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Abstract: In this article, we argue that non-fungible tokens (NFTs) challenge established 

marketing understanding of digital ownership, uniqueness, and value; authenticity, status, and 

sharing; and branding and distribution. We propose a set of preliminary research questions 

rooted in these areas, in hopes of offering entry points to future programmatic investigation of 

the broader field of “crypto-marketing.” This emerging subdiscipline offers opportunities to 

expand our understanding of consumer behavior, pricing, and product design and may be crucial 

in predicting the future of our discipline as NFTs further evolve. 

 

Keywords: non-fungible token, NFT, crypto-marketing, blockchain, ownership, authenticity, 

uniqueness, decentralization 

 

Statements and Declarations 

Compliance with Ethical Standards 

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.  

Funding: The authors did not receive support from any organization for the submitted work. 

Ethical Approval: This article does not contain any studies with human participants performed 

by any of the authors. Therefore, no ethical approval or informed consent is needed. 

 

  

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4055610



4 

 

Crypto-Marketing:  

How Non-Fungible Tokens (NFTs) Challenge Traditional Marketing 

 

“Who spends $140,000 on a CryptoKitty?” the New York Times wondered in 2018, reporting on 

an emerging class of digital collectibles that is known as Non-Fungible Tokens or NFTs (Mala, 

2018). A couple of years later, digital art from CryptoKitties, CryptoPunks, Bored Apes, and 

other groups were valued in the millions of dollars, with sales projected to reach $35 billion in 

2022 (Canny, 2022). While the value of NFTs – and of crypto-currencies – fluctuates, and at 

times dramatically, NFTs have made major inroads into consumer markets. Fueled by Coca-

Cola, Gucci, Pizza Hut as well as several luxury brands, NFTs have become part of the strategy 

of consumer brands. Adidas, for example, made over $22 million in one afternoon by selling 

30,000 NFTs tied to a new hoodie and tracksuit for $765 each.   

We define an NFT as a unique unit of data that is tradeable and stored on a 

decentralized, public blockchain along with its ownership history. NFTs represent ownership of 

any information, including URLs, images, videos, social media posts, or certificates that can be 

associated and stored on the blockchain together with the identifier of that unique good. Physical 

assets can also be represented as or augmented by NFTs, as long as they can be uniquely 

identified (e.g., via serial number) or digitized through filming, scanning, as virtual objects or 

representations. Once the NTF is created through a process called minting, each subsequent 

transaction is recorded on the blockchain, thus aggregating history over time. Importantly, unlike 

other digital goods and cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin, each NFT is distinguishable and 

unique.  

We propose that NFTs offer an entry point into what we call “crypto-marketing,” a 

nascent sub-discipline that includes any marketing practice that leverages blockchain technology 
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for the purpose of designing, pricing, promoting, and selling digital and non-digital goods. 

Although NFTs might sound like an esoteric fad, we argue that they create a variety of new 

challenges and opportunities for marketers, consumers, and researchers. Specifically, NFTs raise 

questions in three main areas: (1) digital ownership, uniqueness, and value; (2) authenticity, 

status, and sharing; and (3) decentralization of branding and distribution. Analysis of these three 

areas prompts an initial set of research questions, which may inspire researchers to embrace this 

area of study. A true novelty of NFTs is that the full ownership history is public and immutable. 

However, while other aspects of NFTs are per se not new, they lead to new outcomes (in terms 

of perceptions and actions) when combined with the benefits of blockchain technology and smart 

contracts. In analyzing these areas, we lay out which aspects are truly unique to NFTs and which 

have already existed for other products but lead to new outcomes in crypto-marketing. 

 Digital Ownership, Uniqueness, and Value. Historically, digital goods have been 

accorded less value than physical goods due to their inability to generate strong psychological 

ownership (Atasoy & Morewedge, 2018). NFT technology, however, may enhance 

psychological ownership, in part because NFTs cannot be replicated1. NFTs represent an 

exceptionally strict form of uniqueness, giving consumers the ability to prove that they are the 

only possessor of a good. Such uniqueness should drive value because limited supply offers the 

owner of a scarce product a feeling of distinctiveness and uniqueness (Lynn, 1991). However, 

there is a catch: although each NFT is unique, NFTs are often nearly alike. The CryptoPunks 

collection, for instance, features 10,000 technically unique NFTs that look almost identical (e.g., 

only one feature may differ between two NFTs). Thus, while NFTs offer uniqueness and 

                                                 
1 Note that whereas the NFT itself cannot be replicated on the blockchain, the good it is referring to potentially can 

be replicated. 
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exclusivity, they also offer a certain level of conformity—a combination rarely found in other 

goods—and a feature in need of further research. 

Second, one of the traditional functions of marketing is to communicate the value of a 

good or service. A distinguishing feature of NFTs is that the creator and any later owner can be 

verified in the ownership history of an NFT, publicly stored on the blockchain. Although the 

ownership history of some goods was tracked already in the past (e.g., houses, automobiles, fine 

art), the possibility to attach a history also to digital goods is exclusive to NFTs. This allows for 

distinct pricing models in which original creators can charge a royalty for any transaction beyond 

the first sale, similar to an oil painting by a famous artist. In addition, NFTs can accrue a rich 

ownership history, akin to an offline provenance. Depending on prior ownership, such a history 

may create either positive or negative contagion.  

Features such as visual properties, collection size, or past bidding behavior have been 

found to matter (Nadini et al., 2021), but their relevance relative to such NFT-specific ownership 

resale models and accruals have not been studied. Thus, it remains unclear how NFT offerings 

can be designed to provide optimal prices. 

Third, NFTs offer consumers new ways to exchange economic value by the fact that they 

are bought and sold on the blockchain using a cryptocurrency or even by acting as payment 

themselves. Classic explorations of pain of payment effects (Prelec & Loewenstein, 1998) have 

documented consumers’ propensity to spend more in lower-pain modes, such as credit cards, 

than in more transparent, painful modes, such as cash. Research has also suggested that 

consumers may mentally account (Thaler, 1985) for money differently when it takes the form of 

liquid currency than when it has been moved into securities, sometimes leading to irrational 

behaviors. Similarly, the digital nature of paying for NFTs may easily reduce consumers’ felt 
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pain of payment—but due to their novelty, may also increase it. Given pain of payment’s role in 

charitable giving, debt management, and perceived transaction value, understanding this 

phenomenon in the NFT world may become of broad importance. 

 

Authenticity, Status, and Sharing. The ability to verify the authenticity of NFTs also 

presents new challenges and opportunities to marketers. First, social media firms use the ability 

to authenticate ownership as a means of conferring status on users, presumably raising the value 

of interacting on their platform. Twitter, for instance, has started to verify ownership of NFT 

images used as profile pictures. NFTs may thus provide additional status beyond social network 

metrics such as followers and engagement (Lanz, Goldenberg, Shapira, & Stahl, 2019), though 

the nature of such status should not be assumed to be identical to that created in other ways. 

Similarly, NFT technology may affect what information consumers share with others. 

The potential to turn one’s own social media posts, reviews, comments, and blogs into tradable 

NFTs already exists. In 2021, for example, then-Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey sold his first tweet as 

an NFT for $2.9m. Such examples may inspire additional creation and sharing of content, similar 

to other user-generated content prompts, but also illustrate the fact that consumers may be able to 

turn audiences into potential content buyers. As researchers, we may therefore revisit 

expectations of user-generated content and study how consumers’ beliefs and desires may be 

inferred from the “products” they offer. 

Firms may also use NFTs to raise brand status or expand to new markets. Consumer 

brands such as Campbell’s, Gap, Pizza Hut, and Samsung are experimenting with flanking new 

product launches with NFTs or with launching their own collections (Kelly, 2022). A Pizza Hut 

NFT that sold initially for 18¢ resold shortly after for $8,824 (AdAge, 2021), suggesting that 
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even a non-prestige brand may offer NFTs at a premium. What is not yet understood is how and 

why NFTs attract new segments, generate revenues, transfer status to consumers, and increase 

content creation and sharing. 

 

 Decentralized Branding and Distribution. The decentralized nature of NFTs calls into 

question our understanding of branding and product management as centralized marketing 

processes (Schreier, Fuchs, & Dahl, 2012). First, NFT marketing, product development, and 

personalization are crowdsourced. For instance, consumers may brand “derivative collections” 

using previously-minted NFTs (NFT Culture, 2022) or brand their own products inspired by 

others (e.g., the Bored Ape Rolex; Miles, 2022). Such crowdsourced branding may offer a 

laboratory to observe branding when consumers play the role of active creators. Second, NFTs 

transform the supply chain, as the decentralized ledger eliminates the need for intermediaries 

such as wholesalers, retailers, or sales agents. This gap may be filled by new intermediaries, 

enablers and facilitators, who provide access to and augment NFT technology. The largest NFT 

marketplace, OpenSea, for instance, facilitates the access and distribution of NFTs and offers 

additional, beyond-blockchain features to NFT buyers and sellers. At the same time, facilitators 

pose their own risks, as evidenced by a recent database outage at OpenSea and large amounts of 

plagiarism; over 80% of items on OpenSea have been identified as plagiarized, fake, or spam 

(Brandom, 2022). 

Interestingly, the vulnerabilities in a decentralized system may also offer opportunities to 

develop new businesses or strengthen offline brands. For example, Bitcoin Suisse produces 

crypto certificates—paper wallets that offer transferable storage for blockchain-based assets, 

making it possible for consumers to securely store private keys necessary to access their value. 
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Others, such as Origyn Foundation, offer authentication for watches and other physical goods, 

uniquely identified with high-definition photos. Such NFT-related services may protect 

consumers against flaws in distribution systems, while protecting brands against the dangers 

inherent in online markets. 

Taken together, the three sets of differences between NFTs and previously-studied goods 

raise a host of new research questions, some of which are shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1, NFT and Crypto-Marketing Research Questions 

Digital Ownership, Uniqueness, and Value 

1. How does owning a unique digital product or a digital companion of a physical product influence consumer 

perception and use of the product? 

2. How do consumers perceive the functional, economic, social, and psychological benefits of NFTs vs. traditional 

digital and physical offerings?  

3. Do NFTs enhance the relevance of uniqueness and scarcity as value drivers?  

4. How can NFTs generate value in the metaverse by using augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR)? 

5. What are effective pricing mechanisms for NFTs? 

6. What will drive the perceived value of and willingness to pay for NFTs over time, contexts, and consumers? 

7. How does “pain of payment” change when consumers buy or sell NFTs with cryptocurrency as opposed to other 

forms of value exchange? 

8. Will consumers mentally account for NFTs in ways more like those observed for currency, credit, or securities? 

 

Authenticity, Identity, and Status. 

9. How important is the product itself, the originator, and the history of ownership? 

10. How are immutable digital ownership and an evolving history of ownership valued by customers? 

11. How do royalties change creators’ incentives and behavior? 

12. How do NFT-based and traditional promotion interact to influence customer engagement? 

13. How do NFTs influence content creation and sharing? 

14. What roles can NFTs play in constructing one’s digital or physical self? 

15. How does signaling NFT ownership influence status perceptions? 

16. How can NFTs be used to support brands’ promotional efforts? 

 

Decentralized Branding and Distribution. 

17. How is the role of brands changing given the decentralized nature of NFT offerings? 

18. What type of products will consumers want to create as NFTs by themselves, and what products will remain 

marketer-driven? 

19. How can intermediaries such as retailers still create value in a decentralized NFT ecosystem and how is B2B 

marketing affected?  

20. How do consumers perceive facilitating platforms and what is the role of the platforms’ communities in setting 

value? 

21. What is the role of self-responsibility from both consumer and company perspectives? 

22. Does warehousing and storage become more relevant for digital goods because of NFTs? 
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Risks, Pitfalls, and Conclusion. Although crypto-marketing provides novel opportunities 

for marketing practice and research, it also poses distinct risks. First, crypto-marketing will need 

to inspire new forms of trust, yet decentralization makes it hard for regulators to police the 

behavior in the system. Consumers and firms will also need to learn whether and when to trust 

blockchain technology, new intermediaries, and the crypto community, and to manage NFT 

experiences responsibly. This is especially important because blockchain technologies include a 

high degree of self-responsibility (e.g., there are no fallback options if users lose private keys to 

their digital wallets). In addition, blockchains (especially “proof-of-work” blockchains) can 

consume extraordinary amounts of energy and thus generate environmental costs. As with any 

radically new technology, marketers have the responsibility to assess both the strengths and 

weaknesses of the system with transparent, unbiased inquiries.  

We look forward to an ongoing conversation and novel scientific insights into the 

exciting and fast-developing area of crypto-marketing—with the goal of eventually offering non-

unique, fungible conclusions. 
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