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Abstract. At the moment when the digital wave is sweeping the world, the digital
era has arrived. The deep integration between brand marketing and Internet cul-
ture has given birth to the new concept of value co creation. Take KFC's "Crazy
Thursday" activity as an example. At first, it was just a regular promotional ac-
tivity, but under the promotion of Internet culture, it gradually evolved into a
popular cross platform network. This phenomenon not only breaks the limitations
of the traditional marketing activity lifecycle, but also develops into a cultural
symbol that is self-organized and spontaneously spread by users, fully demon-
strating the complex and profound interactive relationship between user gener-
ated content (UGC) and subculture communities. This study focuses on the typi-
cal case of "Crazy Thursday" and deeply analyzes how brands can leverage value
co creation with subcultural communities to successfully transform short-term
promotional activities into long-term cultural symbols, with a particular emphasis
on exploring the key core role of UGC in this process. By combining the theory
of value co creation and semiotics, this study analyzed UGC data on platforms
such as Weibo, Xiaohongshu, and Bilibili from 2018 to 2024, revealing the char-
acteristics of cultural symbol generation mechanisms at different stages, and
providing theoretical guidance and practical paths for brand culture co creation
in the digital age.

Keywords: Business Analysis, Community Marketing, Value Co-creation, Cul-
tural Symbol, Online Community

1 Introduction

In the digital era, the profound convergence of brand marketing and internet culture has
engendered a distinctive phenomenon of value co-creation. In August 2018, the "Crazy
Thursday" promotional campaign launched by KFC achieved its immediate sales ob-
jectives and metamorphosed into a highly viral internet meme on social media [1], sub-
sequently and persistently stimulating cross-platform user-generated content remixing.
This phenomenon has transcended the conventional lifecycle of traditional marketing
campaigns, progressively evolving into a self-organising cultural signifier—its expres-
sive modalities have broadened from a singular advertising tagline toa multifaceted
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textual system encompassing humorous anecdotes, short-form videos, virtual scenario
deliberations, and even allegories for societal concerns.

Drawing upon value co-creation theory, consumers have formed a cohesive online
community centered around "Crazy Thursday," significantly enhancing brand trust and
engagement through the shared experience of humor and a sense of belonging. This
study aims to deconstruct the cultural genesis mechanism underpinning "Crazy Thurs-
day," exploring how brand marketing, via engagement with subcultural communities
and leveraging user-generated content (UGC), facilitates the shift from a short-term
promotional event to an enduring cultural symbol. Adopting Saussure an semiotics,
"Crazy Thursday" can be operationalized into three dimensions: Signifier: namely the
text or slogan "Crazy Thursday," functioning as the physical manifestation of the sign
[2]. Signified: the symbolic significance of a discount extravaganza, denoting the orig-
inal concept of KFC's promotional campaign. Interpretant: the interpretations ascribed
by users within the socio-cultural context, including humour, a sense of belonging, or
allegories for social issues. While prior studies have concentrated mainly on the instan-
taneous impacts of viral marketing, this research segments the value co-creation pro-
cess into three phases, analyzing pertinent textual data on social media between 2018
and 2024. Utilizing "Crazy Thursday" as a concrete case, this study addresses the fol-
lowing inquiries: How does the brand co-create value with subcultural communities?
What is the function of UGC in the construction of cultural symbols? It examines how
brands utilize online communities to facilitate the evolution of cultural symbols in the
digital age.

2 Value Co-creation Theory

In traditional marketing paradigms, brands primarily assumed the role of product or
service purveyors dedicated to satisfying consumers' utilitarian demands. However,
with the advent of the digital era, consumer needs have become increasingly multifac-
eted, and expectations towards brands have consequently heightened. The value co-
creation theory departs from this unidirectional model, positing that consumers are not
merely passive recipients but active agents and joint architects of brand value. Conse-
quently, brands' role transitions from simple product purveyors to cultural stakeholders.
Through assimilation into consumers' cultural spheres, contemporary brands jointly
construct cultural experiences with consumers, thereby facilitating in-depth engage-
ment with consumers [3].

2.1 Theoretical Introduction

Value co-creation represents a significant value-generating approach for enterprises
navigating future competition, centered on the individual, whereby consumers and or-
ganizations collaboratively generate value. Management scholar Professor C.K. Pra-
halad introduced the theory of "value co-creation" in the early 2000s, positing that
alongside changes in the commercial environment, consumers have undergone a trans-
formation from passive buyers to proactive contributors, asserting that value originates
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not exclusively from products but is predicated on consumer involvement [4]. Amidst
this shift, the value co-creation theory has emerged as a fundamental principle in online
brand marketing. The theory advocates that brands and consumers collaboratively gen-
erate value through mutual engagement, disrupting the one-way model prevalent in tra-
ditional marketing, extending from sellers to consumers. Within this framework, the
consumer's role has experienced a notable evolution, transitioning from passive recipi-
ents to proactive contributors and joint creators of brand value. Through online engage-
ment, consumers can directly involve themselves in brand initiatives, articulating de-
mands, sharing innovative concepts, and even shaping the brand's trajectory. This trans-
formation not only strengthens consumers' feelings of involvement but also bolsters
their brand identification and allegiance.

2.2 Theoretical Development

Traditional perspectives on value posit that firms and customers independently play
distinct roles in value creation, with firms creating value and linearly transmitting it
along the value chain, where customers are value users. However, with the deepening
research into co-production and service-dominant logic, the research focus has gradu-
ally shifted from the activities of firms to the customer. 1The early ideas of value co-
creation originated in co-production, formally commenced with the customer experi-
ence perspective, and evolved with service-dominant logic. The platform serves as a
resource integrator, with specialization driving them to acquire existing knowledge,
skills, capabilities, personnel, products, and funds. Thus, resource integration is the pro-
cess of merging one participant's resources with those of others. Value co-creation ca-
pability involves integrating their resources based on the expectations, needs, and abil-
ities of the participants[5]. Based on the early service-dominant logic, multiple theoret-
ical perspectives have been expanded, including service logic, service science, and ser-
vice ecosystem perspectives. These interconnected and influential perspectives provide
theoretical guidance for scholars studying value co-creation issues in the current com-
plex environment. Overall, the customer experience perspective, early service-domi-
nant logic, and the service logic perspective primarily focus on the dyadic relationship
between firms and customers, while the service science perspective and the service
ecosystem perspective focus on the network relationships among multiple actors [6].

2.3 The Impact of Digital Platforms

In recent years, applied research on value co-creation theory in marketing has become
increasingly abundant. Service-dominant logic has been proposed, which posits that
service, rather than product, is the foundation of value co-creation, emphasizing the
active role of consumers in the service experience. The role of value co-creation plat-
forms has been further explored, suggesting that digital platforms (such as social media)
provide venues for brands and consumers to co-create value [7].

Across mainstream social media platforms, the markedly distinct characteristics of
each platform also influence users' interpretation, re-creation, and value co-creation
surrounding the symbol. Herein, Weibo, Xiaohongshu, and Bilibili, three prominent



764 J. Yuan

Chinese internet platforms, are employed as illustrative examples. Regarding content
format, material about "Crazy Thursday" on Weibo predominantly manifests as brief
textual posts, frequently accompanied by reposts and comments. Weibo's character
limit and emphasis on real-time information render the content more concise and read-
ily shareable. On Xiaohongshu, relevant content is more commonly presented in images
and videos, emphasizing personal narratives and creative articulations. Xiaohongshu's
inclination towards visual storytelling encourages users to generate more visually im-
pactful and personalized content. Bilibili primarily centres on medium-to-long-form
videos, and its content formats are more diverse, encompassing animation, live stream-
ing, knowledge sharing, lifestyle vlogs, etc. Users are more inclined to consume and
produce content characterized by depth and creativity. Consequently, the diffusion tra-
jectories of cultural symbols differ across these platforms. Weibo's broadcast-style af-
fordances render it a pivotal platform for the initial emergence and widespread dissem-
ination of the "Crazy Thursday" meme. The meme rapidly reached a substantial user
base through the promotion of hashtag topics and influential users. Xiaohongshu fur-
nishes an environment conducive to individualized interpretation and imaginative mod-
ification of memes. Within diverse interest-based communities, "Crazy Thursday" is
imbued with varied meanings and application scenarios. Bilibili, with its subcultural
user groups and distinctive community culture, provides fertile ground for the video-
based interpretation and secondary creation of "Crazy Thursday," establishing a foun-
dation for its sedimentation into a cultural symbol.

2.4  Relationship with User-Generated Content

Empirical research indicates that consumer engagement significantly correlates posi-
tively with brand trust and loyalty [8]. Due to its authenticity and persuasiveness, user-
generated content (UGC), the core carrier of value co-creation, has become a crucial
tool for brand communication. Notably, UGC's influence often far exceeds the number
of creators themselves, possessing substantial dissemination potential [9].

The KFC "Crazy Thursday" campaign is a quintessential case study of value co-
creation. The brand established an interactive platform through promotional activities.
At the same time, consumers imbued the campaign with cultural connotations through
creative content, transforming it from a mere discount into a cultural symbol with social
dissemination effects. This process perfectly illustrates the bidirectional interactive es-
sence of value co-creation: the brand provides initial resources, and consumers partici-
pate in creating added value, ultimately achieving a win-win outcome.

3 Case Analysis of '""Crazy Thursday"

3.1 Case Introduction

The "Crazy Thursday" campaign originated in August 2018 as a weekly Thursday spe-
cial offer launched by KFC, aimed at attracting consumers with a promotion of nine
golden chicken nuggets for 9.9 yuan. In the early stages of the campaign, KFC invited
celebrities such as Luhan, Wang Yuan, and Zhu Yilong for endorsements, but the
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results were unremarkable. A turning point occurred in 2021 when KFC adjusted its
strategy to include ordinary internet celebrities and skit creators, encouraging them to
create freely. This move triggered spontaneous participation from netizens, and "Crazy
Thursday Literature” emerged as a result. This content typically begins with exagger-
ated and humorous stories and concludes with the phrase "Today is KFC Crazy Thurs-
day, Venmo/WeChat Pay me 50", quickly gaining popularity on social media.

3.2 Process Analysis

The successful implementation of "Crazy Thursday" vividly illustrates the application
value of value co-creation theory in contemporary marketing. This case study trans-
cends the traditional unidirectional marketing communication model, achieving value
co-creation by establishing a bidirectional interaction mechanism between the brand
and consumers. KFC provided discounted products and, more importantly, established
an open platform for content co-creation, successfully prompting consumers to transi-
tion from passive recipients to active content creators[10]. This role transformation
gave rise to the distinctive "Crazy Thursday Literature," causing the campaign's influ-
ence to grow exponentially while simultaneously infusing the brand with rich emotional
value connotations.

An in-depth analysis reveals that the key to the campaign's success is precise under-
standing and effective interaction with subcultural communities. KFC astutely captured
the cultural characteristics of the younger demographic, skillfully integrating internet
slang and humorous elements into the campaign, perfectly aligning with their linguistic
expression habits. Notably, consumers’ motivation underwent a straightforward evolu-
tionary process [11]: from an initial focus on discounts to a gradual development to-
wards entertainment-oriented creation as the primary appeal. This transformation ele-
vated a simple promotional campaign into a cultural symbol with a sense of community
identity, with consumers gaining a sense of belonging through content creation, and the
brand strengthened its emotional connection by embracing user-generated creativity.

Social media platforms played a crucial catalytic role in this value co-creation pro-
cess. Firstly, their characteristics of immediacy and breadth significantly enhanced in-
teraction efficiency, enabling the rapid dissemination of campaign information[12].
Secondly, the platforms provided technical support and display space for UGC creation,
serving as a propitious environment for content incubation. Crucially, through sustained
interaction, social media platforms reinforced the relational bonds between the brand
and its users, thus fostering a sustainable developmental context for value co-creation.

Observing the developmental trajectory of UGC, "Crazy Thursday" has undergone
a distinct phased evolution. The initial stage was primarily driven by discount offers,
attracting consumer participation. The growth stage shifted towards entertainment-ori-
ented creation as the primary motivation, with users beginning to generate content
spontaneously. By the mature stage, the campaign had evolved into a cultural phenom-
enon and social currency. This evolutionary process vividly demonstrates the deepen-
ing logic of value co-creation, showcasing the transformation of users from mere con-
sumers to co-builders of brand culture. Authentic and creative UGC significantly
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enhanced brand affinity and generated an exponential diffusion of influence through
social network propagation.

The long-term value of "Crazy Thursday" lies in validating several core tenets of
value co-creation theory. Firstly, value generation constitutes a dynamic process, con-
tinually intensifying and broadening through ongoing interaction. Secondly, consumers
are not merely passive value recipients but proactive co-creators. Lastly, the genesis of
cultural symbols is inherently the culmination of collective intelligence. The novel con-
tribution of this case study resides in illustrating the process of converting ephemeral
promotional activities into enduring cultural capital, offering fresh perspectives for
brand marketing through the establishment of co-creation platforms, the activation of
user ingenuity, and the nurturing of cultural symbols to realize the sustained augmen-
tation and intensification of brand value.

4 Future Directions and Limitations

In the digital era, with the rapid advancement of technology and the continuous evolu-
tion of consumer behavior, the importance of community culture in brand marketing
will become even more prominent. Prospectively, community culture will constitute
the central impetus for brand marketing. Via community management and cultural cul-
tivation, brands cannot only elevate their market valuation but also jointly construct a
distinctive brand culture with consumers, further consolidating their standing in the
digital age and amplifying the intellectual property value of the brand.

Conversely, community marketing, as a nascent form of content, also presents novel
challenges to enterprises' public discourse management abilities. While UGC possesses
the capacity to augment user engagement and facilitate word-of-mouth dissemination,
its inherent lack of control also poses potential risks to brand image. Human capital is
no longer just a cost to be managed, but a driving force for innovation, productivity,
and long-term competitive advantage[ 13]. Presently, numerous brands continue to lack
efficacious strategies for managing UGC. When consumer-generated content deviates
from brand positioning or includes negative information, brands frequently exhibit de-
layed responses or employ inappropriate countermeasures, culminating in public opin-
ion storms [14]. Many enterprises exhibit a superficial comprehension of the implica-
tions and potential of community culture. In their marketing endeavors, they fail to
realize their full potential, persisting in the perception of community marketing as mere
social media promotion, thereby overlooking the significance of communal identity and
value co-creation. This cursory and surface-level application restricts the formation of
profound emotional connections between brands and consumers, hindering the devel-
opment of enduring brand loyalty.

5 Conclusion

Community culture holds undeniable significance in digital-era brand marketing. Via
value co-creation, community culture can elevate brand recognition and market valua-
tion. Using "Crazy Thursday" as an illustrative case, the brand effectively converted a
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marketing initiative into a cultural phenomenon by using accurate positioning, imagi-
native content, and social media propagation, thereby yielding a conspicuous advertis-
ing impact and intellectual property value. Nevertheless, the dichotomous influence of
UGC and the intricate nature of community culture also present exigencies for brands.
To maximize the benefits of community culture, brands must achieve an equilibrium
between control and creativity and monitor the trajectory of public discourse, thus re-
alizing the maximization of value within the digital marketplace.
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