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The Challenge

• Mexico: symbolically rich but many 
clichéd perceptions around the 
world

• 3 premium Mexican spirits from 3 
very different regions

• How to leverage both “Mexicanicity” 
and evoke meaningful regional 
cultural cues without tapping into 
every cliché?
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Our Approach

A Two-Phased Process 

1
3-day Online Community with Mexican 

“Hipsters” in Jalisco, Oaxaca and Pueblo

Role: 
• Explore the symbolic world of Mexico and the relevant regions 

amongst influential consumers
• Generate emergent content for further semiotic analysis

2
Semiotic Analysis in Mexico, USA and Italy

Role:
• Explore pop culture content to identify established and emerging 

codes
• Uncover similarities and differences between more and less 

”knowledgeable” markets

Semiotic AnalysisConsumer Research
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Consumer Research

Online Community Activities

Perceptual Map

Video 
Upload

Topic Exercises

Day 1: 
Introducing 
Me!

• Photo upload: an object that really 
represents me

• My passions and hobbies

Day 2: 
My 
Puebla/Jalisco
/Oaxaca Life

• Video Upload: places that really represent 
my region for me and my peers

• Photo collage: images that symbolize the 
spirit of my region

Day 3: 
My Mexico

• Photo collage: images that symbolize 
Modern Mexico for me

• Perceptual Map: Plot imagery on 
spectrum from clichéd to fresh

Collage
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About Semiotics

• The study of cultural symbolism; of how meaning is 
conveyed through all aspects of communication: words, 
images, sounds, scents, textures, behaviour, etc.

• A form of cultural analysis rooted in linguistics, 
anthropology, and literary criticism

• A formal process employing specific analytical tools

Semiotics is…
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About Semiotics

• It looks deeply at the symbols related to a brand or 
category and their meanings in a culture

• It provides additional insight because it’s focussed on 
those non-verbal elements of communication that we are 
less conscious of

• It is a great way to make sense of the relationship between 
consumers, brands, and the cultures they live in

Semiotics is a qualitative marketing research approach 
focused on the analysis of symbolic communication



Codes: The Building Blocks of Semiotic Analysis
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Approach
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Each code identified is designated as RESIDUAL, DOMINANT or EMERGENT.  

Codes that are 
mainstream, 

utilized in most 
brand 

communications 
and social media

A new, fresh, 
perhaps edgy 

twist on a 
residual or 

dominant code. 
Eventually they 
will become the 
new dominant 

codes.

Codes that have 
been around for 

ages. While some 
are “classics”, 
others may be 

stale and clichéd. 
Important 

because they give 
context to the 
category…and 

they can always be 
refreshed.

RESIDUAL DOMINANT EMERGENT

Understanding which codes fall into which category is a necessary step in providing 
guidance on the issue of which codes are clichéd and which are fresh and contemporary
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Semiotic Analysis Process

We explored 
advertising, packaging, 
websites, films, books 
etc. to generate a list of 
established and 
emergent codes evoking 
Mexico in general, and 
Puebla, Oaxaca and 
Jalisco in particular 

Mexico, USA and Italy



Research Context
General Perceptions of Mexico in all Three 
Markets



US and Italian Perspectives: Mexico in General

Touristic Hedonism and TV News 
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Mexico’s Perspective on Itself

Mexicans see themselves  in a state of transition.

A New Hope
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Anger and Resistance



Consumer Research
Mexican “Hipsters” in Jalisco, Oaxaca and Pueblo



Consumer Research: Rejecting and Recreating

The online communities revealed 4 territories regarding internal perceptions of Mexico

Imagination

Reality 

BuildDestroy

What it’s not
Traditions and behaviors that are not current nor 
realistic, and generally focus on a negative image : 

precariousness, lack of development, image of 
the partying, unbridled, opportunistic, and 

lazy Mexican 
TERRITORY OF STEREOTYPES

What I want it to be
Situations that tend to be emergent but are 

not yet 100% in the everyday lives of 
Mexicans: feminism, recovery of indigenous 
languages and traditions, sexual diversity and 

dissidence

TERRITORY OF ASPIRATION

What I don’t want it to be 
Social and political situations mainly related to 

violence: lack of security, drug trafficking, machismo, 
femicides, and corruption.

TERRITORY OF PAINS 

What I want to keep
Situations, things, and attitudes that represent the 

essence of Mexicans, and that at the same time have 
been present throughout their lives, albeit indirectly: 

gastronomy, biodiversity, culture and traditions, 
typical fashion, folklore.

TERRITORY OF BELONGING
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Potential Semiotic 
Opportunities
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Consumer Research: Regional Expressions

Each region had their own distinct territories.  

Puebla: Keeping Rich Tradition Relevant

Oaxaca: Fusing Old and New Creativity

Jalisco: Mexico of the Future
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Consumer Research: Symbolic Associations

We asked participants what symbols they themselves associate with their regions to find 
out what they considered to be clichés vs. deeper connections.

Oaxaca: Mezcal and Indigenous Culture

Jalisco: Tequila and Progress

Puebla: Gastronomy and Traditional Architecture
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Consumer Research: Local Flavour

And we asked them to share their favourite hangout spots to help identify truly 
contemporary local flavour.

Oaxaca: Atmosphere and Texture

Jalisco: Cocktails and Industrial Style

Puebla: Inviting Archways and Hidden Treasures



Semiotic Analysis:
Mexican Codes



Mexico Codes: Residual

Stuck in the Past?

Noble PeasantWealth of ColorUnrepentantly MachoStolen Greatness Respecting Ritual

Slow and Sleepy Desolate Desert Hacienda Life



Mexico Codes: Dominant (US and Italy)

Divided Perceptions: Fun and Colourful vs. Dark and Frightening.

VS.

Passion and DramaThe Frida Kahlo Effect Fiesta Forever

Exotic Mixing Day of the Dead Chic

Frontier ActionOpulent Impunity

Life is a Beach Extra SpicyShed Your Inhibitions



Mexico Codes: Dominant (Mexico)

Embracing Change and Modernity  

Internationally MexicanWhitexicans Social Transformation Spectacular  
Normality



Mexico Codes: Emergent

Evolving Tradition and Creativity.

Boutique Mexico Neo-Aztecs, Neo-Mayans The Dark FantasticMaximalist Revision

MeXicoHipster MexicanVision Quest Tradition Forward



Semiotic Analysis:
Regional Codes



SENSORY PUEBLA

A region with residual aesthetic and cultural codes such as architecture and 
gastronomy. Its symbols are deeply sensorial and “baroque”.



Peubla Codes: Clinging to Tradition

Puebla is the most residual region with a focus on past European dominance and 
Catholic sensoriality.  

Glorious 
Technicolour

Historic 
Grandeur

Hyper 
Sensoriality

Ultra Pious

Traditional 
Gastronomy



PROFOUND OAXACA

Oaxaca retains its historical past and its rich traditions; but integrates this 
with an openness to contemporary art and a protest spirit



Oaxaca Codes: Profound Heterogeneity

Pre-Hispanic roots, ancestral knowledge, religious syncretism dissident spirit, 
contemporary art and cultural experimentation are all happening at once. 

Indigenous 
Heritage

Cultural 
Richness

Cocina 
Experimental

Political 
Protest

Edgy Art 
Scene

Dark 
Vitality



COSMOPOLITAN GUADALAJARA

It’s the city responsible for Mexico’s traditional imagery: mariachi, tequila, 
and charrería. But currently, it’s characterized by its international openness 

and the fervent desire of its citizens to modernize and update these symbols in 
the light of international agendas.



Jalisco Codes: Extremes Brought Together

Some of the most clichéd and Residual codes contrasted with some of the most 
provocative Emergent ones.

Home of 
Tequila

Agaveland
Tradition + 
Modernity

Gastronomic 
Fusion

Manly Mexico



Implications
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Imagination

Reality

Destroy Build

IGNORE
Clichés

LOSE
Painful 

Realities

ADOPT 
Aspirational 

visions

DEVELOP
/RETAIN 

Cultural

Essence
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Specific Brands: Codes to Avoid

Ancho Reyes

Espolon

Montelobos

Codes that are associated with clichés or negative stereotypes regarding either Mexico 
or the product itself

Day of the 
Dead Chic

Shed Your 
Inhibitions

«Manly»
Mexico

Noble Peasant
Political 
Protest 

Hacienda Life
Glorious 

Technicolor



Execution
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Recommendations: Puebla

• Its residual connotations could be re-spun as romantically 
retro, a more luxurious and indulgent experience.

• While arches are not unique to Puebla, they are a good symbol 
of the colonial heritage that makes the city so beautiful.

• Arches also suggest strength, thresholds from one space to 
another, and ceremonies of renewal, all of which could be a 
way of connecting the past to the present and conveying a 
sense of ritual power.

While Puebla is more residual, it also has unique connotations of elegance and 
sophistication that set it apart from other Mexican regions.

Hyper 
Sensoriality

Traditional 
Gastronomy

Historic 
Grandeur

Tradition 
Forward

“Boutique” 
Mexico

Suggested Codes
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Execution: Ancho Reyes

The brand celebrates the Historic Grandeur of 1920s Puebla, rich in Hyper Sensoriality.

Historic 
Grandeur

Hyper 
Sensoriality
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Execution: Ancho Reyes

The Design Idea leveraged 1920s Mexican Modernism to create a highly differentiated 
aesthetic. 

Tradition 
Forward

“Boutique” 
Mexico
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Execution: Ancho Reyes

In social media we see imagery of traditional architecture, Mexican Modernist 
illustration, and retro cocktail styling.

“Boutique” 
Mexico

Historic 
Grandeur

Hyper 
Sensoriality
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Recommendations: Oaxaca and Mezcal

Oaxaca’s rich brew of culture, creativity and mysticism is extremely fertile territory and 
Mezcal has its own mystique that has yet to be fully leveraged by other brands.

Dark Vitality

Cultural 
Richness

Edgy Art 
Scene

Cocina 
Experimental

Respecting 
Rituals

Vision Quest

• As befits a spirit of Oaxaca, Mezcal has its own rich brew of 
culture and mysticism

• Mezcal’s long clandestine history and association with the 
night connects directly with the dark vitality narrative 
suggested by Montelobos’ use of dark hues and moonlit 
connotations. .

• One might add the almost hallucinatory nature of the drink in 
association with the fantastic creatures so central to Oaxacan 
communities (the carnivals mentioned in the report as well as 
the “alebrijes” (hand crafted fantastic animals)

Suggested Codes
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Execution: Montelobos

The Design Idea strongly taps into the codes of darkness, mystery and supernatural 
spirituality revealed by the Semiotic analysis.

Respecting 
Rituals

Vision Quest

Dark Vitality
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Execution: Montelobos

In Social Media, imagery similarly leverages darkness, mystery, ritual and the 
supernatural.

Respecting 
Rituals

Dark Vitality

Vision Quest
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Recommendations: Jalisco and Tequila

Jalisco presents the opportunity to represent a more contemporary, cosmopolitan 
vision of Mexico that challenges cultural stereotypes of Mexico as traditional and 
backward.   

Tradition 
+Modernity

Gastronomic 
Fusion

Hipster 
Mexicano

Maximalistic 
Revision

MeXico

• This does not mean ignoring tradition, but 
showing how tradition can informing a 
uniquely Mexican sense of modernity

Suggested Codes
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Execution: Espolon

Espolon’s Brand Identity and visuals really embrace the idea of a contemporary, 
cosmopolitan Mexican aesthetic.

Hipster 
Mexicano

Tradition 
+Modernity

Maximalistic 
Revision
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Execution: Espolon

Espolon’s social media similarly conveys a sense of an edgy, urban, hyper-modern 
Mexico.

Hipster 
Mexicano

MeXico
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Conclusions

Three visions of Mexico, rooted in the Semiotic Cues of three distinct regions.  Three 
distinctive, authentic and highly relevant brand positionings.
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Conclusions

1. Tapping into the voices of Emergent 
consumers can help provide powerful 
guidance for where a brand should go

2. Having perspectives from markets both 
deeply familiar with and less familiar with 
the topic helps identify common themes, 
and also fertile territory for exploration

3. Combining Semiotics with traditional 
qualitative research can provide richer 
findings that are truly actionable for 
positioning global brands! 

What can we learn from this?



THANK YOU!

Athena Brand Wisdom Inc.
24 Grant St
Toronto, Ontario M4M 2H5

647-980-4275

jeff.hecker@athenabrand.com
sarah.johnson@athenabrand.com
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