure that 

there were no mistakes in the whole interview process.  

Instant messaging can overcome the barriers of communication in the Internet era, that 

we do not have to deal with the challenges like the awkward situation in face-to-face 

interviews. Moreover, instant messaging allows us to eliminate mishearing during the 

interviews, it ensures the accuracy of conversations and makes our information 
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collection more convenient that we do not have to worry about recording any errors. 

Text interviews take longer than voice interviews because typing is not as fast as 

speaking. Sometimes the interviewees are very busy, and the interview cannot be 

completed in a short period of time. However, the chat record of instant messaging can 

make the interview process resumed at any time.  

As both of the authors of this paper are native Mandarin speakers, with using Mandarin 

during the interview, the effective and accuracy can be guaranteed. In consideration of 

that the in-depth interview should proceed smooth, English as our second language may 

cause mistakes, especially for this kind of in-depth interview, accuracy is the most 

important. When looking for interviewees in China, we can also quickly open topics 

based on similar cultural background and life background, so that interviewees can 

quickly establish a short-term trust relationship with us and help us acquire the real 

thoughts of interviewees. At the same time, since this research was in English, we 

needed to completely translate the content into English. We have a good enough level 

of translation between Chinese and English because our undergraduate and 

postgraduate education is in English. We also used Google translate (Youdao 

dictionary), especially Youdao dictionary, which has enough authoritative dictionaries 

(Oxford dictionary, Merriam Webster dictionary, Longman dictionary, Collins 

dictionary) to provide multiple correct translations. When we translated the transcripts, 

we discussed the meaning with each other to ensure consistent understanding and 

accuracy of the reported results. 
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4. Results and Findings 

4.1 Consumers’ brand images on Supreme 

4.1.1 Consumer’s loyalty to the brand 

Time of being a fan 

According to the interview, Fan has been a Supreme Fan for 12 years, who is the longest 

time to be a Supreme Fan, while the newest fan is Roy. Most respondents have liked 

Supreme for more than 3 years. Except for Liu, one of the interviewees who only started 

to like Supreme when he was 27 years old, the other interviewees all liked Supreme 

when they were between 15 and 22 years old. 

Interviewee Year of became fans Duration (Years) Age of became fans 

Liu 2016 3  27 

Fan 2007 12 20 

Roy 2017 2 21 

Li 2013 6 16 

Alien 2015 4 15 

Zhao 2012 7 15 

Tony 2016 3 22 

(Table 6) 

 

Opinions on fake 

All the interviewees said counterfeits were unacceptable for them. Four respondents 

(Fan, Roy, Tony, Zhao) said fake Supreme had no brand value and it is meaningless in 

wearing them. Three respondents (Fan, Li, Alien, et al.) said buying counterfeit could 

be disrespectful to Supreme. 
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4.1.2 Consumers’ understanding of the brand 

The positioning of Supreme 

All respondents mentioned that Supreme was a popular fashion streetwear brands 

among young people. Five interviewees (Fan, Li, Zhao, Alien, Tony) proposed that 

Supreme’s earliest customers were skateboarders and young people who loved the 

street culture, but now its customer base had shifted. As a consumable of skateboarding, 

young people could not afford Supreme. Most of the people who buy Supreme did not 

play skateboarding, and Supreme had deviated from the concept of skateboarding. (Li) 

Zhao believed that the reason why people purchased supreme now was that they want 

to follow fashion trends when they could afford it. The other two interviewees (Liu, 

Roy) did not mention skateboarding and street culture. They believed that young people 

who liked fashion clothes were Supreme’s buyers. 

 

4.1.3 Consumers’ satisfaction with the brand 

Favorite aspects of Supreme 

Four interviewees prefer Supreme’s street culture and its rebellious spirit. Especially, 

Alien said that Supreme could integrate its own ideas and opinions with clothes so that 

it could express himself. Liu liked Supreme because it wasn’t a mass-base brand and it 

was unique. The influencers, who Liu followed, were also dressed in Supreme. Roy 

liked Supreme because of its strong innovation ability, and the weekly new products 

made him feel fresh. Zhao described Supreme as a "transit station". He could learn 

about other brands through Supreme, and the artistic aspect of supreme was matched 

with his taste. 
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Interviewees Favorite aspects of Supreme 

Fan, Alien, Li, Tony Supreme’s street culture and its rebellious spirit 

Liu Supreme is not a mass-base brand 

Roy Supreme’s strong innovation ability 

Zhao   Supreme is a ‘transit station’, where he can learn about other 

brands 

(Table 7) 

 

Least favorite aspects of Supreme 

Four respondents agreed that the quality and purchase price was not matched. Roy 

referred to the quality of Supreme T-shirts was poor and did not wear well as same as 

some Japanese streetwear brands at the same price. While the other three interviewees 

said that Supreme’s quality was mediocre, but individual sellers in the secondary 

market overpriced the price. Zhao believed that Supreme’s logo was overconsumed, 

fake goods were too much and the logo was not worth much anymore. He thinks it was 

too cheesy now. It lost its uniqueness. Li, Tony was disgusted that supreme had lost its 

original spirit. It was no longer a pure streetwear brand, and now was too commercial. 

Li also pointed out that he believed this result was related to the investment of Carlyle 

Group, which led to the departure of the core staff of Supreme. Supreme could no longer 

stick to the independent production style and now became a profitable instrument for 

investors. 

Interviewees Least favorite aspects of Supreme 

Liu, Fan, Roy, Alien The quality and purchasing price are not matched. 

Zhao  Supreme’s logo is over consumed. 

Li, Tony Supreme loses its original spirit. 

(Table 8) 
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4.2 Branding strategy of Supreme 

4.2.1 Brand’s uniqueness to consumers 

Features that distinguish Supreme from other brands 

Five interviewees believed that the biggest characteristic of Supreme that distinguishes 

it from other brands was its great reputation. Liu said that Supreme was more classical 

than other streetwear brands and had an unshakable position. Roy thought that Supreme 

was No. 1 in the fashion streetwear brands. Fan and Tony pointed out that Supreme was 

more flamboyant, topical and recognizable than other brands. Tony said Supreme’s 

popularity could also be seen from the prevalence of fake goods. Three interviewees, 

Li Zhao and Tony, thought that co-branding was a major feature of supreme. Li called 

Supreme a "cultural melting pot", and he believed that Supreme had extensive brand 

integration. In addition, Supreme paid much attention to co-branding with artists, which 

Zhao held the same opinion. 

Interviewees Features that distinguish Supreme from other 

brands 

Liu, Roy, Fan, Alien, Tony Supreme’s great reputation 

Li, Zhao, Tony Co-branding  

(Table 9) 

 

4.2.2 Brand’s significance to consumers 

Purpose of buying Supreme 

Liu, Fan and Roy indicated that they would generally purchase Supreme common basic 

clothes for daily wear, while Li, Alien, Zhao and Tony would mainly purchase co-

branded limited clothes for collection. Tony mentioned that some Supreme products 

were not suitable for wearing in public, so these clothes could only be collected. While 
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Fan stated he was getting old and Supreme’s style did not match his age, so he sold. As 

a buyer, Roy earned extra money by selling. 

 

What information do you care about Supreme? 

Five interviewees, Liu, Fan, Roy, Li and Alien, had been paying close attention to the 

information of new product release and the price trend. Two interviewees, Liu and Roy, 

were interested in the effect of Supreme’s dress and spoke about the influencers on 

Instagram. Three interviewees Li, Zhao and Roy paid more attention to the details of 

products and were more interested in the brand culture and design philosophy behind 

them. 

 

Interviewees The purpose to 

buy Supreme 

What information do you care about 

Supreme? 

Liu For daily wear New product released and price trend; the 

influencers’ dress collocation 

Fan  For daily wear New product released and price trend 

Roy  For daily wear New product released and price trend; the 

influencers’ dress collocation; Brand culture and 

design philosophy 

Li  For collecting New product released and price trend; Brand 

culture and design philosophy 

Alien  For collecting New product released and price trend 

Zhao  For collecting Brand culture and design philosophy 

Tony For collecting Product design analysis 

(Table 10) 
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4.2.3 Brand promotion to consumers 

Purchasing channels 

Since most of the respondents live in China and there are no Supreme stores in China, 

they usually purchase Supreme products with a higher price through buyers or friends 

overseas, or through overseas shopping websites such as Yahoo. While, Roy usually 

buys products with an original price in official stores because he studies in Japan and 

there are many official purchasing channels available in Japan. 

All the interviewees said that because co-branded products were limited, it was difficult 

to buy them even if they purchased through official channels and they still need to raffle 

and wait in line to obtain the qualification of purchasing. Therefore, most consumers 

purchased Supreme from individual sellers, and the price was usually much higher than 

the original selling price. 

 

Interviewees Purchasing channels 

Liu Buyers; friends overseas 

Fan  E-commerce platform 

Roy  Official stores 

Li  Buyers; overseas shopping website 

Alien  Buyers; overseas shopping website 

Zhao  E-commerce platform 

Tony Friends overseas 

(Table 11) 
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Information channels 

There were several ways interviewees to get the information about Supreme. As can be 

clearly seen from the following chart (Chart 1), the most popular information channel 

was social media platforms.  

 

(Chart 1) 

Six respondents (Liu, Fan, Roy, Li, Zhao, Tony) learned about Supreme's related 

consulting from the fashion media (such as Hypebeast). Four interviewees (Liu, Fan, 

Roy, Zhao) followed the latest news through social media (such as Instagram, Weibo). 

Most interviewees used Tieba (Internet Forum) and Taobao (E-commerce platform) to 

obtain the source of goods and buying and selling information 

 

Perceptions from people around consumers 

Most interviewees said that most of the people around them only know about this brand 

without understanding its history and brand culture, so they did not have too many 

opinions on Supreme, just felt Supreme was an expensive streetwear brand. Sometimes 

Zhao would recommend Supreme to his friends, but they did not really understand 

Supreme and only cared about whether the patterns on the clothes look good. 

Fan, Li and Tony said that although some people around them despise Supreme, they 

would not change their opinion on Supreme. They believed that because they knew the 
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culture and history of Supreme and their cognition of Supreme was higher than those 

ordinary people, so they would not change their opinion of Supreme. 

 

4.3 Consumers’ perspectives on co-branding strategy 

4.3.1 Advantages of co-branded products 

Do you prefer co-branded products or common products? 

Liu preferred common products to co-branded products because common products 

were more suitable for daily wear; but he also paid attention to co-branded products, 

because co-branded products had a higher collection value. However, Roy and Tony 

had different opinions with Liu. They preferred co-branded products. Roy believed that 

co-branded products had added value because the value of the two brands was added to 

one product. On the other hand, Li, Alien, Zhao and Fan said that they only cared about 

the design; whatever it was a common or co-branded product. But, there was no doubt 

that co-branded products were more likely to produce good designs, and co-branded 

products were limited, which had higher collection value. Zhao said that as an art 

student, he would prefer co-branded products between Supreme and artists, and rarely 

buy co-branded products if they were not artistic. 

Interviewees Co-branded products or common products 

Liu Common products 

Roy, Tony Co-branded products 

Li, Alien, Zhao, Fan Only care about the design 

(Table 12) 
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What kind of co-branded products do you prefer? 

Five interviewees, Liu, Alien, Roy and Zhao, they all liked the co-branded jacket series 

between Supreme and the north face, the co-branded products of these two brands use 

the manufacturing technique and design of the north face, which was outstanding in 

practicality and functionality, and the quality was higher than Supreme’s own products. 

The products were also printed with Supreme’s pattern, so the brand value was 

relatively high. Tony said that Supreme brought new pattern design to the north face, 

which was dull and low-key but suitable for daily wear, and the good quality of the 

north face also contributed to co-branded products.  

Three interviewees Liu, Roy and Fan paid more attention to the quality and practicality 

of co-branded products. The other four interviewees, Li, Alien, Zhao and Tony, paid 

more attention to the appearance design of products. Li said he liked a wool baseball 

jacket, which was the co-branded product between Supreme and Nike in 2007. The 

design inspiration of this jacket was faithful to the streetwear of Nike in the 1980s. 

Inspired by the spirit of Supreme, Nike reproduced the clothes of the past. Tony 

mentioned the joint design of Supreme and CDG, with the wave point pattern of CDG, 

and the design elements were numerous but not disorderly, which got the essence of 

the two brands. 

Interviewees  What kind of co-branded products do you prefer? 

Liu, Roy, Fan The products combined the quality with the practicality 

Li, Alien, Zhao, 

Tony 

The products with outstanding design and appearance 

(Table 13) 
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4.3.2 Consumers’ views on co-branding strategy 

The meaning of co-branding 

Li believed that the significance of co-branding was the collision and communication 

of inspirations between brands. Fan, Alien and Zhao also believed that co-branding was 

to take the advantages of both companies and combine their strengths to produce 

products with better design and quality and endow products with more value. 

Liu, Li, Roy and Tony considered that co-branding was also an attempt to break through 

the existing brand style to acquire new consumers and expand consumer base. 

Cooperation with other brands could promote Supreme’s own brand culture and expand 

the target market. 

Supreme could stimulate the consumer and the whole streetwear fashion industry by 

co-branding, so as to maintain Supreme’s status in the hearts of consumers and 

consolidate the market. (Roy). 

 

Expectations for Supreme co-branded products 

Fan and Roy were looking forward to seeing Supreme cooperate with Japanese popular 

streetwear brand Visvim and hoped that the quality of Supreme could be improved 

through the cooperation with Visvim. Both sides were top brands belonging to the 

streetwear fashion industry; thus, the cooperation between them was bound to produce 

high-quality products. 

Liu and Li had great expectations for Supreme’s cross-border cooperation. Liu hoped 

Supreme could cooperate with fashion designers to launch some impassive clothes that 

were not pure streetwear or sports style. Li hoped Supreme could work with some 
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American fashion brands, such as Ralph Lauren and Tommy Hilfiger, to come up with 

some vintage co-branded jackets that could make fashion more street style. 

The other three interviewees (Alien, Zhao, Tony) said that supreme already had 

cooperated with most famous brands and they just want Supreme to keep going on co-

branding.  

Interviewees Expectations 

Fan, Roy Cooperation with Japanese top streetwear brand 

Liu, Li Cross-border cooperation with fashion designers and American 

fashion brands 

Alien, Zhao, Tony No expectations 

(Table 14) 

 

Consumers’ perspectives on the hype of co-branding 

All interviewees thought that the hype of co-branding was a normal phenomenon. 

According to Li, co-branding was experimental, and the brand itself could not guarantee 

whether the product was popular or not, and whether the sales would meet the 

expectations, so a small supply quantity was necessary. And launching limited edition 

products is a kind of tactic, which could increase brand value. Liu also believed that the 

reason why Supreme is fashionable is that it relies on limited supply, otherwise it is as 

common as fast fashion brands. 

As a seller in the secondary market, Roy liked the result of doubling the price due to 

limited supplying, because it could help him earn more money. However, from the 

perspective of consumers, it was a bad thing that they could not buy products at a proper 
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price and had to buy their favorite products at a higher price in the secondary market. 

(Liu, Fan) 

 

4.3.3 The influence of co-branding on Supreme itself 

Consumers’ perspectives on an increasing co-branding number of Supreme 

A majority of interviewees liked co-branding. Li explained that co-branding was 

becoming more and more popular in the fashion industry. Not only Supreme but also 

other brands were pursuing the collision of inspiration. It was a pleasure for consumers 

to meet co-branding activities so that they could see more novelty of Supreme and 

Supreme’s brand awareness could be improved. Roy pointed out that the range of co-

branding partners of Supreme was wider than before. In other words, Supreme was 

willing to collaborate with more brand partners than just a few specific brands now. Liu 

believed that more co-branding could break through Supreme’s own limitations. 

Supreme should not only be a streetwear fashion brand just doing sports clothes, but 

also could be a preferred clothing brand for young people by trying more diversified 

styles and exploring more possibilities. Zhao said Supreme could make use of its own 

popularity to spread more niche artists and brands to masses. 

However, Alien, Fan and Tony did not like that co-branding activities occur too 

frequently. They thought the co-branding of Supreme was getting too much and had 

become perfunctory. The rate of high-quality products was getting lower gradually. 

Moreover, co-branding products were unsatisfactory, which made consumers feel that 

it was anxious to earn money. Supreme was becoming more and more commercial, 

which has abandoned its original culture and spirit. (Tony). This situation may be 

caused by the acquisition, and making money is the top priority for Supreme now. 

(Alien).  
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Interviewees Perspectives  

Li  Co-branding is a marketing trend in the fashion industry.  

Roy  The range of co-branded brands is wider than before. 

Liu  More and more co-branding can break Supreme’s own limitations. 

Zhao  Supreme can make use of its own popularity to raise the awareness 

of some niche brands. 

Alien, Fan, Tony Do not like that co-branding activities occur too frequently. 

(Table 15) 

 

Does co-branding have an influence on supreme itself? 

Most interviewees believed that co-branding had no influence on Supreme’s design. 

Supreme still maintains its own ordinary style. Co-branding had no influence on the 

operation principle of Supreme because co-branding has always been a feature of 

Supreme. 

Roy, Zhao and Tony agreed that co-branding was just short-term cooperation, which 

would not affect Supreme’s style, but played a great role in the publicity, and the 

popularity was obviously improved. 

Nevertheless, Alien believed that co-branding had enriched Supreme’s designs and 

products, but its business model still has the characteristics of a skateboard brand. Fan 

held a completely different view from Alien. He believed that Supreme’s product style 

had not been changed, but its business model had become more commercialized due to 

the influence of the market environment. 
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Interviewees  Perspectives 

Liu, Li No influence 

Roy, Zhao, Tony No influence, co-branding is just a short- 

term cooperation 

Alien Co-branding enriches Supreme’s design 

and products.  

Fan  Supreme becomes more commercialized. 

(Table 16) 

 

4.4 Consumers’ perspectives on co-branded partners 

4.4.1 Opinions on influence form co-branding partners to Supreme 

Five interviewees stated that an unsatisfactory co-branding activity would not change 

their brand image on Supreme, because co-branding was only temporary. When they 

met a co-branded product they did not like, they just did not buy it. 

Liu said that if a co-branding activity was not what he liked, then he would blame the 

partner brand, not Supreme. Fan did not like supreme collaborating with unknown 

brands and he felt supreme was "just giving a helping hand." 

What’ more, Li and Tony’s views on a terrible co-branding were more intense. Li noted 

that he especially disliked the co-branding between Supreme and luxury brands because 

Supreme was lack of the initiative on design, "Supreme became the little brother of 

Louis Vuitton and did not rebel at all". Besides, the cooperation with NIKE was also 

gradually away from the core design concept, which was the skateboard culture. He felt 

Supreme was used by NIKE as a tool to make money, which went against the brand 
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spirit of Supreme. Li was shocked when he saw the co-branding news about Louis 

Vuitton and Supreme," he said. "I even thought it was wrong to be a Supreme fan for 

so many years." 

Tony expressed his strong dissatisfaction with the recent collaboration with Swarovski, 

which was also a luxury product. He thought the design was meaningless and lacked 

sincerity. "Such products can be sold at a high price only because of the brand value 

brought by co-branding. It seems that Supreme badly wants to make money so that he 

even wants to make money in the luxury market. Does Supreme really think it is 

‘supreme’?” (Tony).  

As a streetwear brand, Supreme had "betrayed" its positioning. Tony said he could not 

accept the idea of Supreme being associated with high fashion or luxury brands like the 

co-branding with Louis Vuitton. "I understand supreme wants to make money, but I 

can’t accept it hurt faithful fans. On the other hand, I think such a co-branding also do 

harm to Louis Vuitton. When I get older, I will not consider buying LV, because I think 

it is not dignified anymore." (Tony). 

 

4.4.2 Know more brands from Supreme’s co-branding? 

Most of the interviewees recognized that they knew more brands from co-branding 

activities. 

Liu, Fan, and Alien said that a successful co-branding could also improve the status of 

other brands in their mind. However, they had not become fans of other brands because 

of the co-branding, just deepened their impression of those brands. 

Roy and Tony knew Stone Island because of the co-branding with Supreme, then 

became the fans of Stone Island. Both of them emphasized that they liked Stone Island 
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not owe to the co-branding activities, but they were just attracted by its own design, 

which suited their taste.  

Interviewees  Perspectives 

Li, Zhao Had known all partners before they collaborated with Supreme. 

Liu, Fan, Alien Knew more brands but did not become fans of them 

Roy, Tony Have become partner brands’ fans after co-branding 

(Table 18) 

 

5. Discussion 

In the discussion section, we will combine the previous finding section with the 

theoretical framework of previous studies to explore our research questions. There are 

several outcomes as following: 

5.1 Branding negligence can cause losses on attracting 
customers  

According to the interviews with several consumers, we noticed that their love on 

Supreme had already weakened, although they were still fans of Supreme. We believed 

that this was caused by Supreme’s branding strategy. 

 

Brand awareness 

For many Supreme fans, Supreme is rebellious and artistic. Wearing Supreme can 

express their own mind and reveal their own personality. As Kucuk (2019) said, the 

brand enables consumers to express their personal beliefs, values and personal styles. 

However, if a brand is not known by the public, then despite that it has a unique spirit, 
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consumers might not effectively show themselves with this brand in front of the public. 

It can be seen from the attitude of the people around the fans that how Supreme’s 

promotion worked: most of the interviewees answered that the people around they do 

not know about this brand, and many of them just think that this brand is expensive and 

popular, and the many of others know nothing about it at all.  

As Abratt and Motlana stated (2002), the purpose of branding is to show the unique 

points of the brand that distinguishes it from other brands to consumers or potential 

consumers. But now, Supreme only conveys the concept of popularity and price to the 

public, instead of its culture, spirit or uniqueness. Thus, in our opinion, the branding of 

Supreme is not good enough, its brand awareness is deficient. 

 

Purchasing channels 

All the interviewees mentioned the same issue, which was that the existence of 

secondary markets could not be ignored. Supreme’s products are globally unified. 

However, due to the limitation of Supreme’s purchasing channels and the limited 

number of products, when products are released, all markets in the world have to 

distribute the limited number of products.  

Moreover, due to the small number of physical official stores, there are only 11 stores 

in the world, respectively in the United States, France, Britain and Japan. 

(Supreme,2019). Most consumers are unable to buy favorite goods from official 

channels, hence, the secondary market emerges, as the consumers require. Especially, 

in many areas like China where Supreme does not have stores, consumers can only buy 

them through overseas channels. Thus, the price of Supreme in such a secondary market 

is much higher. The sellers raise the prices willfully because demand exceeds supply; 

as a result, the price of Supreme in the secondary market is much higher than its official 

selling price. Therefore, such a high price has become a brand image of Supreme. 

Supreme’s original positioning has also been influenced. As several interviewees 

mentioned, now skateboarders could no longer afford Supreme and felt that the price 
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and quality of supreme were not matched. (Liu, Fan, Roy, Alien）However, even if the 

product exceeds its original value, consumers are still willing to buy it. This is 

consistent with the opinion of Hollis (2014) that users are willing to pay a premium 

over the value of their favorite brands.  

 

The phenomenon of fake Supreme 

The high price of Supreme had not only brought buying pressure to consumers, but also 

elicited a huge counterfeiting market. The phenomena that the world’s largest fake 

Supreme store opened in China and the counterfeits of Supreme are rampant and 

unregulated in the Chinese market, which can damage the profits and reputation of the 

brand. But according to conversations with several interviewees, we were informed that 

Supreme actually did not take obviously positive actions to deal with fake products in 

China. All the consumers we interviewed in this interview said that they would never 

buy fake products. While, the reason why they did not buy fake products was that they 

had moral constraints on themselves and believed that fake products had no brand value. 

In other words, they could buy but do not. However, for potential consumers of 

Supreme who were not loyal fans yet, the moral constraints might not be as strong as 

those interviewees. Zhao, one of the interviewees, mentioned that the existence of fake 

products had damaged Supreme’s brand image. The prevalence of fake products made 

him think the logo of Supreme became a little vulgar. In other words, the brand value 

was reduced. 

 

Branding is important to both firms and customers. If a firm neglected to maintain the 

branding in front of the public, that might cause damages of its brand image. 
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5.2 Co-branding strategy has more advantages than 
disadvantages 

Co-branding can improve the awareness of a brand 

Co-branding has a good effect on strengthening brand awareness. Supreme is a 

representative example. The more co-branding activities Supreme did, the more famous 

Supreme became and cooperated with more famous brands. Which is consistent with 

the opinion of Oeppen & Jamal (2014) that a brand can increase its awareness by co-

branding and obtain more opportunities to attract and collaborate with more brands.  

Furthermore, short-term cooperation can make more hot topics and bring awareness to 

the brand. As Roy, one of the interviewees, mentioned that due to a large number of co-

branding, Supreme became a popular topic maker. 

 

Co-branding might not transfer brand image 

Although the firm hopes to transfer and improve its brand image through co-branding 

(Besharat, 2010; Deppen, 2012), however, in our study, most of the interviewees 

showed that it was not easy for them to change their original perspectives on the brand 

just because of one co-branding activity. They believed that co-branding was only 

temporary cooperation, the design style and business philosophy of both the partner 

and initiator brands would not be changed because of co-branding strategy. 

 

Co-branding helps to expand the market and consumers base 

Co-branding has the potential to expand the market, As Zhao said, both-side brands’ 

target consumers have paid attention to the participant brands. Customers actually love 

co-branding, because co-branding can bring more stimulating innovations. As two 

Stone Island fans (Tony, Zhao) told us that during the co-branding of Supreme and 

Stone Island, they just noticed Stone Island. They were attracted by the design of Stone 

Island after that. However, it is insufficient for a brand to attract customers only through 

a co-branding strategy. Most of the interviewees said actually whether to become a fan 
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of the partner brands, it depends on their own taste. In this study, most consumers did 

not become fans of other partner brands because of co-branding, so the effect of 

expanding the market and consumers base was relatively limited. It is better to say, 

increasing brand awareness can increase the potential of attracting potential customers. 

 

Consumers have biggish tolerance to the unpopular co-branding 

An unpopular co-branding has a less negative impact on Supreme’s brand image. Most 

of the interviewees are only concerned about whether the co-branded products meet 

their needs and touch them. For those co-branded products which could not touch them, 

most customers would rather ignore that, because they believed that the co-branding 

was just one of the co-branding activities. This circumstance might be related to the 

feature of Supreme that Supreme had the foundation of many successful co-branding 

activities. Most of its co-branding products are high-quality, some of the occasional 

dissatisfactory cooperation might not affect consumers’ perception too much.  

 

5.3 Co-branding partners will influence customers’ brand 
image 

Customers prefer the co-branding activities between famous, similar positioning 

or complementary brands 

The reason why some interviewees like Supreme is that Supreme cooperated with many 

quality brands. This fact also proves the viewpoint of Rodrigues, Souza and Leitao 

(2011) that co-branding with recognized brands can effectively improve brand image.  

As mentioned by some interviewees, the most desirable combination of Visvim and 

Supreme is that both of them are top brands in the streetwear fashion industry, and 

interviewees believed that these two brands would definitely produce high-quality 

products. This is consistent with the opinion of Lee and Decker (2016) that When 

consumers’ perception of the two brands is similar, co-branded products are often able 
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to impress consumers. 

Several interviewees mentioned the cooperation between Supreme and The North Face 

as their favorite co-branding. As mentioned, those co-branded products were designed 

with the complementary advantages of both-side. The design of Supreme and the 

technology of The North Face were combined together perfectly on those co-branded 

products, brought both stylish and practical features to consumers. This type of co-

branding gains popularity, which is consistent with the idea that choosing the right 

partner and achieving complementary advantages can achieve win-win cooperation. 

(Erevellesa, et al., 2008) 

 

Customers do not like the co-branding activities between well-known and 

unknown brands, nor brands with incongruous positioning 

For the cooperation between a well-known brand and an unknown brand, the previous 

research stated that there was a good effect for the unknown brand. Voss (2004) believes 

that co-branding can make the unknown brand be associated with the well-known brand 

and help to improve the brand image of an unknown brand. Levin (2000) also believes 

that when people encounter co-branding of a well-known and an unknown brand, they 

tend to believe that the unknown brand has the same brand image with the well-known 

brand. These ideas could not be confirmed in our research. Instead, Fan, one of the 

interviewees, even expressed his antipathy to the co-branding partnership consist of a 

well-known brand such as Supreme with an unknown brand, believing that this sort of 

co-branding is Supreme’s "charity" to the unknown brand. 

Most co-branding between famous brands did stimulate consumers, but the simulate 

was not always a positive influence. If the positionings of the partner brands were 

wildly incongruous with each other, such as Supreme’s partnership with the luxury 

brand Louis Vuitton or Swarovski, it will be a challenge to the streetwear spirit. "The 

positioning of some brands is hostile" (Tony). The possible risk is that the cooperation 

between Supreme and these luxury brands will offend the loyal customers who were 
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attracted by the rebellious spirits of Supreme, like Li and Tony. Tony said his 

favorability for both Supreme and Louis Vuitton has declined. It is consistent with 

Hadjicha’s (2013) judgment that choosing the wrong partner will not only lead to the 

failure of co-branded products, but also cause losses to the original brands of both 

parties. In our opinion, the right or wrong of a partnership is not only determined by 

the choice of firm, but also caused by consumers’ personal perception. In contrast to 

Tony’s opinion, Liu was very satisfied with the co-branding of Supreme and Louis 

Vuitton. Because Liu was attracted by the fame instead spirit of Supreme. However, 

when a company selects a co-branding partner, it must understand how consumers 

perceive brands. (Hollis, 2014).  

 

6. Conclusion 

The purpose of the current study is to determine the influence of co-branding on brand 

images from consumers’ perspectives and whether the result of co-branding is 

consistent with the companies’ expectations. By adopting the qualitative method, we 

have done 7 interviews with consumers of Supreme.  

The results of this investigation show that a successful co-branding effectively 

improves the brand image from consumers’ perspectives. This study has also found that 

generally, consumers have a relatively high tolerance for unsatisfactory co-branding. 

The most obvious finding to emerge from this study is that it has been proved that co-

branding can effectively improve the awareness of brands and let consumers recognize 

more brands. In this case, co-branding even can be conducive to both participant brands 

to expand the market and consumers base; while, the effect of transferring of the brand 

image was not observed effectively in this research. 

The current data also highlight the importance of selecting a right partner. Firms should 

select the co-branding partners with high brand awareness, similar positioning or 
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complementary, which can increase the possibility of success that the co-branding can 

be more popular with consumers. 

The right partner can bring a good result to co-branding, and strengthen the brand image 

in consumers’ mind. However, if the positioning and brand awareness of partner brands 

do not match with the initiator brand, they may not produce satisfactory co-branded 

products, which are not welcomed by consumers. As a consequence, co-branding 

activities may damage the brand images of both co-branding participant brands. 

Overall, this study strengthens the idea that co-branding is beneficial to the firms, and 

the benefits outweigh the disadvantages. 

The findings of this study have a number of practical implications. This research could 

make a contribution to firms for understanding consumers’ perceptions of co-branding 

and detecting whether the motivations of co-branding can be met or not. Meanwhile, 

firms can realize how consumers look at the firms’ brand, which helps the companies 

to optimize their branding strategy.  

 

Limitation and recommendation  

The scope of this study was limited in terms of research objects and sample size. This 

paper only studied on a single brand, the consumers of Supreme, without exploring the 

opinions from the consumers of other partner brands. We hope that future research can 

conduct a comparative study on the consumers of the brand and its partner brand, so as 

to obtain a more comprehensive result. Moreover, the research object of this study was 

limited to the fashion industry, and the co-branding in other industries can be 

considered in future studies.  

The age of samples was not differentiated in this sampling because Snowball Sampling 

relies on the interpersonal network of the initial interviewee and it is hard to ensure a 
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balanced age distribution. Besides, we are not sure about the age characteristics of 

Supreme customers, so age is not considered in this study. Since Supreme hardly sells 

women’s clothes, in the absence of gender control sampling condition, all respondents 

are male, while female consumers’ samples cannot be obtained. Thus, we hope the 

sample size could be bigger and the influence factors could be less so that more accurate 

research results would be produced. 

The issue of that different consumers had different views and reactions on co-branding 

partners is an intriguing one, which could be explored in further research.  
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8. Appendix —— Interview Guide 

1. Gender 

2. Age 

3. Occupation 

4. When and why did you become a fan of Supreme? 

5. Which features do you prefer to Supreme than another clothing brand? For you, 

what is the attraction of Supreme? 

6. What do you think of customers of Supreme? In other words, what kind of people 

would like to purchase Supreme? 

7. Which point do you dissatisfy most about Supreme? 

8. What is your purpose to purchase Supreme clothing? For collecting, private using 

or dealing? 

9. How can you get the related information about Supreme and the frequency? What 

kind of information do you usually focus on？  （ transaction, brand history 

analysis or products design analysis） 

10. What do people around you think of Supreme? Will you be influenced by their 

opinions and why? Have you ever had the experience of not being able to buy your 

favorite product?  

11. If you cannot obtain your favorite product, would you buy a fake one?  

12. Which channels of purchasing do you choose to get products?  

13. List one of your favorite co-branded products 

14. When you received purchased co-branded products, whether it is as same as your 

expectation?    

15. Why you purchased co-branded products or why not? 

16. Which line of Supreme’s products do you prefer, general products or co-branded 

products? What do you think of the differences between co-branded products and 

general products? 

17. Which brand would you like supreme to work with and what kind of products 
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would you like to produce? 

18. What do you think of co-branding? What do you think is the meaning of co-signing 

itself? 

19. In recent years, Supreme has a trend that it cooperated with more and more brands 

and co-branded products have a growing number. What do you think about this 

trend?  

20. What do you think of the hype behavior of co-branding, such as limited supply, 

and the result of doubling the price caused by limited supply? 

21. Do you think Supreme’s own style has been influenced by any brands after 

experiencing so many co-brands?  

22. Do you know more brands because of Supreme’s co-branding? Are you interested 

in a brand because of the co-branding activity? 

23. List one of your least favorite co-branded products.  

24. Did this brand collaboration change your brand image on Supreme? 
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