Lniversitat
wien

&,
5
s =
=
iz |53 [2
=
“)
7,

MASTERARBEIT / MASTER’S THESIS

Titel der Masterarbeit / Title of the Master‘'s Thesis

,~Judging a record by its cover: A netnography analysis
of the consumers’ preference for aesthetic retro
technologies to signal their identity”

verfasst von / submitted by

Bogdan-Alexandru Maresi, BSc

angestrebter akademischer Grad / in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Science (MSc)

Wien, 2023 / Vienna, 2023

Studienkennzabhl It. Studienblatt /
degree programme code as it appears on
the student record sheet:

Studienrichtung It. Studienblatt /
degree programme as it appears on
the student record sheet:

Betreut von / Supervisor:

Mitbetreut von / Co-Supervisor:

UA 066 915

Masterstudium Betriebswirtschaft

Univ.-Prof. Christoph Fuchs, Ph.D.

Lic. Mestr. Catia Alves, Ph.D.



Acknowledgements

Before this thesis started to take shape, all 1 had was an ambitious idea, which was
rather far outside my field of studies. Bringing together marketing, music and photography
seemed like an unfeasible task, but it’s what made the writing process a thrilling ride. Today,
if this thesis exists, it’s because of the solid support that I received from everybody who
accompanied me along the way.

| would like to start by thanking Univ.-Prof. Christoph Fuchs, PhD, and Lic. Mestr.
Catia Alves, Ph.D., for supervising this thesis. Thank you for seeing the potential in my idea
and motivating me along the way. Our exchanges were a space full of incredible discussions,
great feedback and invaluable advice, from which I have learned a lot and which helped me
bring my ideas to life. I am lucky to have had you by my side. | would also like to thank Dr.
Jan André Koch and the students who participated in the Masterarbeitskonversatorium. The
engaging discussions in that course played an important part in polishing my ideas.

The biggest thank you goes to my parents, my sister, my partner and my friends.
Throughout this process, I have felt your presence by my side, even if we’re not all physically
in the same place anymore. | cannot thank you enough for your different kinds of support:
allowing me to ramble about my work, all the motivating conversations (especially when doubt
would creep in) and all the valuable contributions. This thesis would not exist without you.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this thesis to my partner. You have been my rock; you
believed in me from the start, you challenged me and pushed me forward until the very last
moment. | am very proud of this work, but especially because | managed to put our shared

passion for pop culture on paper. Thank you for being there all the time.



Abstract

The ongoing digitisation process appears to challenge our relationship to goods and services:
as part of the process, many consumers should have replaced older goods with the newer,
digital version. However, for a particular group of products, called retro technologies, the
opposite happened and they are experiencing a revival in a movement known as analogue
rebirth. To understand why consumers choose retro technologies, two representative products
were chosen — the vinyl record and instant camera — and a netnography analysis was performed
on a large sample of users. The proposal of this work that consumers choose aesthetically
pleasing products and the findings show that people will identify with them if they primarily

use them to be admired, instead of using them only for their functional features.

Der laufende Digitalisierungsprozess scheint, unser Verhéltnis zu Waren und Dienstleistungen
in Frage zu stellen: im Zuge dieses Prozesses hétten viele Konsumenten ihre dltere Waren durch
die neuere, digitale Version ersetzen mussen. Allerdings ist bei einer bestimmten
Produktgruppe, den sogenannten Retro-Technologien, das Gegenteil der Fall und sie erleben
eine Wiederbelebung in einer Bewegung, die als analoge Wiedergeburt bekannt ist. Um zu
verstehen, warum Verbraucher sich fir Retro-Technologien entscheiden, wurden zwei
reprasentative Produkte ausgewahlt - die Schallplatte und die Sofortbildkamera - und eine
Netnographie-Analyse mit einer groRen Stichprobe durchgefiihrt. Der Vorschlag dieses Werks
ist, dass die Verbraucher dsthetisch ansprechende Produkte wéhlen, und die Ergebnisse zeigen,
dass die Menschen sich mit ihnen identifizieren, wenn sie sie in erster Linie dafur benutzen,

um bewundert zu werden, anstatt sie nur wegen ihrer funktionalen Eigenschaften zu benutzen.
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1. Introduction

Living in an ever-advancing world means that goods and services and their respective
production and consumption are in a constant state of change. Human labour is increasingly
delegated to or replaced by robots, due to technological advancements in fields like robotics,
automation and artificial intelligence (Granulo et al., 2020). In terms of consumption, people
now legally access goods and services instead of owning them (e.g., an Uber ride); at the same
time, in a process called dematerialisation (or digitisation), tangible goods are increasingly
being replaced by intangible ones. This process is driven by millennials, who would rather
spend their money on experiences (Morewedge et al., 2021). Due to these changes, we now
live in a “post-ownership economy” (Belk, 2014), also called the Experience Age — a “new
golden age of technology” spearheaded by visual inputs, “experience-driven products” and a
new consumer identity which merges our online and offline selves (Wadhera, 2016).

Definitely, one of the biggest advantages to come from these changes is that, as
consumers, we never had as much freedom of choice as we do today; on the other side of the
coin, “we’ve become victims of our ever-increasing capacity to store, organise, instantly
access, and share vast amounts of cultural data” (Reynolds, 2011). Amidst the digitisation of
so many aspects of our lives, individuality and ownership — specifically psychological
ownership, the subjective feeling that a thing is “mine” (Pierce et al., 2001) — are threatened
(Morewedge et al., 2021). Possessions are important to our identity because they act as markers
in time, creating a timeline of our lives and thus helping us remember experiences,
achievements and people; thus, possessions are part of our “extended self” (Belk, 1988).
Although digital possessions can also be part of the extended self (e.g., avatars),

dematerialisation has affected the way we experience many goods (Belk, 2013; 2014).



For consumers, it is hard to keep up with all the technological innovations; even though
some technology theories dictate that a new product should always be preferred over an old
one, this does not translate into the real world (Fernandez & Beverland, 2018). So, rather
unexpectedly, the process of digitisation instead sparked an “analogue rebirth” (Balbi &
Magaudda, 2018), prompting the revival of retro technologies, defined as technologies which
were thought to be obsolete and displaced and which actually gained a “new lease of life” to
become part of our everyday life (Sarpong et al., 2016). To avoid confusion, in this thesis, the
term “technology” refers to “durable goods for which different variants appear sequentially,
the next one being preferred to the previous one, all other things held equal” (Foucart et al.,
2018), while “retro technologies” are defined as previously mentioned.

The “revival of retro technologies” can be used as a catch-all term for a number of
movements of various sizes across industries. By far, the most prominent of them is the vinyl
revival (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018): after a modest start in the mid-2000s, the vinyl record
completed a seven-year-run of consecutive growth in 2021 and reached the 17" year of growth
altogether in 2022 (Caulfield, 2023). Other retro technologies that have successfully come back
are the instant film camera, whose sales have been skyrocketing over the past years, especially
for Fujifilm’s Instax camera; brick mobile phones, today known as “dumbphones”;
retrogaming; and the cassette tape, whose “baffling” revival is largely driven by young people
(Browne, 2022; Fujikawa, 2016; Magaudda & Minniti, 2019).

Why do consumers choose retro technologies over their modern counterparts?
Answering this question is trickier than expected for three reasons. First, while it is not
surprising that most of the literature focuses on the vinyl revival, since it is the largest
movement, it does raise the question whether the vinyl record is really such a representative
product for the entire class of retro technologies. Second, the available literature is either

entirely theoretical or the samples used in the qualitative work, while insightful, are not



representative because they are too small and overwhelmingly feature only male participants
(Fernandez & Beverland, 2018; Goulding & Derbaix, 2019; Magaudda & Minniti, 2019).
Third, in the attempts to answer the question, literature could not reach a consensus. In their
theoretical work, Magaudda & Minniti (2019) pointed out the narrow focus present in
literature: many scholars have reduced the revivals to “a reaction to the digitalisation of
physical objects and experiences” or to a “cultural fascination for vintage objects”, without
accounting for the symbolic processes that led to the comeback of these technologies. Others
believe that nostalgia is driving the revivals: while some scholars show that both personal and
communal nostalgia (buying vinyl despite growing up with digital music) are present among
vinyl consumers (Minju & Newman, 2021), others firmly claim that nostalgia cannot be the
sole determinant (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015: 107; Foucart et al., 2018).

However, one thing that the returning retro technologies seem to have in common is
that they are heavily used for hedonic purposes. For example, music is defined as a sensual
experience by default (Giles et al., 2007) and the reasons why people participate in the vinyl
revival range from liking to own music to engaging in the ritual of playing them (IFPI, 2022).
Following their hedonic properties, in this thesis, | propose that consumers choose aesthetically
pleasing retro technologies over their digital counterparts because they want to signal their
identity. Tangibility is known to help materialise the connection between a product and its
owner (e.g., Giles et al., 2007) and the current retro revival has been described as a “trend in
meaningful connection” (Courier, 2021), but the aesthetic value of a product takes things
further because it is conceptually linked to authenticity and self-identity (Goulding & Derbaix,
2019). The large cover art of a vinyl record and record collections, for example, are able to
show off the owner’s desired identity to others and make them stand out (see Bartmanski &

Woodward, 2015; Berger & Heath, 2007; Giles et al., 2007).



| aim to contribute to existing literature on the topics of retro technologies and their
revivals by providing a large number of insights from consumers, which describe their
preferences in detail. To do so, netnography, in the form of the five-step framework developed
by Bartl et al. (2009), was chosen as the most appropriate method, because it allows the
researcher to observe social groups passively and unobtrusively on the Internet in order to
deeper understand their wishes, opinions etc. | applied the framework for two products that are
aesthetically pleasing and represent the current revival of retro technologies: the vinyl record,
as the product en vogue, and the instant film camera, as the product experiencing a newer return
to the spotlight.

The findings for the vinyl record analysis show that consumers are overwhelmingly
choosing the product for its visual features rather than its utilitarian or kinaesthetic features.
Two of these visual features, the artwork and the colour of the vinyl, emerged as the two most-
mentioned concepts, being present in more than half of all comments. In the analysis for the
instant film revival, however, the main finding is that consumers use instant cameras
predominantly for personal reasons. Although, at a higher level, utilitarian features were
collectively mentioned in about 43% more comments than visual features, the visual features
of Instax and Polaroid film emerged as the second and third most mentioned concepts,
respectively. The overwhelming number of comments discussing visual features in the vinyl
revival analysis compared to mixed results of the instant film analysis indicate that, while
aesthetics play an important role in both revivals, the vinyl record is the retro technology that
is seen as more identity-signalling than the instant camera. For people who use the latter in
non-professional contexts (i.e., day-to-day snapshots), aesthetics matter more from a functional

point of view (e.g., how the colours of the film will pass the test of time).



2. Theoretical background

One of the ways that technological innovations affect the consumption of goods and
services is that tangible goods are being replaced by intangible ones (Morewedge et al., 2021).
This brings both benefits and losses: consumers gain things like accessibility, connectedness,
convenience and endless opportunities to express themselves, yet dematerialising goods
directly threatens self-identity and, in the process, psychological ownership and authenticity
(Belk, 2013; Morewedge et al., 2021). However, instead of following the above path linearly,
digitisation led to different media interweaving and to a “growing interdependence between
politics, technologies, aesthetics, markets and practices”. In other words, instead of wiping out
tangible goods, digitisation sparked an “analogue rebirth” (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018: 209-210),
bringing back technologies like the vinyl record, instant cameras, retro games and more.
Collectively, these are called “retro technologies” (Sarpong et al., 2016).

For a better understanding of this disruption, I will first present tangible and intangible
goods, how they relate to self-identity and digitisation affected how these goods. Then, | will
discuss the revival of retro technologies from two perspectives: on the one hand, through a
review of the current findings in literature, and on the other hand, through two case studies

based on the vinyl record and instant film photography.

2.1. The influence of tangible and intangible goods on self-identity

2.1.1. Definitions and constructs of tangible and intangible goods

In research, goods are frequently defined using dichotomies: tangible/intangible,
physical/digital, material/experiential, solid/liquid and so on. The earliest distinction in
literature defined a material purchase as “a tangible object that you obtain and keep in your

possession” and an experiential purchase as “an event or series of events that you personally



encounter or live through” (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). Other scholars defined material
purchases or “solid” goods, as something “to have”, while experiential purchases are “liquid”
goods, something “to do” (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2017; Gilovich et al., 2015). Finally, literature
does not provide one clear definition yet for terms like “material” or “materiality” (even though
they are most often made synonymous with the physicality of an object; Fernandez &
Beverland, 2018) and “digital materiality”. Regarding the latter, digital consumption objects
were defined as immaterial objects that “exist within digital space [...] and may be accessed
and consumed via combinations of hardware [...] and software” (Watkins, 2015; as cited in
Mardon & Belk, 2018). Because tangible objects (e.g., computers, keyboards, phones) are
required to access the intangible goods (e.g., programs, online games), such a definition
acknowledges the role of tangibility in digital materiality and the fact that digital goods are not
entirely immaterial (Mardon & Belk, 2018).

Research has pointed out that some goods can fall under both tangible or intangible
goods; for example, depending on how one sees it, a wine collection can be either tangible (the
person actually collects the bottles) or intangible (enjoying a bottle of wine with your friends
and family). Music is another famous example: one needs the tangible good (the vinyl record)
for the intangible ritual of playing vinyl. This “blurry line” has been noted for a long time and
it is expected to remain in the future (Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Gilovich et al., 2015;
Morewedge et al., 2021).

The ongoing process of dematerialisation brought to light that dichotomies were
causing problems in describing products and depicting technological change (Magaudda &
Minniti, 2019). Even though theories such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) dictate
that an old product should be replaced by its newer version (Fernandez & Beverland, 2018),
these theories often do not accurately represent reality. Rather, one should look to a term like

“intermedia” or “intermediality”, which describes “the fact that devices, markets, aesthetics



and media practices previously differentiated in specific media sectors [...] have interwoven
in the digitisation process”. An example of this interconnectedness is watching a TV series
from a streaming service on a peripheral device, like a tablet (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018).
These definitions and constructs bring to light a few main characteristics: tangible
goods are material, permanent, more stable and can be owned, while intangible goods are
immaterial, ephemeral, unstable, access-based, spontaneous and they are something one lives
or has lived through (Atasoy & Morewedge, 2017). As explained below, there are both
advantages and disadvantages to both types of goods, as well as benefits and losses that come

with the process of digitisation.

2.1.2. Self-identity through tangible goods

In his seminal work on possessions and the extended self, Belk (1988) suggested that
“we are what we have”: possessions reflect our identity as they help us learn and define who
we are, therefore becoming part of our “extended self”. Objects become part of the extended
self through ownership, control, mastery, creation, knowledge and contamination (attachment
to objects through physical contact or proximity) (Belk, 1988). They also play an important
role in transmitting one’s desired identity to the world: Berger & Heath (2007) have shown that
consumers are more likely to diverge from the majority or other social groups when it comes
to product domains that people use to signal their identity, such as their favourite CD, music
artist, music genre, hairstyle, car model or sunglasses, but not for products such as power tools
or dish soap. The authors explain that people usually see products as more identity-relevant
when choice is based less on function; however, even when a product is functional by default
(e.g., clothing), there are product attributes that can reveal the wearer’s personality, such as
colour or style (Berger & Heath, 2007). Music, an afunctional product by default, is such a

strong signal of identity, that it is the most common topic of conversation among strangers



getting acquainted. Consumers believe that their music preferences reveal more about their
personality than their preferences for books, clothing, food or other forms of entertainment;
previous research also shows that the stronger preference for music is more prevalent among
young adults (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2006).

Tangible goods also perform an autobiographical function and act as markers in time,
representing and reminding us of experiences, events, accomplishments, people and other
important moments. It is interesting to note that this can extend beyond the owner’s life: by
passing down things to the next generation, a sense of immortality or generativity is created

(Belk, 1988; Giles et al., 2007; Gilovich et al., 2015).

2.1.3. Self-identity through intangible goods

Digital goods can also be a part of the extended self and, to define the self in the digital
age, one must look at the converging online and offline personas (Belk, 2013; Wadhera, 2016).
Online, we can choose to present ourselves in either a virtual or a real way. In the virtual world,
we can create an avatar and, thus, create a self that either fully represents us, one alternate self
or one that we aspire to. There is evidence that consumers become attached to avatars or
characters and to virtual goods; they can also fear and mourn their loss, just like with tangible
goods (Belk, 2013). Social media, blogs, forums and so on are usually focused on real-life
problems and real representations of the self (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006; as cited in Belk,
2013).

Experiences are frequently compared to tangible goods, particularly regarding self-
identity, as some scholars claim that experiences are more self-defining than possessions are
(Bhattacharjee & Mogilner, 2014; Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Gilovich et al., 2015). Although
Belk (1988) stated that “we are what we have”, Gilovich et al. (2015) instead say “we are what

we do”. Similar to tangible goods, experiences have an autobiographical function that turns



them into our memories and, “in a very real and meaningful sense, we are the sum total of our

experiences” (Gilovich et al., 2015).

2.1.4. Consequences of dematerialisation: Psychological ownership

Consumers usually have a strong psychological investment in their possessions because
they fulfil many roles: they are channels of self-expression, reminders of when they were
purchased or symbols of a particular moment in one’s life (Gilovich et al., 2015; Peck & Shu,
2009). This form of emotional attachment between consumers and their goods is called
psychological ownership and is defined as the feeling that something is “mine”. It is suggested
that its roots are efficacy and effectance — one’s desire to control their environment; self-
identity; and having a place — in one’s pursuit to find a “home”, the strong connection to a
possession turns it into a safe space (Pierce et al., 2001).

The current wave of technological innovations has caused two major shifts in consumer
demand: one in which consumers no longer legally own, but can legally access goods and
services; and another one in which consumers are increasingly choosing intangible goods over
tangible ones (Morewedge et al., 2021). Both of these shifts threaten psychological ownership:
with intangible goods, consumers are confused as to who controls access-based goods. Also,
even though there are ways of proving the purchase of digital goods, it is unclear whether
consumers actually own these goods or not. For example, customers who buy digital books
often mistakenly believe that they have bought more than just the right to view them. Because
of this ambiguity, digital goods are often perceived as less authentic (Belk, 2013; Helm et al.,
2018, as cited in Morewedge et al., 2021). Although intangible goods bring “exciting
improvements in the lives of consumers and their welfare”, research has shown that people
value digital goods less than physical ones due to the latter’s underlying capacity to garner

psychological ownership (Atasoy & Morewedge, 2017).



2.1.5. Consequences of dematerialisation: Touch and authenticity

Psychological ownership is also felt through physical cues, such as holding, touching
and manipulating an object. Berger (1972, p. 8-9) describes that “to touch something is to
situate oneself in relation to it” and that, in the absence of other senses, touch can become a
“static, limited form of sight”. Indeed, feeling the weight or the texture of an object is part of
its physicality; touch becomes a premium that people are willing to pay for (Sax, 2020). As
humans, we innately crave physical interactions: merely touching an object can increase
perceived ownership of a good (Peck & Shu, 2009) and these “tactile physical experience[s]”
are not possible in an entirely digital world (O’Donnell, 2017).

The tactile cues described above are referred to as contamination (“the soul of the
person rubbing off on or impregnating the object”) (Belk, 1988; 2013) and as ‘“‘aura”
(Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015; Benjamin, 1968, as cited in Belk, 2013). Both concepts are
associated with authenticity, a wider concept that is studied more in specific fields (such as
vinyl consumption), but which lacks a universal definition. However, there are three broad
ways of describing it — authenticity can be objectivist (something is authentic when it can be
verified as real by experts using objective criteria), constructivist (socially defined and
constructed authenticity, based on expectations, beliefs and images) and existential (intra- or
interpersonal authenticity) (Goulding & Derbaix, 2019).

Patina, or “the small signs of age that accumulate on the surface of objects”
(McCracken, 1988, as cited in Mardon & Belk, 2018), is a great example of an attribute that
makes a physical product unique, timeless and authentic. For instance, in the case of vinyl,
each copy of a record has an individuality of its own, starting from the etchings that master
cutters place around the centre of the record and all the way to various signs of wear, such as
little scratches on the disc or bent corners on the vinyl sleeve (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015).

In the process of dematerialisation, because digital files do not erode in time, the authenticity

10



and aura of the original product may be lost. This may explain why, in the absence of the
tangible record and packaging of music (vinyl covers, jewel cases for CDs), digital music is

perceived as having less emotional and monetary value (Belk, 2013).

2.2. The influence of aesthetics on self-identity

Aesthetics is briefly defined as “the philosophical study of beauty and taste”, but
providing an expansive, general definition for it is a difficult task (in fact, this is the task for
modern-day aesthetics). The intricacy of the field reunites beauty, taste, criticism, enjoyment
and charm, among others. For example, people use terms such as “beautiful” and “ugly” to
express how they perceive things or other people. However, these terms are, on the one hand,
too vague and, on the other hand, too subjective: somebody's point of view that an object is
beautiful is not necessarily shared by another person. Historically, philosophers emphasised
these two descriptors, but they are far from being the most important or most useful words
when discussing and criticising what appeals to us. If anything, it can be said that a word such
as “beautiful” conveniently represents a class of richer, more descriptive terms, such as
“peaceful, soft, atmospheric, harsh, and evocative” (Munro & Scruton, 2023).

Our appreciation for beauty is innate, as revealed in personality research: aesthetics is
one of six major personal values (along with theoretical, economical, social, political and
religious) (Allport, Vernon & Lindzey, 1970, as cited in Townsend & Sood, 2012) and it is a
value that applies not only to people, but also to products (Townsend & Sood, 2012). So, in an
“aesthetic experience”, as described by Kant, interacting with an object (the “aesthetic object”)
becomes a sensory experience in which people simply admire the object for what it is, with no
other purpose in mind (e.g., to discuss or criticise it). If people go beyond admiration and the
object also holds significance and value, then this forms the foundation of their taste. Taste is

expressed through products, attitudes, preferences, etc. and it acts as a signal of identity. In
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fact, “by our taste we betray ourselves” — people judge other people based on their purchase
decisions, which is why choosing the aesthetic object is done carefully and intentionally, so as
to transmit the desired identity to others (Berger & Heath, 2007; Munro & Scruton, 2023).

It is, therefore, no surprise that companies are increasingly capitalising on the power of
aesthetics to make their offerings stand out. In a pool of various products, although quality and
functionality are important product attributes, they are not always enough to make a leap and
be the decisive differentiation factor. Aesthetics, however, can create strong associations for a
brand, positively trigger product choice and an inclination to show off and care for a product
(Reimann et al., 2010). For example, the name Coca-Cola immediately brings to mind the soft
drink dressed in red and packaged in the distinctive bottle; in sports, Nike and Adidas are
associated with the Swoosh logo and the three tilted stripes, respectively.

The latter brands are also known for providing consumers with an opportunity to imbue
products with their taste by co-participating in designing them. Self-design is a form of mass
customisation, where consumers can pick out the colour, shape, texture, and other attributes of
their desired product using online configurators (Deng et al., 2010). Other scholars (Berger &
Heath, 2007; Reimann et al., 2010) supported the relevance of colour, shape and texture and
also mentioned luminance and style as other characteristics that can help consumers feel more
unique relative to others. Such product characteristics can help create a sense of visual
coherence, which is given by similarity, unity (how congruent the elements of a design are)
and prototypicality (how well a product represents its category) (Deng et al., 2010). Of the
three, prototypicality has been at the centre of debates in research: although some scholars
claim that only atypical designs will stand the test of time and that consumers will prefer them
over typical designs (Landwehr et al., 2013), others found that consumer preference is already

at its highest for a moderate level of prototypicality and brand consistency (Liu et al., 2017).
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Interestingly enough, the functionality of the product is not a necessary attribute for
people to associate themselves with a beautiful product and, thus, feel better about themselves
(Townsend & Sood, 2012). The recipients of an aesthetic experience regard the aesthetic object
for what it is (Munro & Scruton, 2023) and this aligns with the behaviour of consumers
everywhere today. When it comes to vinyl, for example, roughly half of the respondents that
buy vinyl do not play it and instead use it as room decoration, according to a survey by BBC
and YouGov (Wagner, 2018). The well-known photography brand Polaroid, whose tumultuous
past almost killed the brand, made a triumphant return to the market by shifting their focus;
due to its associations with other brands, music festivals, parties etc., Polaroid “became less

about functionality and more about aesthetic” (Courier, 2021).

2.3.  Self-identity through aesthetic retro technologies

2.3.1. The revival of retro technologies

Traditionally, in the process of innovation, a new (and, sometimes, better) product or
technology arrives to replace an older version of it (Foucart et al., 2018). Digitisation has been
singled out as the current shift in the evolution of consumption, in which consumers
increasingly prefer experiential goods to material ones (Morewedge et al., 2021). At a more
abstract level, tangible goods are being replaced by their intangible versions. Yet, a particular
group of products emerged and disrupted this movement in a phenomenon called the revival of
“retro technologies” (Sarpong et al., 2016) or the “analogue rebirth” (Balbi & Magaudda,
2018). In this revival, we can observe the “effective return, generally in niche contexts, of
technologies considered obsolete and frequently (mistakenly) declared dead” (Balbi &

Magaudda, 2018).
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The revival of retro technologies is actually a broader phenomenon composed of several
standalone revivals and trends, such as the vinyl revival, the largest of them all and one of the
earliest retro technologies to be acknowledged both publicly and academically (BPI, 2018;
Magaudda & Minniti, 2019; Willman, 2022). Arguably the second most important revival to
highlight is the triumphant comeback of the instant camera, thanks to the success of brands like
Fujifilm and the reinvention of Polaroid (Fujikawa, 2016; Magaudda & Minniti, 2019). Other
notable revivals, albeit in a smaller scale, include: cassettes and analogue synthesisers in music;
retro-gaming in video gaming; the persistence of physical books over e-books; and
“dumbphones” (a new term for phones that provide the very basic functionalities of calling and
texting, such as the Nokia 3310) (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018; BPI, 2018; Fernandez &
Beverland, 2018; Fujikawa, 2016; Magaudda & Minniti, 2019; Statista, 2022; Willman, 2022;
Wood, 2016).

Why do consumers return to these tangible products, if the modern, intangible version
is more readily available and convenient? Research was not able to come to a consensus. In a
literature review, Magaudda & Minniti (2019) pointed out that the phenomenon is often
explained from a narrow point of view with the cultural fascination for vintage objects,
nostalgia and using an outdated old/new media distinction which does not account for change.
Also, many studies do not actually analyse how retro technologies are being used and
embedded in practice. Other scholars (e.g., Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015; Foucart et al.,
2018) dismissed nostalgia as the driver behind the revival and attributed it to “a reaction to the
digitalisation of physical objects and experiences” — even though the revival includes the
comeback of early digital technologies, such as retro-gaming — or to their popularity. This was
particularly noted in music, where major pop stars play a big role in the success of vinyl and
cassettes by releasing their music in limited editions in these physical formats (Browne, 2022;

Magaudda & Minniti, 2019; Willman, 2022).
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There are exceptions in literature, however, that offer a broader perspective to the
question posed above. One explanation states that, in digitisation, the replacement of tangible
goods with intangible ones was never black and white: the previously defined process of
intermediality states that devices, markets, aesthetics and elements (technical, social and
cultural) of tangible goods were mixed up in the process. Furthermore, there is a constant
tension between continuity (the tendency to preserve consumption habits and cultural media
formats) and change (the tendency to shake up consumption practices and cultural forms
triggered by digitalisation). This paved the way for the interweaving of different media and a
“growing interdependence between politics, technologies, aesthetics, markets and practices,
which were previously distinct and separate” (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018).

Another insight describes the comeback of a technology by mapping out a product and
its first, second and third generation. Using examples from music (the vinyl record),
photography (the instant camera) and the mobile phone industry (the “dumbphone”), the
authors describe a scenario in which the first generation of a technology is completely
substituted by the second generation, in turn completely substituted by the third generation, but
then the first generation offers enough advantages to co-exist with the third one. Therefore, for
a technology to come back, what matters is not its overall performance, but the specific
performance in the context in which it adds value to the latest generation (Foucart et al., 2018).
Music constitutes the perfect case: vinyl records (first generation) were almost completely
replaced by CDs (second generation) and digital music (third generation) almost completely
substituted CDs. Records offer the tangibility that is missing from the intangible music files

and, nowadays, they are designed in such a way that tangibility is clearly emphasised.
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2.3.2. Case study 1: The vinyl revival

The music market today is “the most competitive in memory”’: there have never been
so many ways for fans to discover new music and for artists to get discovered. The global
recorded music market continues to grow and, in 2021, its revenues reached an all-time peak;
streaming (65% of total revenues) continued to be the dominant format. Physical music —
consisting of vinyl records, CDs and cassettes — accounted for the second largest (19.5%) share
of revenues and posted growth for the first time in 20 years, thanks to a particularly strong
revenue growth in vinyl sales (51.3%, up from 25.9% in the previous year), as well as a strong
engagement with CDs (IFPI, 2022).

Among the physical formats, the vinyl record has made an impressive comeback in a
phenomenon dubbed “the vinyl revival”. This retro technology was largely abandoned in the
90s, due to the dominance of the CD, but it has been growing consistently since the early 2000s.
In fact, in a twenty-year span, the market for vinyl records grew 33 times in size (Foucart et
al., 2018; Willman, 2022). Its early success led to the creation of Record Store Day in 2007, an
annual event which celebrates independent record stores by inviting artists to release their
music in limited edition vinyl or, as of recently, cassette formats. The physical format has
recently registered its 17th consecutive year of growth in the United States, even though 2022
marked the end of a seven-year rapid acceleration in sales, possibly due to either slow demand
or supply issues (Caulfield, 2023).

The long-lasting impact of the vinyl revival is seen from multiple points of view. Firstly,
in the form of events: in time, Record Store Day grew to be one of the most impactful events
in the industry, with bigger names in music and more fans participating every year (Willman,
2022). Secondly, since 2021, separate vinyl charts are published nationally and globally (e.g.,
Billboard, 2022; IFPI, 2022; Luminate, 2023; Official Charts, 2023a). Finally, vinyl is

continuously breaking records worldwide. For example, in the United States, a top music
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market globally, 2022 was a particularly great year for vinyl. It was the second consecutive
year in which vinyl was the leading physical format, the largest single-week vinyl album sales
ever was reached twice (it is currently held by Taylor Swift’s “Midnights” with 575.000
copies), and, in December 2022, the largest week for vinyl album sales overall was registered
since tracking began in 1991, with 2.232 million LPs sold in the week before Christmas
(Luminate, 2023).

There are several factors behind the success of this physical format. First of all, in the
United States, current releases (no older than 18 months and currently charting on the Billboard
200 chart) on vinyl started to outperform older releases in 2021 and the first half of 2022
(Luminate, 2022; Luminate, 2023). The impressive growth of vinyl can be partly attributed to
pop superstars and more mass retailers stocking up on the format. Data shows that, even though
rock albums still have the lion’s share in vinyl album sales (about 52%), pop releases — which
come third in album sales — had the biggest gains from 2020 to 2021. Of the top ten selling
vinyl albums of 2021 and 2022 in the US, more than half of the albums belonged to pop artists,
such as Adele, Harry Styles, Olivia Rodrigo and Taylor Swift (Caulfield, 2023; Willman,
2022). As a matter of fact, Taylor Swift had such an impact on vinyl sales in 2022, following
the release of her new album “Midnights”, that one in every 25 records sold in the US was a
Swift album (Caulfield, 2023). The final factor is the vinyl buyer. Research suggests that the
vinyl revival is actually driven by the younger generations, particularly by Gen Z (Garvan,
2013; O’Donnell, 2017; Willman, 2022). Recent reports in the United States revealed that,
compared to the average listener, Gen Z fans spend 10% more money on music every month
and are 27% more likely to purchase vinyl records (Luminate, 2023).

The contemporary vinyl record is an attractive product to own and collect for several
reasons. Records nowadays are offered as an “aesthetic package deal”, where many important

product attributes are highlighted. First, as previously mentioned, the way a record
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complements the dominating digital format is through its tangibility (Foucart et al., 2018). The
comeback of vinyl coincided with the emergence of a new standard for this format: the 180
gram vinyl. It is a much thicker and more durable disc, compared to the one initially introduced
in the 20" century, which is why it is perceived as a “premium” version of a record. The
heaviness of the disc does not affect the sound quality, but it does influence tactility, in that it
is “more satisfying to handle and to place on the turntable”. The overall aesthetic of a record
also includes attributes such as colour (colour palette, coloured discs); gatefold sleeves (the
way the package opens like a book); art on the front and back cover, inside the gatefold sleeves,
on the record sleeves, in the booklets, on posters (if any); and texture (quality of the cardboard,
e.g.) (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015).

Through its aesthetics, the record is associated with authenticity and, therefore, identity.
It is a medium “par excellence” with “a certain human quality” because of its capacity to link
it to specific moments in one's life. This is an important point in the digital age because
consumers do not need to buy music physically to consume it, but if they do, they show their
cultural consumption and the record becomes a measure of uniqueness (Bartmanski &
Woodward, 2015; Giles et al., 2007; Goulding & Derbaix, 2019). In time, a collection of
records will become a cultural autobiography for the owner, by “attaching to specific moments,
events, and relationships”. The authenticity and pathway to self-identity comes not just from
owning the physical good, but also from interacting with it. The interaction happens as part of
a ritual, which can be loosely described as follows. Before purchasing a record, an eager fan
will immerse themselves in the experience of taking a trip to the local record store. This is an
important place where they can seek and belong to a community of like-minded people and
where they can also get personal recommendations from the more experienced staff (Garvan,
2013). After browsing through the crates and purchasing the desired record, the post-purchase

phase is what comes to mind when people talk about the “ritual of playing vinyl”: unpacking

18



it, getting the record out of its sleeve, placing it on the turntable and hearing the crackle as the
needle touches the grooves. As the songs play, one can admire and interact with the contents
of the packaging: the cover art, the gatefold sleeve (if present), the photos, posters, lyrics, liner
notes and so on. These elements, along with the warm sound, durability and collectability, are
what constitute the vinyl’s aura and by interacting with these elements, a fan builds a new or
maintains an existing consumer-artist relationship (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015; Giles et
al., 2007).

To summarise, what is so noteworthy about vinyl today is that it is not playing by old
rules anymore. The contemporary vinyl record is a reinvented product that maximises the
aesthetic without necessarily sacrificing sound and, instead of continuing to sell old titles from
the rock scene to generations that grew up with records (such as Gen X), the vinyl revival is
instead driven by the younger generations, who buy current music releases on wax. This does
not mean, however, that everything is moving into the mainstream, just that there is some

“increased diversity” in the landscape (Willman, 2022).

2.3.3. Case study 2: The instant camera revival

Instant photography may have been invented in 1947 by the Polaroid Corporation, but
the instant picture that we know today, the one that comes out fully developed after clicking
the button, was introduced in 1972 with the launch of the Polaroid SX-70 and it was called
“absolute one-step photography” (Minniti, 2016). In a twist of fate, digital photography, the
successor of instant photography and the reason for Polaroid’s early demise, was strongly
influenced by the one-step shooting process. Actually, Polaroid instant cameras can be seen as

an intersection between analogue and digital photography not just because of their instantly
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developed pictures, but also thanks to the various ways of manipulating these pictures, e.g., by
shooting with double exposure or using coloured lenses (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018).

Analogue photography had a grip over the photography sector for almost three decades,
thanks to its ubiquity and qualitatively superior models. Unfortunately, between the 1980s and
2001, Polaroid camera sales were declining, forcing the company to declare bankruptcy.
Polaroid sold their assets and relaunched as a digital brand, but these efforts were unsuccessful
and they had to declare bankruptcy a second time, in 2008. Moreover, the company announced
it would stop producing instant film, due to financial and market troubles, Kickstarting a
seemingly imminent obsolescence for the instant film format. At the same time, digital
photography was growing in popularity, especially after the 1999 release of Nikon’s first reflex
camera, which attracted the attention of non-professional, amateur photographers. Thanks to
increasingly better quality and accessible prices, in 2003 in the United States, digital camera
sales overtook analogue camera sales for the first time (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018; Coldewey,
2020; Lusina, 2021).

Given the circumstances, Polaroid cameras took on a new meaning, which led to the
emergence of a group of amateur photographers, who called themselves “polaroiders”, not
photographers, and who committed to only shooting instant photos. These users were also
“marketers, distributors, repairers, and even producers” of these cameras, referring to a practice
still in use today of tweaking one’s instant camera for a variety of reasons, like expanding its
shooting skills. After Polaroid abandoned the market, the void was filled by The Impossible
Project, a company founded in 2008 whose goal was to create new kinds of instant film
compatible with existing Polaroid cameras. Thanks to this new social group and to the new
company, the seemingly inevitable obsolescence of the instant film format was reversed and a
new era for Polaroid and for contemporary instant photography was born, named “Polaroid

2.0” (Minniti, 2016).
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Since the beginning, the appeal of instant cameras was largely centred around its
aesthetics. Different from their contemporary counterparts, instant cameras make you “think
before you click”, due to the limited number of photos available and the price of a set of photos.
Before snapping the perfect picture, you have to plan the shot in your head, think about
composition and wait for the results (unlike digital cameras, where everything is continuous
and live). The final photos all have their “personality” in the form of imperfections, be they
out-of-focus shots or some unintended fingers in front of the lens, and their beauty is because
they “fit[s] the picture in your mind of how something was” (Bound et al., 2020).

Similar to the vinyl record, the aesthetics of the instant photograph is associated with a
particular kind of authenticity. In this case, the materiality of the picture, the creativity that
comes from experimentation and unpredictability and the reflective experience of shooting on
instant film (referring to the mental and technical preparation before the shoot) are all part of
what makes instant film photography more authentic than its digital counterpart (Minniti,
2016).

The photographic process presented above strongly influenced contemporary
photography practice: the initial success of the social network Instagram was due to the fact
that users could digitally emulate the typical square format of Polaroid and other effects of
analogue photo lenses. As an industry sector, photography did not only overlap with social
media, but also with the telecommunications, hardware/software and Internet sectors
(smartphone cameras, webcams etc.) (Balbi & Magaudda, 2018).

The instant film photography market has been recovering and growing in popularity,
with an annual industry growth rate of 16% between 2013 and 2016 and a predicted annual
industry growth rate of 2.5% between 2020 and 2026 (Courier, 2021). The leader in instant
cameras nowadays is Fujifilm, the producer of Instax cameras. Their success is so impressive,

that they managed to overtake two of their fiercest competitors, Nikon and Sony, based on
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Instax camera sales alone (Rooke, 2022; Schneider, 2022). Their photography sector has been
registering a steady growth since the COVID-19 pandemic and, even during decreasing sales
in the overall photography sector, the company reported increasing sales for instant cameras
(Fujifilm, 2021). Polaroid is the second most important brand in instant photography today.
The company managed to revert back to its original name and branding after The Impossible
Project, the company that was created to keep the instant film format alive, managed to acquire
the Polaroid brand name and intellectual property in 2017, relaunched itself as “Polaroid
Originals” in 2017 and, later, as “Polaroid” in 2020 (Coldewey, 2020). Other brands that have
launched successful instant cameras and instant/digital hybrid cameras are Lomography,

Kodak or Leica.

3. Method

The aim of this thesis is to observe the revival of retro technologies through two
representative products, the vinyl record and instant camera, and understand why consumers
pick the “older”, tangible good, instead of the newer, modern and intangible version. An
appropriate research method to get insights directly from consumers is netnography (“Internet”
& “ethnography”), a research technique invented by Kozinets (1998) with the goal of
investigating consumer behaviour of online cultures and communities. Bartl et al. (2009) later
expanded on this work: the new framework they presented was used as a basis for this research

and will be explained below.
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3.1. About the netnography framework

Netnography focuses on passively and unobtrusively observing social groups found in
“forums, blogs, chat rooms, consumer portals, newsgroups, and user generated content
platforms” with the purpose of understanding them in depth, along with their wishes, opinions
and so on. Some of the advantages of this approach include using it as a virtual customer
integration research method, early recognition of trends, timely reactions to new market
developments and the retrieval of “product-related information about consumer experiences,
behaviour, wants and needs” (Bartl et al., 2009).

In the updated framework, netnography is a five-step methodological process:

1. Definition of research field

2. ldentification and selection of online communities
3. Community observation and data collection

4. Data analysis and data aggregation of insights

5. Translation into product and service solutions

The process is, sometimes, very individual, meaning that it depends a lot on the abilities
of the researcher. An analysis like the one proposed in this thesis could not be carried out using
qualitative data analysis software, such as NVivo or Atlas. These kinds of software are not yet
able to correctly decipher all the meanings of a comment, especially if it is written using slang,
abbreviations or using community-specific terms. Also, the software might not be able to
correctly detect if a statement is relevant or not, because this depends on the context it was
given in (Bartl et al., 2009).

Netnography was chosen as the main research method also because, as described in the
theoretical background, literature was inconsistent regarding why consumers choose the first

generation product, which almost went obsolete, over the third and newest generation product,
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which should be better than the early version, according to the process of innovation (Foucart
et al., 2018). By choosing to analyse and interpret these opinions, the research method in
thisthesis partially lines up with the one of scholars such as Sinclair & Tinson (2016) and
Fernandez & Beverland (2018).

With the presentation of these points, the reliability and the respecting of the ethical
guidelines of this research are ensured. Before the study, conforming to the guidelines in Bartl
et al. (2009), there was a preparation phase that helped to get familiar with the nature of the
communities that will be studied by studying their language, behaviour and netiquette. The
final results of the research will be triangulated with the theoretical findings presented earlier

and discussed in the final part of the thesis.

3.2.  The research field (Netnography, step 1)

The first step in the netnography framework is to define the research field, by which
one creates a starting point to help with the search of the online communities later. Respecting
the approach of the authors, a set of relevant questions regarding the choice of vinyl records
and instant film photography over their digital counterparts were defined. These questions did
not derive from theoretical research (otherwise, the data collection would be biased); instead,
they were conceived at a more abstract level as pairs for both the vinyl revival and the instant
film revival. They are:

1. Why do people buy vinyl records (instant cameras)?

2. Why do consumers choose vinyl records (instant cameras) over other physical forms of
music (other forms of photography)?

3. Who or what is driving the vinyl revival (instant film revival)?

4. What are the advantages and/or challenges of the vinyl revival (instant film revival)?

24



3.3.  The online communities and data collection (Netnography,

steps 2 and 3)

In the second step of netnography, the researcher identifies and selects the online
communities; then, in the third step, these communities are observed and the data is collected.
Due to their interconnectedness, these two steps will be described together.

Communities such as forums, blogs, consumer portals, chat rooms, newsgroups and so
on are eligible. However, one of the biggest drawbacks in netnography is that the vastness of
the Internet means that there is a lot of information to be analysed, making the approach time-
consuming (Bartl et al., 2009). For the vinyl and instant film revivals, | devised different

approaches to find the appropriate communities, which will be presented below.

3.3.1. The online communities for the vinyl revival

For the vinyl revival, an initial search on Reddit (www.reddit.com) for the keyword

“vinyl”" led to more than 200 subreddits; after eliminating the irrelevant ones (e.g., subreddits
where “vinyl” was the material), there were still roughly 75 subreddits left. Apart from Reddit,
23 other sites and blogs, 21 Facebook groups and about 10 Instagram hashtags were identified.
To sort through all this information, the following criteria were chosen:

1. The focus was on vinyl albums, which appear in dedicated charts, and not on vinyl
singles.

2. Only “current” albums (younger than 18 months and present on the Billboard 200 chart)
qualify, since they are growing at a higher rate than albums older than 18 months
(Luminate, 2022).

3. The albums must be from major artists, because the vinyl revival is driven partly by the

younger generations and partly by major stars who put out their music on vinyl
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(Willman, 2022). Moreover, albums by major stars essentially guarantee their presence
on album charts.

4. The selected vinyl albums must reflect the variety of genres presented by Willman
(2022). According to total sales, the top genre is rock, followed by R&B/Hip-Hop, pop,
other genres and country. However, according to the largest share changes, the top
genre is pop, followed by country, R&B/hip-hop, world, Latin and rock.

5. To select the relevant album charts, the research began by looking at the global top 10
vinyl albums chart — not the all-format albums chart — and at the same chart published
in each of the top 10 music markets worldwide (as of 2021: USA, Japan, the United
Kingdom, Germany, France, China, South Korea, Canada, Australia and Italy). This
operation would be done for the years 2021 (the first year in which vinyl aloums charts
started to be published) and 2022, so the expected number of total charts to collect was
22. However, the final set consisted of 12 charts, which can be consulted in Appendix
A. At the time of writing, Japan, France, China and South Korea did not publish
separate vinyl charts, while the global and the Canadian charts in 2022 were not yet
available.

6. To reflect the various music markets worldwide (as per the previous criterion), aloums
from different countries and in different languages should be included.

7. Finally, all comments should be less than 5 years old, to reflect the recency of the vinyl

revival (Bartl et al., 2009).

After applying the criteria described above, the final list contains 9 albums which will
serve as the basis for the data collection. These can be consulted below in Table 1. All alboums
were chosen due to their high placements in the charts (e.g., Midnights) or for being the highest-

placed album in its country of origin (e.g., Noi, loro, gli altri), as per the criteria above. Two
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exceptions were made. Kendrick Lamar’s album did not appear in any of the charts, but he was
chosen to represent the rap/hip-hop genre and also due to his popularity among vinyl collectors.
Tyler, the Creator’s album charted at #9 in the 2022 US year-end vinyl charts, but the album
was a success story: originally released in 2021 on digital platforms, the vinyl version came
out in April 2022 and, with 50.000 units sold, it set a record for the largest opening week for a
hip-hop album on vinyl and brought the album back to no. 1 on the Billboard 200 charts
(Caulfield, 2022).

During the research for the appropriate platforms to start collecting the data, each album
was matched with at least one platform; 13 platforms were selected, of which 9 are subreddits
on Reddit and the remaining 4 are other fitting forums. For two albums, (Maneskin and
Marracash), even though suitable platforms were found, there were not enough relevant posts
where the consumers were discussing the respective albums on vinyl. As a result, the two

albums were eliminated from the list.
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Table 1. The vinyl revival: Selected albums and sources for data collection

Artist/Band — Album
Year of release!, Genre?

Sources for data collection

For all the albums below

Reddit — r/vinyl
HiFi Guides — https://forum.hifiguides.com/

Arctic Monkeys — The Car
2022, Rock/Alternative

Reddit — r/arcticmonkeys

Harry Styles — Harry’s House
2022, Pop

Reddit — r/harrystyles

Kendrick Lamar — Mr. Morale
& the Big Steppers
2022, Rap/Hip-Hop

Reddit — r/kendricklamar

Noyz Narcos — Virus
2022, Rap/Hip-Hop

Nill Forum —
https://nill.forumcommunity.net/?t=61187804&st=195

Rammstein — Zeit
2022, Metal

Reddit — r/rammstein
Rammstein forum: https://www.ra-forum.com/

Taylor Swift — Midnights
2022, Pop

Reddit — r/taylorswift

Billie Eilish — Happier than Ever
2021, Rock/Alternative

Reddit — r/billieeilish
Popjustice —
https://forum.popjustice.com/threads/billie-eilish-

happier-than-ever.72039/

Olivia Rodrigo — Sour
2021, Pop

Reddit — r/oliviarodrigo

Tyler, the Creator — Call Me If
You Get Lost
2021, Rap/Hip-Hop

Reddit — r/tylerthecreator

Maneskin — Teatro d’Ira, vol. 1
2021, Rock/Alternative

Marracash — Noi, loro, gli altri
2021, Rap/Hip-Hop

Qualified, but ultimately eliminated due to a lack of
relevant posts.

1.2 Information according to the Apple Music page of the album.
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3.3.2.  The online communities for the instant film revival

Initially, the search for the appropriate communities for the netnography analysis of the
instant camera revival unfolded in a similar way to the previous search for the online
communities for the vinyl revival. Here, the criteria applied were the following:

1. Look for communities that discuss the instant camera manufacturers with the most
popular instant cameras of the moment: Fujifilm's Instax, Polaroid's eponymous
camera, Lomography's Lomo'Instant line etc.

2. Linked to the previous criterion, use both general keywords, such as “analogue”,
“instant film” or “instant camera”, as well as specific keywords, such as “instax” or
“polaroid”

3. Unlike the case of the vinyl releases, because instant cameras come at various price
points, consumers may not always buy the newest product and may opt for an older
model, so that they can still enjoy the experience. For this reason, there was no
discrimination between older and newer models of instant cameras when browsing the
threads in the different forums.

4. Finally, the posts and threads in the forums should be less than 5 years old, to reflect

the recency of the customer behaviour around instant cameras (Bartl et al., 2009).

This search also started on Reddit (www.reddit.com) by looking for the general and

specific keywords mentioned earlier. Because the initial results were few, to broaden the
search, | perused other subreddits that are typically associated with retro technologies or with
the nostalgic factor, such as r/vintage or r/analogcommunity. In the end, 4 communities from
Reddit made the final list. Outside of Reddit, the focus was on finding forums either specialised
in instant photography or well-established photography forums that had dedicated instant film

communities. For the former type, a community such as Polaroid Passion (the English forum)
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is an ideal place to start. However, going through the different posts, they did not reveal why
consumers preferred Polaroid and its film to other cameras and types of film; rather, it was
more about sharing pictures taken with their Polaroid cameras or discussing technical matters.
Therefore, this platform was eliminated.

Flickr is a great example of a well-established photography forum; in fact, it is one of
the oldest and largest on the Internet. On Flickr, you can search for photos, people or groups
and, similar to Reddit, the initial searches for the various keywords led to a high number of
groups (more than 50-100 per keyword). To only extract what’s relevant, for each keyword,
the results were sorted first by size, then by activity; the top 10 results were then observed. If
an observed group had discussions where the comments were less than 5 years old and there
were at least 3-5 replies to start with in each thread, then this group would be considered for
the final cut. This procedure was done for the following keywords: “instax”, “polaroid”, “lomo
instant”, “leica sofort” and “kodak instant” as the specific keywords; “instant film”, “instant
film photography” and “instant camera” as the general keywords. Some groups overlapped in
the results of different keywords. For one specific group, “I Shoot Film”, which is a particularly
large and active group, the procedure with the keywords was repeated. In the end, 3 groups
were selected for the data collection.

Finally, two more photography forums were added to the list. Photrio is a forum for
photographers specialised in analogue photography. PhotoNet, on the other hand, is a more
general photography forum, whose instant film community is smaller than expected; still, the
few insightful comments that were found made a significant contribution to the data.

The final list of 9 communities can be seen below in Table 2.
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Table 2. The instant film revival: Sources for data collection

Source
Reddit — www.reddit.com rlanalog
rlanalogcommunity
r/polaroid
r/instax
Flickr https://www.flickr.com/groups/polaroid /discuss/
https://www.flickr.com/groups/instax/discuss/
https://www.flickr.com/groups/ishootfilm/discuss/
Photrio —
https://www.photrio.com/forum/home/
PhotoNet — https://www.photo.net/

Eliminated sources

Reddit: Eliminated due to a lack of relevant comments
r/fujifilm
r/vintage

Polaroid Passion (English) —
https://en.polaroid-passion.com/

3.3.3. Data collection

After establishing the list of communities which will be observed and from where the
data will be collected, the retrieval of the data can begin. This retrieval takes place in an
unobtrusive way on the Internet, therefore eliminating possible biases that may arise from
involving the researcher. The data collection must be done manually, for the reasons explained
above in Section 3.1. During the collection process, the comments will be read and coded using

a descriptive naming scheme (Bartl et al., 2009).
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3.4. Data analysis and consumer insights (Netnography, step 4, and

the Gioia method)

In the fourth step of the Bartl et al. (2009) framework, the data is analysed and the
consumer insights are revealed. The aim of this step is to find “patterns and relationships within
and across” the consumer statements and to make general observations about the matter at
hand. However, for this data analysis, this fourth step was expanded into a unique framework
by bringing together the authors’ work and a second framework by Gioia et al. (2013). These
authors developed a holistic approach to solve a problem from the field of qualitative research,
namely how to bring qualitative rigour to the conduct and presentation of inductive research.
Interested readers are kindly referred to the paper for an in-depth description of this process.

As in the previous step, every comment is read and analysed, in order to find the above
mentioned patterns. In this thesis, these are called “concepts” and they represent a first-order
categorisation of the data. Examples of concepts include “Artwork/Appearance”, “Personal
connection” or “Originality/Authenticity”. Once the list of concepts is finalised, they are
grouped once again into second order “themes”, which are more abstract; examples include
“visual features” or “consumer description”. At this point, the process is already very
theoretical and one should consider whether the themes and concepts are helpful in describing
the observed phenomena. If not, the themes can be regrouped even further into second order
“aggregate dimensions”. In the end, the concepts, themes and aggregate dimensions lay the
foundation for the data structure, perhaps the most important step in the entire research (Gioia
et al., 2013). Examples of how this process was carried out are found in Tables 3 and 4 in the

Results section.
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3.5.  Product and service solutions (Netnography, step 5)

In the final step of the netnography process, the obtained insights translated into
innovative product and service solutions. It is in this step that the researcher generates
managerial implications and offers new perspectives to the world regarding a certain topic. For
example, the insights gathered from the consumer's point of view regarding the vinyl and the
instant film revivals can allow managers to study how to approach other retro technologies that
might be experiencing their own revival. The process of translating the insights into solutions
is not predefined, but actually very context dependent. For the two revivals, the managerial

implications will be discussed in the final section.
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4. Results

Two separate netnography analyses were conducted, one for the vinyl revival
(Netnography 1) and another for the instant film revival (Netnography 2). The comments for
both of them were collected over a period of roughly two months in December 2022 — January
2023 and supplemented in August 2023. After retrieving and cleaning the data, the final size
of the sample is n = 611 comments, of which 366 comments (or 59.90%) belong to the vinyl
revival and 245 comments to the instant film revival study.

Using the framework presented in the previous section, the comments describe the
consumers of vinyl records and instant cameras, their reasons for consuming these products
and other themes, as well. For the design-related comments presented in both analyses,
terminology from Noble & Kumar (2008) was borrowed, whose alternative perspectives on
design gave some clarity to the findings. According to them, one can drive value through
utilitarian design, which focuses on the practical benefits of a product; kinaesthetic design,
which focuses on how a user physically interacts with the product; and visual design, which is
driven by form and by the desire to communicate value to the consumer, without necessarily
interacting with the product (Noble & Kumar, 2008). Furthermore, to judge how important the
concepts, themes or dimensions were to consumers, | used a frequency distribution, which will

be presented in Figures 1 and 2.

4.1. Netnography 1: Vinyl revival

The final tally includes 366 comments in three languages: English (347), Italian (11)
and German (8). Most of the comments (321) were retrieved from Reddit and the remaining
comments from the forums mentioned earlier in Table 1. The data structure and results are
presented in Table 3 and Figure 1, respectively, while all comments are reproduced integrally

in Appendix B.
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Table 3. Netnography 1: Vinyl revival — Overview of the data structure

Concepts
(1t order)

Themes
(2" order)

Aggregate
dimensions
(2" order)

N101 — (In)Convenience

N102 — Music genre

N103 — Quality

N104 — Price & delivery

N105 — Transparency / Ethics in the order
process

Utilitarian features

N106 — Haptic features

N107 — Preference for physical formats
N108 — Record and setup maintenance
N109 — Ritual/Experience

Kinaesthetic
features

N110 — Artwork / Appearance
N111 — Coloured vinyl

N112 — Emotional features
N113 — Exclusivity

N114 — High design

Visual features

Vinyl design

N115 — Collector, recent

N116 — Collector, long time

N117 — Dissatisfied customer

N118 — Generation (X, Millennials, Z, Alpha)

Consumer
description

N119 — Deals
N120 — Extras
N121 — Marketing

External influences

N122 — Enjoyment, hobby, habit

N123 — FOMO (Fear of missing out)

N124 — Personal connection / Emotional value
N125 — Repeated purchase

Internal influences

The consumer in
the stages of
consumption

N126 — Community

N127 — Piracy

N128 — Tips and tricks
N129 — Vinyl manufacturing

Other details
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Figure 1. Netnography 1: Vinyl revival — Results
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4.1.1. The importance of artwork & colour

Of the three types of features that make up a vinyl record’s design, the visual features
(artwork, colour of the vinyl, emotional features, exclusivity and high design) that emerged in
Table 3 are meant to represent the general concepts of “aesthetics”. The artwork and the colour
of the vinyl, in particular, have been referred to as such by some fans, perhaps because they
represent the first contact between the consumer and the product: “I love when colored vinyl
matches the overall aesthetic of the album artwork like this. This is really nice” (r/Rammstein,
user: CatchAmongus).

The main finding of this netnography analysis is that users place the most importance
on the visual, or aesthetic, features of the vinyl record: collectively, almost 300 comments (or
about 82%) mention one of the five visual features at least once. In comparison, the utilitarian
and the kinaesthetic features were collectively mentioned in about 43% and 22% of all cases,
respectively. The artwork or appearance (27.32%) and the colour of the vinyl (26.78%) were
the two most mentioned concepts in the entire analysis, together appearing in more than half
of all comments.

This reinforces the importance of the aesthetic touch in the design process of a record.
Consumers initially create their first impression about a record by analysing the artworks on
the front and back, the packaging and the colour of the disc; many agree that music fans today
are “attracted to vinyl[s] because of aesthetic rather than the practicality that a cd [sic] would
be” (r/TaylorSwift, user: classfight2). The cover art plays a very important role — “No doubt,
that record sleeve is a lot more aesthetically pleasing [then] the glass jewel case from CD’s”
(r/TaylorSwift, user: ZealousPuma). It can lead to three outcomes: an immediate purchase
(“Mahogany is going to be my first vinyl in years. | never felt so strongly to pre-purchase
anything but oh my these are amazing just on aesthetics alone”; r/TaylorSwift, user:

CourtesyFlush33); no purchase (“I keep trying to get into this band but the cover artwork is my
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personal kryptonite lol”; r/vinyl, user: NeoPossum); or a conditional purchase. In the latter
case, some fans will only purchase a record if it guarantees an aesthetic congruence either
between the artwork and the rest of the packaging or with the rest of their personal record
collection. Take this comment, for example, in the context of Olivia Rodrigo’s debut album
Sour, whose artwork features the singer against a purple background: “i purchased the [pink]
walmart one! i love the original cover and the hot pink i feel like personally fit the vibe better
than the uo purple because the cover was already a lighter purple” (r/OliviaRodrigo, user:
nicolepierre).

The overall aesthetics of a record also contribute to something that Noble & Kumar
(2008) call “high design”, a quality where a product is so visually attractive that users will buy
it based on aesthetics alone, choosing it over functionality. In our case, a vinyl record has a
high design when consumers buy it with the sole intention of displaying it, not to also actually
consume the music. For example: “This is my first time buying vinyl, I've only ever bought CDs
in the past. The aesthetics are just too stunning and | want to display them! More as collector's
items than an actual music source. I'll definitely be streaming her music 95% of the time”
(r/TaylorSwift, user: hlldvsn). This situation is more common than one would think; a survey
from the UK revealed that half of their participants did not buy vinyl to listen to it, but to use

as decoration or to support their favourite artist (Armstrong, 2018).

4.1.2. “While supplies last!”

The artwork and the colour of the disc also strongly influence the exclusivity of the
record and other related concepts, such as quality, extras and price; the latter emerges as the
third-most mentioned concept and the most mentioned utilitarian feature. In time, black has
remained the standard colour of a disc and it is also associated with the 180g “premium” heavy

disc, while coloured vinyl is normally pressed on a slightly lighter disc (140g), technically
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making it inferior to the black disc, quality-wise (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015). However,
many artists release their albums in a variety of limited editions featuring various colours or
unique patterns and splashes (e.g., marbled vinyl, dual-colour vinyl, glow-in-the-dark vinyl,
etc.). Some artists choose to go the extra mile and design discs that challenge the conventions
of the material: Fall Out Boy’s 2023 album So Much (For) Stardust, for example, is the first-
ever album on crynyl, a “double-sided, tear-filled LP”, in which “real tears have been diluted
in sonically optimised solution” (Crynyl, 2023).

These limited editions are sometimes playfully mixed with exclusive artworks or bonus
content, which positively augment the “thrill of the hunt” for the record (Mardon & Belk,
2018). Extras were discussed in almost 15% of the comments, in both a positive and a negative
light. The presence of this extra content is important, because the parasocial elements of a
record (artwork, inner design, booklet, liner notes, autographs etc.) can help establish a
consumer-artist relationship among the fans, even allowing them to feel more connected to
their favourite artist or band (Giles et al., 2007). The vinyl edition of the new aloum from Arctic
Monkeys, for example, came in an uncharacteristically simple packaging and consumers were
quick to react: “I’'m a little bit surprised how simple this edition is. Arctic Monkeys records
from Domino are among the best ones | own, usually a nice gatefold with attention to detail,
full sized lyric book etc. so The Car in comparison to the latests releases feels somewhat like a
cheap bootleg copy” (r/ArcticMonkeys, user: earlesstoadvine).

Arguably, the two biggest downsides of limited editions are the scarcity of the product
and its (often higher) price. In the contemporary music industry, there is a habit of artificially
inducing scarcity to drive up sales, to the dismay of many fans (Bartmanski & Woodward,
2015). An example is Taylor Swift’s album Midnights; the aloum is officially available in four
unique variants, but each one of them was released separately under the guise of a limited

number of copies available. On top of that, when put together, the unique back covers form a
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clock. Swift’s rollout is a good example of a unique marketing strategy, but which is not
entirely transparent with the fans, leading to mixed feelings of excitement and disappointment,
along with further complaints about the prices: “THE VIBES ARE IMMACULATE- jade green,
blood moon, mahogany??? How are these all comforting and magical and still completely
unique.” (r/TaylorSwift, user: cityofstarlightt); “Right? I wish she would ’ve dropped them all
at once. | went ahead and emailed to cancel my blue one because I like the green one better
and i can only afford (and really only need) one copy. I’ve honestly gotten tired of the constant
limited edition merch drops.” (r/TaylorSwift, user: suprstar16); “Ditto. Feels like a cash grab
and a way to rack up billboard points. In my opinion, it cheapens the album and the album
hasn’t even come out yet.” (r/TaylorSwift, user: murph_n_turph). Although vinyl aficionados
have the chance to stand out even more and signal a different kind of identity by buying pricier
limited edition records, the average consumer may not be able to afford these, which means
that every detail is important: “$50 and no gatefold???” (r/KendrickLamar, user:
aandrewdavis); “Which one did you get? And how is the pressing? Mine’s pretty lacklustre
which is just impudent considering the price the vinyl are sold at (40€ for a 2LP is horrendous)”

(r/BillieEilish, user: SLOTH-SOUND).

4.1.3. The guest in your apartment

Interacting with a vinyl record may be subjective, but the corporeal aspect of it
introduces a different perspective to this experience, especially looking at the work of DJs. For
them, playing vinyl “demands a wider range of movement” and also brings out a “more tactile
and expressive register” of body movements, something that cannot be replicated with
computers. These are just a few examples of ritualistic practices in club culture, which is a

professional context. However, there are rituals revolving around vinyl in non-professional
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contexts, too: at home, vinyl is “like a guest in one’s apartment”, because it demands your
attention and “requires periodic and regular treatment” (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015).

Many consumers talk about the ritual or the experience of playing vinyl and, although
it will obviously differ from person to person, the ritual will usually go along the lines of the
following comment: “There’s a very calming, soothing feeling to the ritual of taking out a
record, admiring the artwork and track details, taking out the record, and carefully putting it
on a turntable. There’s a lot of care and admiration associated with it, and it’s reflective of
your emotions about your favorite tunes. You are literally and physically cherishing the music
you love. Keeping them clean, owning your music permanently instead of being a lifetime cash
cow for Apple or Spotify, and the pure lizard-brain rush of collecting colorful things are all
part of it too.” (r/KendrickLamar, user: thepokemonGOAT)

The descriptions above introduce the final type of features that are part of the vinyl
design. Kinaesthetic features are how a user physically interacts with a product, for example
through ergonomics or sensory cues (Noble & Kumar, 2008). In the data structure of this
analysis, four features were found: the ritual/experience of consuming vinyl (33 comments),
the preference for physical formats (27), record and setup maintenance (16) and haptic features
(6). Kinaesthetic features were among the least mentioned among the consumers: collectively,
the five features were mentioned in only about 22% of the comments; individually, no feature
was mentioned in more than 10% of the comments. This finding is, surprisingly, contrary to
various theoretical contributions. For example, a global report named liking to physically own
music and liking the ritual of playing vinyl as the first, respectively the third most common

reasons why people buy vinyl (IFPI, 2022).
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4.1.4. Vinyl - bringing generations together

Recalling the guiding questions from Section 3.2, one of the objectives of this analysis
was to find out more about the consumer of vinyl records. The contribution here is small, due
to the few comments (54; about 15% of the total) describing the consumer. 14 fans are recent
collectors of vinyl and almost twice as many have been long-time collectors. Of the 13 users
who explicitly revealed their age, the majority (7) belong to Gen Z, 4 users to Gen X, one user
to Generation Alpha and the last one to Generation Y (Millennials). Despite the small sample
size, these findings still support recent claims that the vinyl revival is driven by the younger

generations, particularly Gen Z (see Willman, 2022).

4.2. Netnography 2: Instant film revival

For the second netnography analysis, which focuses on the instant film revival, 245
comments (40.10% of the total) were collected. All comments are in English and more than
half of the comments come from Reddit (136 comments), while the rest come from Photrio
(65), Flickr (36) and PhotoNet (8). The data structure and results are presented in Table 4 and
Figure 2, respectively, while all comments are reproduced integrally in Appendix C.

Based on the theoretical review and on a general read through of the comments, some
remarks must be made before continuing. The contemporary instant camera market is
dominated by Fujifilm’s Instax cameras, followed by Polaroid’s products, and this general
preference for either Instax or Polaroid is directly reflected in the comments; this will explain
why many of the concepts will predominantly focus on either Instax or Polaroid. When it comes
to cameras, specifically, there are other competitors on the market, like Lomography, MINT or
Kodak — they have been added to separate concepts. However, an interesting thing to note is
that some of these competitors, such as Lomography, use Instax film for their cameras. For this

reason, the film-related concepts are also primarily focused on Instax or Polaroid film.
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Table 4. Netnography 2: Instant film revival — Overview of the data structure

N222 — Purchase through deals or Goodwill

post-purchase

N223 — Takes care of the product (camera & film) behaviour
N224 — Personal reasons Internal
N225 — User owns multiple cameras influences

Concepts Themes ';?ﬁ;gzcﬁs
st nd

(1%t order) (29 order) (2" order)
N201 — Instax cameras, specifications
N202 — Polaroid cameras, specifications Utilitarian
N203 — Other cameras, specifications features of
N204 — Camera price cameras Camera
N205 — Camera extras design
N206 — Instax cameras, design .

. : Visual features
N207 — Polaroid cameras, design of cameras
N208 — Other cameras, design
N209 — Instax film, specifications
N210 — Polaroid film, specifications Utilitarian
N211 — Other film, specifications features of film
N212 — Film price
N213 — Photo materiality Kinesthetic i .

. . . . Film design
N214 — Ritual/Experience (Personal or collective) features of film
N215 — Instax film, design
N216 — Polaroid film, design Visual features
N217 — Other film, design of film
N218 — Emotional features (nostalgia, uniqueness, etc.)
N219 — Camera user/recipient is underage or young Consumer
N220 — Long-time user description
. . The
N221 — Professional settings Purchase and .
consumer in

the stages of
consumption

N226 — Community
N227 — Exclusivity
N228 — Other concepts

Other details
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ival — Results

Instant film rev

Figure 2. Netnography 2
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4.2.1. The antidote to the smartphone

Some of the objectives of this second netnography analysis were to understand who the
consumer of instant film photography is and why they choose this particular retro technology
over other forms of photography (as per Section 3.2). The concepts that arose from the
comments started to clarify the first question: the camera user or recipient is either young or
they are a long-time user; they own multiple cameras and use them for plenty of personal
reasons (such as capturing moments, memories, having fun or using them for special
occasions); and, to a lesser extent (i.e., in a low number of comments), they bought the instant
camera through deals, they maintain it and they even use it in professional settings.

Amassing a total of 53 comments (roughly 22% of the total), the most mentioned
concept in the entire analysis was “Personal reasons”, indicating that consumers seem to use
instant cameras primarily for their own benefit ahead of using them for specific features, like
in the vinyl revival. These personal reasons can be loosely grouped as follows:

Capturing the moment. Through their materiality, instant photos can take on an
autobiographical function, by immortalising a certain moment and thus creating a timeline of
somebody’s life. Some commenters focus on documenting their own life: “I too mainly use
film photography to document my own life and time with friends” (r/analog, user: Fortex1) and
make it clear that “Polaroid isn't about resolution proper color accuracy. It's about capturing
the moment” (r/Polaroid, user: UncleanonG). Others capture special moments of their families;
one of the commenters has “a box of polaroid and instax mini photos of my daughter since my
wife was pregnant, | take a photo of her every year on her birthday so one day | can put it all
together” (r/instax, user: Sparky mark23), while another made a true companion of their Instax
camera: “To date we 've filled over 15 tiny albums full of instax mini photos. It has accompanied

our family all over the country and the world” (r/instax, user: old_snake).
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Sharing the moment. To keep up with the times, at the turn of the century, Polaroid
rebranded itself and started marketing the camera as a fashion accessory, sponsoring events
and building relationships with creatives (Courier, 2021). That clever strategy led to one of the
strongest associations still present today: Polaroid is a product of pop culture, perfect for
festivals, parties and models. Users continue to use it as such — “I think polaroid film has a
specific application. For me | always bring them to parties” (r/Polaroid, user: deldge) — and
the associations also spilled over to the other big brands in the instant camera market: “lve met
a lot of people who bring their Instax to festivals and I think the wide film would be great for
group and stage shots!” (r/Polaroid, user: thetackytourist). One of the most frequent
promotional tactics at festivals is hiring promoters or photographers to take instant photos of
attendees and handing them the picture. A photographer describes: “honestly | can't put a price
on the way | feel when | see someone's face light up as | hand them a Polaroid picture! For a
lot of people they are something you only see on tv, you never really expect to get one yourself
in real life” (r/Polaroid, user: thetackytourist).

Enjoyment. The category of personal reasons could not be complete without the freest
reason of them all: simply having fun with the camera. The design of the camera plays an
important role in how much a consumer will enjoy using the product. One user gives us a
precious insight between past and present cameras: “The Ecru is even weirder but man, the 90s
were full of fun camera ideas when designers could really have fun with it as a fashion medium
and nowadays cameras are so 'serious’ and 'pro™ (r/analogcommunity, user: taomeister).
Indeed, the “fun” design may not be well-received by everybody: “Must admit to certain
purism. Haven't really touched my Instax cameras since | got my [Polaroid] SX-70 and they
feel a little like toy cameras now” (r/Polaroid, user: maniku). Regardless, people still use the
cameras to experiment and for their enjoyment: “IMO Instax allows for a more fun and

spontaneous experience” (r/Polaroid, user: Kabong30); “My house is full of films since then,
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and | brought one instant camera almost every time | move to some place where something
special can happen” (Photrio, user: Juliendmgb).

In the dimension that describes the consumer, owning multiple cameras (19 comments)
and the camera user being young (15 comments) were the second and third most mentioned
concepts, respectively. From the comments, it appears that the users own about 2-3 cameras in
different combinations: some go for a combination of brands (‘I love mine - | have a OneStep+,
a mini 90, and a lomo wide and the lomo is the best of both worlds.”; r/polaroid, user:
ilovescones), while others stick to the same brand (‘I love Instax, | have a Wide camera, and a
couple of the small wireless (mini and square) printers, these are amazing!”; Photrio, user:
mshchem). In a noteworthy case, a user has quite an enviable collection: “I feel guilty for
owning and enjoying my Instax Wide 300 and Link Wide printer... That being said, I'm always
proud to show off my Polaroid collection. Like my near mint, 90’s Hello Kitty Polaroid 600.
Yeah it cost me $180, and yeah it does shoot like any other Polaroid 600 you could buy for
815. But it’s a pink Polaroid camera with Hello Kitty on it!” (r/polaroid, user: Superlolhobo).
While many consumers did not reveal their age, a common thread among the users is that they
give instant cameras as a gift to a younger person in their lives — “My ten year old grandson
ask me for a Polaroid camera for the Holidays and | bought him one with two packages of
film” (Photrio, user: Sirius Glass) — or that young people pick up these cameras themselves as
their first contact with (non-digital) photography: “Film Point & Shoots are cheap. Young
people on low budgets and with an interest in film can probably afford the $5 or up to $100 to
buy one, much less money than a phone I'm sure. There may even be an emerging respect
among young amateurs who have known only digital, for the history of film photography, and
wish to give film it a try. An inexpensive P&S is possibly their starting point” (PhotoNet, user:

kmac).
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4.2.2. Instant cameras and their films

After personal reasons, the various users commented the most on the visual features of
Polaroid film (42 comments) and those of Instax film (39), followed by three utilitarian
features: the specifications of Polaroid film (34), film price (34) and the specifications of Instax
cameras (32). The distribution of the concepts indicates that here, unlike in the netnography
analysis of the vinyl revival, the importance of aesthetics has less to do with self-identity and
more with a utilitarian perspective. Indeed, at a more abstract level, the utilitarian features of
camera and film design were collectively the most discussed (206 comments; about 84% of the
total), followed by the visual features of camera and film design (144 comments; 58.78%).

Kinesthetic features of film design were only present in 32 comments.

Utilitarian features

As already mentioned, the utilitarian features of both camera and film design were
collectively the most mentioned in this netnography analysis. For the camera design, there were
five concepts: specifications of Instax, Polaroid and other cameras, camera price and camera
extras. Under “specifications”, one can understand the more technical aspects of a camera, like
build quality, strength of the lenses and of the viewfinder, or even longevity. For example,
“Lomography makes some top-notch instant cameras for Fuji formats. The Wide is a solid
choice, the Square Glass has a unique design and glass optics, and the Automat Glass is
perhaps the best Instax Mini camera outside of the expensive MiNT units” (r/polaroid, user:
EuphoricPenguin22). Another user claims that the Lomo’ Instant Square is “the best camera”
and explains in detail: “The Instant Square has a noticeably much better lens than the [Mini]
90, and maybe the OneStep+ as well, and it’s longer so you don’t have to be right next to stuff.

I have some actually reasonable landscapes that I've shot with it in Portugal. The controls are

also well set out and easy to use, and the zone focusing works well. I'd say that overall it was
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the best instant camera I've used. The main downside is that it’s bulky when unfolded and
relatively slow to deploy compared to the others, but that kind of comes with the longer lens”
(Flickr, user: redspotted).

The same user also discussed the Instax Mini 90 model and described it as “really
convenient to carry and use”, but the lens is “wide and not that great” (Flickr, user: redspotted).
Another user had a completely different opinion about this model: “the camera is down right
terrible, the lens is plastic, sharpness is like a butterknife. The viewfinder is not great, eye has
to be positioned perfect or it blacks out” (Photrio, user: cjbecker). From another point of view,
Instax cameras have some “fascinating quirks [...] like [it’s] ability to give you a completely
inverted image when you wildly overexpose it” (r/polaroid, user: instant_stranger) and a camera
like the hybrid Instax Mini Evo are “such a great versatile camera” (r/instax, user: Mcjoshin).

Polaroid cameras have a more mixed reception, from a technical point of view. On the
one hand, the Polaroid Impulse camera is “in terms of value [...] spectacular. It’s also easy to
carry and has, | think, the best framing of any box camera” (r/polaroid, user:
SeeWhatDevelops). However, other users have called the new Polaroid cameras “terribly
barebones. They don't even offer options for double exposure like my Instax, which is a very
fun feature to get creative with” (r/polaroid, user: real utopias). Another commenter elaborates
that “there are some obvious limitations to image quality that are inherent in the design,
notably the lens and the very limited control of focus”, however “the fit and finish of the camera
is actually excellent for the price” (Photrio, user: Don Heisz).

Regarding film, users seem to agree that Instax film is technically superior to the new
Polaroid films from a number of points of view. Regarding the time to develop, one user that
has experience with both films says that Polaroid film “[...] takes forever to develop, whereas
Instax [...] develops really quickly” (Flickr, user: redspotted). A related issue is the reaction of

the film to temperature, a field where Polaroid film is apparently sensitive — “Polaroid film is
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just too temperature sensitive. It's literally unusable in places with a hotter climate because it
can't take temperatures higher than 28° C” (r/polaroid, user: IvanDSM ) — although some
users disputed this: “I shoot Polaroid film in the Mojave desert all the time. Never have an
issue with it. Have also shot Polaroid film in subzero temperatures. Again never had an issue
with it” (r/polaroid, user: darthnick96). Finally, the longevity of the pictures is better on Instax
film: “Polaroid film ages like milk after exposing though. If you keep your pictures on a wall
and not in a shoebox, they will quickly turn very purple/blue-ish within 2 or 3 years, which
doesnt happen with Instax pics” (r/polaroid, user: real utopias).

Finally, the price concepts (camera and film) were mentioned together in 58 comments
(almost 24% of the total). The concepts are highlighted because of the large difference in the
cost of the two primary types of film. Comparing the best-selling film for Instax and Polaroid
and looking at the most basic offering, at the time of writing, a set of 8 Colour i-Type Polaroid
film retails at a suggested price of €16.99 (or about €2.12/shot). Instax Mini film, on the other
hand, is available in a package of 20 photos at a suggested price of €18.99 (about €0.95/shot)
(Amazon Deutschland a, b). Unsurprisingly, users explained that, despite the love for the
format, Polaroid film is not an “everyday instant photo format” and one user elegantly called
it “the champagne of instant film, | take it out for special occasions” (r/polaroid, user:
superrad278). Another commenter added: “IMO Instax allows for a more fun and spontaneous
experience without having to worry too much about blowing $2 plus for a messed up shot”
(r/polaroid, user: Kabong30). Instax cameras are similarly seen as affordable: they are “cheap,
simple point and shoots” (r/polaroid, user: maniku) and one user particularly gave a shout out
to their Instax Wide as being “much better for cost” (r/polaroid, user: discovigilantes).
However, some users also find some Polaroid models to be “in terms of value [...] spectacular”
(r/polaroid, user: SeeWhatDevelops) and Lomography cameras are also “top-notch instant

cameras for Fuji formats” (r/polaroid, user: EuphoricPenguin22).
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Visual features

In the visual features, the number of comments mentioning Polaroid and Instax film (42
vs. 39) indicates that consumers do not strongly differentiate between the two, but there is a
clear preference for them: visual features of other types of film (e.g., Portra film) were only
mentioned in 14 comments (5.71%). As mentioned in the introduction of this section, this can
be explained by the fact that there are cameras on the market which are not built by Fujifilm or
Polaroid, but which rely on their films.

In the utilitarian features, Instax film was the technically superior film when compared
to Polaroid. Regarding visual features, Instax film continues to have the upper hand: users
appreciate that it “renders [colors] properly and more consistently” (r/Polaroid, user:
isawagoose), it is “sharper and more accurate” (r/Polaroid, user: rottenwytch) and the
monochrome film is “lovely” (Photrio, user: Daire Quinlan) and “pure white” (r/Polaroid, user:
rottenwytch). Still, the film tends to be “really high contrast” (Photrio, user: Paul Ozzello) and
it only works in certain settings: “[...] it should work well for portraits, still life, and close ups
in nature. But not so much for regular landscapes” (Photrio, user: neilt3). Polaroid’s new film,
on the other hand, was launched on the market to polarising reactions, with some commenters
complaining that the quality of the new film is not up to par with older film or with
contemporary Instax film. Specifically, users are frustrated that the film “ages like milk after
exposing” (r/Polaroid, user: real utopias) and that it does not pass the longevity test anymore:
“[...] it's pretty incredible to see Polaroids from 30 years ago stapled to the walls of bars and
clubs and while they're a little faded, the image is very much still intact! This is in comparison
to my Polaroids taken 12 months ago that have been stored in dry, dark conditions 100% of
that time and are noticeably faded...” (r/Polaroid, user: Turgid-Derp-Lord). In any case, the
people who prefer Polaroid film to Instax mention advantages such as the size of the picture

(“l prefer the big pictures, it was a big hook for me because | hate the tiny instax film”;

51



r/Polaroid, user: thebigscrongus) and offering a “really special mood that you don’t get with
Instax film” (r/Polaroid, user: maniku).

The design of the cameras themselves was mentioned in a small number of comments,
totalling 33 for Instax (13), Polaroid (11) and other cameras (9). Some are fond of the look of
the Polaroid camera (“I am trying to make a decision on the Polaroid Go because while it’s the
cutest little camera”, r/Instax, user: SailorButtercup) and, in a particular thread, there was a
unanimous opinion that the Polaroid SX-70 camera is the “best polaroid camera there ever
was” and that it is “one of the classic camera icons of the 20th century” (r/polaroid; users, in
order: Ghoul-art, fiftyonepointsix). The look of Instax cameras has a mixed reception: they
generally look “so much like Fisher-Price toys” (Photrio, user: removedacctl) and the Instax
Wide “is just too big” (r/Polaroid, user: discovigilantes) for some, while others find that “Instax
does have an amazing look to it” (Photrio, user: Daire Quinlan) and that “Fuji are onto a winner
with the SQ6. They look good (most important) like the Instagram icon and the build quality is
good. It's the first Fuji | have seen (IMO) that could become iconic like some of the Polaroids”

(Flickr, user: Felim O).
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5. Discussion and conclusion

“We can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire it. The
only excuse for making a useless thing is that one admires it intensely.”

— Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

The revival of retro technologies has been a well debated topic in literature, despite its
little presence and the majority of it focusing on only one revival, namely the vinyl revival.
Magaudda & Minniti (2019) pointed out the narrow focus that the scholars have on this topic,
as many dismiss the revival as “a reaction to the digitalisation of physical objects and
experiences”, ignoring the fact that the resurgence of retro technologies includes some early
technologies, too, such as retrogaming. Other scholars tried to explain it as a “cultural
fascination for vintage objects” (Reynolds, 2011) or with nostalgia (Minju & Newman, 2021),
although this latter reasoning has been swiftly dismissed by other authors (Bartmanski &
Woodward, 2015; Foucart et al., 2018).

Interestingly, literature so far has not looked at how aesthetics relate to retro
technologies; separately, they are both a symbol of self-identity. For example, consumers tend
to diverge from others, particularly in product domains that are symbolic of identity, such as
music. Even in the case of products that are utilitarian by default, like clothes, they can transmit
a lot about the identity of who wears the clothes through stylistic features (e.g., colour) or
personalisation (e.g., adding pins to a jacket) (Berger & Heath, 2007). These indicators,
together with the products that people buy, are a part of what forms people’s tastes and “by our
taste we betray ourselves” (Munro & Scruton, 2023), meaning that we have the chance to
transmit our desired identity through the products that we buy and display, but also that others

can make assumptions about our identity (Berger & Heath, 2007).
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Authenticity and price are also factors that can be linked to self-identity. Retro
technologies can be perceived as authentic through their look or through tangibility. In the first
case, Polaroid cameras, for example, have a “retro classic look” (Photrio, user: foc) and are
preferred by some users over Instax cameras because “a lot of it is about the feeling of shooting
with something original and authentic” (r/polaroid, user: maniku). In the second case, touching
a vinyl record and interacting with its elements is important to self-identity; losing these
elements to digitisation means that digital goods can be perceived as having less emotional and
monetary value (Belk, 2013). Patina, or the different signs of wear and tear, can also enhance
the authenticity of a product; vinyl can get scratched and its corners bent (Bartmanski &
Woodward, 2015), while the colours of instant photos can fade in time. Finally, a common
perception of the authenticity of a product is through its price, particularly in relation to
condition and time: for example, older or rare records that are still unopened or in a new
condition, or packs of instant film that have gone out of production.

Are all aesthetically pleasing retro technologies a strong indicator of identity? The
findings in the two netnography analyses hint that people will more strongly identify with
aesthetically pleasing products if they primarily use them to admire them, instead of primarily
using their functional features. As a result, these results align with the words of Oscar Wilde
quoted at the beginning of the section or with the findings of Townsend & Sood (2012).

Of the two products chosen for this thesis, the vinyl record represents the first category,
where consumers choose aesthetically pleasing vinyl records to signal their identity. In the
corresponding analysis, the artwork and the colour of the vinyl record were the most talked
concepts, which aligns with findings from literature. A global report named “looking at the
vinyl record” as the second most important reason why consumers buy vinyl, with 41% of them
doing so (IFPI, 2022), while record collections have a particularly important visual aspect to

them: they are able to transmit to onlookers an association that the owner wants to transmit,
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namely the one with the artist (Giles et al., 2007). Packaging, as a whole, was important among
the gathered comments, especially in the case of conditional purchases — fans will only buy a
certain record if they know that it will align aesthetically with the rest of their records or if they
believe there is a certain congruence between the colour of the disc, the artwork and the rest of
the package.

The instant camera represents the second category, where consumers choose
aesthetically pleasing products, but mostly due to their functional features and not because they
necessarily want to transmit their identity. In the findings, consumers were mostly using two
instant cameras, Instax and Polaroid, and they were primarily using them for personal reasons,
such as capturing the moment, sharing the moment or simply for enjoyment. At an abstract
level, utilitarian features emerged as the most discussed, and even at a concept level, the next
most important concepts that users mentioned after personal reasons were all related to either
the visual features of film, film price, or the specifications of film. Indeed, this mirrors the
instant camera market, where all the big players uncoincidentally follow a strategy that
highlights the many experiences an instant camera offers. Fujifilm’s Instax camera, the current
market leader, is “not just about taking. We are also about giving. And creating generous
moments” (Instax, n.d.). Polaroid, the second best-selling camera, creates “beautiful tools to
capture the meaningful moments in life” (Polaroid, n.d.). Kodak has been “enabling creativity

since 1880, while Canon encourages you to #liveforthestory (Instagram, n.d., a, b).

Managerial implications

Based on the findings of the two analyses, some managerial implications can be noted.
The revival of other retro technologies is already underway, as noted in the introduction, and
designers and marketers should ensure that their products are not only functional, but have a

high aesthetic value. As noted in the vinyl revival, consumers look for aesthetically pleasing
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products that can bring a certain congruence in their collections; from the instant film revival,
we can learn that aspects such as aesthetic value in time (longevity) are also important. A great
example of a reviving retro technology that follows along these lines is the mechanical watch.
Victorinox (n.d.), in particular, highlight all the various features that make their watches

2 (13

aesthetic works of art: “the finest traditional watchmaker’s art”, “a timeless investment in
eternity”, “robust cases made from stainless steel”, “a transparent caseback that lets you look
inside these most accurate mechanical watches” etc.

Another thing to take note of is the involvement of major pop artists in these revivals.
As already noted by Willman (2022), a large part of the audience is driving the vinyl revival
because they are experiencing the record as “their first and only physical format”. Also, pop
had the largest share changes by genre in 2021, compared to the previous year, and many of
the top 10 year-end album charts increasingly feature current releases instead of older ones,
with a notable presence of contemporary major pop stars, such as Taylor Swift, Harry Styles
or Olivia Rodrigo. Taylor Swift is an example of a celebrity that has helped boost both the
vinyl and the instant film revival. Her 2014 album 1989 was launched on vinyl (at the time, a
format that was largely neglected) and the cover of the album featured a Polaroid photograph
of the singer. The album was also available in five special versions, each containing a set of 13
special Polaroid pictures. The Polaroid CEO at the time, Scott Hardy, declared that fans “rushed
out to buy instant Polaroid cameras as a result of the album cover” and that Swift is “the saviour
of instant imaging” (Johnson, 2015). Later, to promote her 2017 album reputation, Fujifilm
partnered with Swift and created a limited reputation-themed camera. It was a hit: 8.5 million
Fujifilm Instax were sold in the nine-month partnership, a great leap from the 6 million Instax

cameras sold in the entirety of 2016 (Courier, 2021).
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Limitations and future research

There are some limitations to this work. As Section 3 shows, there was an attempt at
gathering comments that would represent a world view and not just the English-speaking one;
in the vinyl revival analysis, there were a few comments in languages other than English
(namely Italian and German). As the Global Music Report from IFPI (2022b) showed, the ways
of consuming music nowadays are very different in regions across the world, which is why
scholars are encouraged to pursue this work in non-English-speaking online communities and
to complete the big picture that started to be painted here. Similarly, because the majority of
the comments was taken from the social website Reddit, this is a limitation mainly concerning
the older generations, whose members may not be present on Reddit, but whose comments may
be very insightful for this research.

In the netnography framework, one step to take before starting the netnographic process
is a familiarisation with the platforms that are about to be studied. For this thesis, this was not
necessary for Reddit, due to my years of experience with the platform; for all the other forums,
instead, the preparation took place, thereby guaranteeing the following of their etiquette.
Another ethical hurdle is the objectivity of the findings since they could be warped by the bias
of the researcher. Because | am very familiar with one of the social media channels where the
data retrieval took place, namely Reddit, the subjective bias was avoided by eliminating posts
in which I was present, either as a poster or as a commenter.

A final point to mention is that, while there are new contributions to the vinyl revival,
instant film revival and the revival of retro technologies as a whole, these two products may
not be representative of their entire class, just because they are currently the best-selling ones
or the most consumed ones. Scholars are highly encouraged to take a look at the revivals of

other retro technologies and discuss them academically.
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Appendix A — Year-end charts: Vinyl sales in 2021 and 2022 worldwide

Notes: Artist/band in bold, album title in italic. Albums released in 2022 are in dark grey.

Albums released in 2021 are in light grey. Global and Canadian charts were not available for

2022 at the time of writing.

Table Al. Year-end charts: Vinyl sales in 2022

USA UK Germany

1 | Taylor Swift Taylor Swift Rammstein
Midnights Midnights Zeit

2 | Harry Styles Harry Styles Taylor Swift
Harry’s House Harry’s House Midnights

3 | Adele Arctic Monkeys Die Toten Hosen
30 The Car Alles aus Liebe:

40 Jahre Die Toten Hosen

4 | Olivia Rodrigo
Sour

Liam Gallagher
C’mon You Know

Harry Styles
Harry’s House

5 | Taylor Swift

Fleetwood Mac

Red Hot Chili Peppers

Rumours

Being Funny in a Foreign
Language

Red (Taylor’s Version) Rumours Unlimited Love
6 | Kendrick Lamar Wet Leg ABBA

good kid, m.A.A.d city Wet Leg Voyage
7 | Fleetwood Mac The 1975 Casper

Alles war schon und nichts
tat weh

8 | The Beatles Arctic Monkeys Kraftklub
Abbey Road AM Kargo

9 | Tyler, the Creator Fontaines DC Ozzy Osbourne
Call Me If You Get Lost Skinty Fia Patient Number 9

10 | Billie Eilish Muse Broilers
Happier than Ever Will of the People Puro Amor
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Table Al. Year-end charts: Vinyl sales in 2022 (continued)

Australia Italy

1 | Taylor Swift Harry Styles
Midnights Harry’s House
2 | Harry Styles Pink Floyd
Harry’s House Dark Side of the Moon
3 | Spacey Jane Noyz Narcos
Here Comes Everybody Virus
4 | Arctic Monkeys Marracash
AM Noi, loro, gli altri
5 | Ed Sheeran Maneskin
= Teatro d’ira, vol. [
6 | Queen Francesco Guccini
Greatest Hits Canzoni da intorto
7 | Nirvana Fabri Fibra
Nevermind Caos
8 | Fleetwood Mac Arctic Monkeys
Rumours AM
9 | Harry Styles Lazza
Harry Styles Sirio
10 | Pink Floyd Pink Floyd
Dark Side of the Moon Animals

Sources: ARIA, 2023 (Australia); Billboard, 2022 (USA); FIMI, 2022 (Italy); Official
Charts, 2023 (UK); Rolling Stone Deutschland, 2022 (Germany)

A-2




Table A2. Year-end charts: Vinyl sales in 2021

‘ Global

‘ USA UK Germany

1 | Adele Harry Styles ABBA ABBA
30 Fine Line Voyage Voyage

2 | Harry Styles Taylor Swift Adele Adele
Fine Line Folklore 30 30

3 | Fleetwood Mac Taylor Swift Fleetwood Mac Broilers
Rumours Evermore Rumours Santa Claus

4 | Olivia Rodrigo Billie Eilish Ed Sheeran Die Toten Hosen
Sour When We All Fall = Learning English

Asleep, Where Do Lesson 1
We Go?

5 | Billie Eilish Billie Eilish Amy Winehouse Ed Sheeran
Happier than Ever | Happier than Ever | Back to Black =

6 | Taylor Swift Queen Nirvana Radiohead
Red (Taylor’s Greatest Hits Nevermind Kid A Mnesia
Version)

7 | The Beatles Olivia Rodrigo Queen Taylor Swift
Abbey Road Sour Greatest Hits Red (Taylor’s

Version)

8 | Nirvana Prince and the Lana del Rey Nirvana

Nevermind Revolution Chemtrails Over the | Nevermind
Purple Rain Country Club
(Soundtrack)

9 | Pink Floyd Michael Jackson Wolf Alice Deep Purple
Dark Side of the Thriller Blue Weekend Turning to Crime
Moon

10 | Taylor Swift Fleetwood Mac Harry Styles Motdrhead
Evermore Rumours Fine Line Everything Louder

— The Very Best Of
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Table A2. Year-end charts: Vinyl sales in 2021 (continued)

Canada Australia Italy
1 | Adele Adele Pink Floyd
30 30 The Dark Side of the Moon
2 | Taylor Swift Nirvana Marracash
Red (Taylor’s Version) Nevermind Noi, loro, gli altri
3 | Taylor Swift Harry Styles Harry Styles
Evermore Fine Line Fine Line
4 | Harry Styles Arctic Monkeys Maneskin
Fine Line AM Teatro d’Ira, vol. [
5 | The Tragically Hip Queen Nirvana
Saskadelphia Greatest Hits Nevermind
6 | The Beatles Amy Winehouse Harry Styles
Abbey Road Back to Black Harry Styles
7 | Olivia Rodrigo Nirvana Vasco Rossi
Sour MTV Unplugged in New Siamo qui
York
8 | Vince Guaraldi Trio Fleetwood Mac Franco Battiato
A Charlie Brown Rumours La voce del padrone
Christmas
9 | Various Artists Pink Floyd Blanco
Guardians of the Galaxy: | The Dark Side of the Moon | Blu celeste
Awesome Mix Vol. 1
10 | Billie Eilish Lorde Pink Floyd
Happier than Ever Solar Power The Wall

Sources: ARIA, 2022 (Australia), Billboard, 2021 (USA); FIMI,

2021 (ltaly); IFP1, 2022

(Global); Kej, 2021 (Germany); Luminate, 2022 (Canada); Official Charts, 2022 (UK)
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