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 Abstract 
 Background:  Marketing communication is the process  of communicating with the customer, this is 
 all communicative materials that are produced by the firm in order to influence the consumer. 
 Regulations are all the rules, instructions, memos issued by a market authority that dictate the ways 
 a firm may present their brand. Important to gain the firm's understanding of regulations and the 
 ways to work within them. 

 Purpose:  The purpose of this paper is to explore how  external regulations impact marketing 
 communications from the firm's perspective. 

 Research Question:  How do companies understand the  impact of regulations on marketing 
 communications and work within them? 

 Theoretical framework:  The theoretical framework was  established using the marketing 
 communications mix in combination with institutional theory, investigating the research question 
 through the lens of institutional pressures. 

 Methodology:  This study used a qualitative and inductive  approach, using a case study on the 
 Canadian cannabis industry. Using purposive sampling and semi-structured interviews with three 
 respondents to collect data. Analysing the collected data with a systematic coding process to 
 objectively interpret meaning from the respondents perspectives. 

 Conclusion  : The conclusions of this paper were threefold.  First, coercive pressure is the most 
 observed form of isomorphic pressure as there has not been enough industry maturity to establish 
 normative pressures which leads to a hesitancy of mimetic behaviour. Secondly, there are multiple 
 layers of institutional pressures from various dominant actors within the shared organisational 
 environment, which leaves firms feeling incapable of marketing. Lastly, personal selling is the most 
 effective tool from the marketing communication mix due to the impacts of the regulations and the 
 infancy of the market. 

 Contribution:  Study confirms the findings of Asquith’s  (2021) research. Multiple layers of 
 institutional pressure in the industry. Infant markets are more susceptible to coercive pressure. 

 Keywords:  External Regulation, Marketing Communication,  Institutional Theory, Institutional 
 Pressures, Isomorphic Pressure, Canadian Cannabis Industry 
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 1.  Introduction 

 1.1 Background 

 Marketing communications are an ever pervasive fact of modern life, with more channels 

 for marketing to consumers being available than ever before. Marketing communication, in 

 a pragmatic sense, is the process of firms communicating with consumers and customers 

 (Bird et al., 2004; Keller, 2009). Marketing communications can be described as the firm's 

 informative persuasion, both directly and indirectly, acting as the voice of the company 

 about their products, brands, and services, allowing firms to create a dialogue with target 

 audiences and cultivate consumer relationships (Kotler & Keller, 2012; Rossiter et al., 

 2018). Content is vital for successful marketing communications (Gorlevskaya, 2016). The 

 purpose of the firm’s produced content across varying channels is to sell the brand and its 

 products or services, raising awareness and establishing brand position in the minds of the 

 targeted consumer audience (Rossiter et al., 2018). The specific communications forms and 

 formats vary depending on objectives, environment and targeted audiences (Gorlevskaya, 

 2016). The marketing mix defines the 4 P’s of marketing: product, price, place and 

 promotion, with promotion being what marketing communications are concerned with 

 (Kayode, 2014). The promotional mix, otherwise known as the marketing communication 

 mix, is a particular set of tools that firms use to persuasively communicate customer value 

 (Todorova, 2015, Armstrong et al., 2017). The tools that make up the marketing 

 communications mix are; Advertising, Personal Selling, Sales Promotion, Public Relations, 

 and Direct Marketing (ibid). The goal is to make the organisation and its products known 

 to customers, as well as to keep the organisation in the minds of customers, evoking 

 favourable responses. (Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). Generating a connection between 

 the brands and other people, places, events, feelings and emotions, marketing 

 communications assists in consumer understanding why products are useful and its uses 

 (Kotler & Keller, 2012). The clear and consistent messaging, aimed towards the targeted 

 audiences, also serves a purpose for the company to better understand these audiences' 

 purchasing behaviour (Gorlevskaya, 2016; Rahmiati et al., 2023).  As marketing 

 communications are the most visible element of all marketing functions, they can have the 

 most impact on society (Copley, 2006). This assumes that the market space being operated 
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 in is free from any internal or external regulation that dictate what can be worked with as 

 part of a marketing campaign, which may not always be the case. 

 Specific advertising programmes must usually be adapted to meet local cultures and 

 customs, media characteristics, and advertising regulations (Armstrong et al., 2017). 

 Controls over marketing communications come in two forms: the law, and voluntary 

 control by the industry for the industry in order to keep up standards (Copley, 2006). 

 Therefore one can interpret the concept of regulation in the marketing communications 

 space as all the rules, instructions, memos issued by a market authority that dictate the 

 ways in which a company may present their brand, product, or service to the consumer 

 (ibid). For example Europe, via the European Union and European Community, have many 

 laws that cover truth in advertising, packaging and labelling, pricing and other important 

 areas (Armstrong et al., 2017). Any campaign that has a target audience within Europe then 

 must take these regulations into account when communicating with the target audience. 

 When crafted well, regulation can encourage competition and ensure a fair market for 

 goods and services. As such when a government creates regulations they are seeking to 

 create sets of laws that guide commerce for the good of society on a whole (ibid). 

 Marketers must then familiarise themselves with the relevant regulations in whichever 

 market they operate within and maintain up to date knowledge on changes in regulations 

 and their interpretations (Armstrong et al., 2017). 

 There are numerous reasons why legislation is crafted and enacted for business and their 

 marketing activities but according to Armstrong et al., (2017), there are three main reasons. 

 First government regulations are to protect firms from each other, preventing unfair 

 competition in any business attempts to neutralise a business threat. Secondly, government 

 regulations are made to protect consumers from unfair and unethical business practices, 

 from false advertising to low quality products and deceptive marketing practices through 

 packaging and pricing. These unfair practices are typically defined and have enforceable 

 sanctions through various agencies and governing bodies.  Lastly, the third purpose of 

 government regulations is to protect the interest of society against possible unrestrained 

 behaviour business may have such as a focus of profit over people. Regulations aim to 

 guarantee that firms accept responsibility for the social cost of their products, productions, 

 choices and actions (Armstrong et al., 2017). 
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 1.2 Problem Discussion 

 Regulations for marketing communications come in two formats; the law, and self imposed 

 control by the industry in order to keep up standards (Copley, 2006; M  î  rza, 2021). These 

 can be interpreted as external regulations when coming from an outside source, i.e. 

 government regulations, or this can be done via self regulation which can be interpreted as 

 internal regulation. The reasons for both of these regulatory systems being employed are 

 different though. Internal regulation comes about when a business or organisation has a 

 structured pattern of relationships which have permanence and distinct identities 

 (Buchanan & Callus, 1993; Buksa, 2014).  External regulation  comes from the external 

 environment in which the enterprise is operating or located within and adds protections 

 from potential harmful influences and behaviours (M  î  rza,  2021). These limit the freedom 

 of the enterprise and its members in their decision making activities (Buchanan & Callus, 

 1993). Both forms of regulation seek to influence the actions of a firm operating in a 

 particular market space, the ways in which internal and external regulations are formed 

 differs. Self-regulation has advantages in being a voluntary code system that is created for 

 the best interest of the organisation to uphold standards and practices that can align with 

 external regulation (Noel et al., 2016). As self-regulation is a voluntary agreement between 

 organisations in an industry, the policing of these companies can be troublesome and 

 potentially have shortcomings from the reality of the situation.  One study came to the 

 conclusion that self-regulation has a propensity to under-regulate and under enforce due to 

 regulations operating against the interests of the industry involved (Baggott, 1989, cited in 

 Casswell & Maxwell, 2005). In markets such as junk food (Kovic et al., 2018) and alcohol, 

 poor implementation of self-regulatory codes is copious with little effective improvement, 

 leading to a general dissatisfaction and the conclusion that self-regulation is sometimes a 

 useful addition to government regulation but does not live up to its claims (Campbell, 

 1999, cited in Casswell & Maxwell, 2005). In comparison, external regulation possess 

 vastly different enforcement mechanisms, including punishment by fines and repeals of 

 advertising licences, which leads to an increase in the likelihood of following regulations 

 (Casswell & Maxwell, 2005). One way for firms to work within regulations is requiring 

 business processes to be formed and managed interdependently with the requirements of 

 external regulations (Buksa, 2014). For introductory purposes, it is important to broadly 
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 contextualise the duality of regulations but for the area of interest into the research 

 phenomena, the authors of this academic paper will focus on the impact of external 

 regulations. 

 Although, a problem with the treatment of external regulations from a firm's perspective is 

 that traditionally the approach is to view regulations as separate to the business process 

 (Buksa, 2014). There is a need to remain regularly updated, both on the regulations and on 

 the firm's strategic processes and efforts to consistently comply with regulations. Even if 

 these processes are not independently codified or specifically linked with regulations either 

 directly or indirectly. Certain aspects of regulations pose challenges for direct application 

 in business processes. This comes from the fact that regulations are an expression of 

 requirements for a firm to operate within, while business processes represent procedure and 

 how to execute these requirements (Buksa, 2014). In terms of execution, marketers in 

 various industries struggle with impacts of external regulations on their marketing 

 strategies. For instance, in the alcohol industry (Casswell & Maxwell, 2005; Savell et al., 

 2014) and the tobacco industry (Savell et al., 2015), claim that the extensivity of the 

 regulations impacts their abilities to market appropriately. Alcohol advertisers who 

 opposed external regulations, which impacted advertising placement and content, promoted 

 the alternative of voluntary codes that were devised and implemented by the industry itself 

 (Casswell & Maxwell, 2005). The most common arguments against external regulations 

 are framed around the high costs of compliance and negative unintended consequences, 

 increasing scepticism on the idealised benefits of regulation, and highlighting the potential 

 future costs for the associated industries (Savell, et al., 2014; Savell et al., 2015). 

 Therefore, the focus of this investigation will be an exploratory research paper into the 

 impact of external regulation on marketing communications with the uniqueness of 

 exploring them from a firm's perspective. As there is a lack of research on the firm's point 

 of view surrounding the implications external regulations have on their business efforts, 

 and specifically their marketing communications using a case study of a new and emerging 

 market. Hence the contribution of this study aims to assess the firm's understanding of, and 

 outline the ways in which, regulations impact their marketing communications. 
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 1.3 Purpose 

 The purpose of this paper is to explore how external regulations impact marketing 

 communications from the firm's perspective. 

 1.4 RQ 

 How do companies understand the impact of regulations on marketing communications 

 and work within them? 

 2.  Theoretical framework 

 2.1 Marketing Communication 

 The Marketing Communication Mix is a vital tool for any marketer and has been an 

 established academic theory for many years now. The mix comprises Advertising, Direct 

 Marketing, Personal Selling, Sales Promotion, and Public Relations (Copley, 2006; Kotler 

 & Keller, 2012; Todorova, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2017; Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021; 

 Rahmiati et al., 2023). Using varying tools from the marketing communication mix is a 

 differentiating factor between successful companies that control large market share and 

 others. These competitive motivations push companies to look for innovative and unique 

 ways to communicate with their customers, helping solidify their placement in the market 

 while simultaneously vying for larger market share (Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). This 

 is because marketing communication is more than a specific set of promotional tools, 

 encapsulating aspects of the product’s design, its pricing, packaging choices, and even 

 where the product retails (Armstrong et al., 2017). 

 2.1.1 Advertising 

 Advertising is a non-personal mass communication that presents, promotes, reminds, and 

 informs customers about products, ideas or services that a firm provides (Copley, 2006; 

 Todorova, 2015;  Armstrong et al., 2017; Rahmiati et al., 2023  ).  Advertising also provides 

 a heightened control to those responsible for the composition and execution of promotional 
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 communications, also known as the message sender (Copley, 2006; Armstrong et al., 

 2017). The message sender pays for the ad space and can therefore say whatever they 

 would like, providing this complies to legal and regulatory frameworks. A disadvantage of 

 the non-personal style of advertising means there is zero chance of immediate feedback, 

 and additionally, production costs of the media can be very high while credibility for the 

 media can likely be low. Although, advertising as a whole is viewed as a form of art, 

 specifically the art of persuasion. ‘Tis woven into the fabr  i  c of everyday life as it broadly 

 summarises all paid communications that are designed with the intent to persuade (Copley, 

 2006). The promotion through advertisement has a larger possibility of attracting a 

 geographically diverse audience, going beyond local or potentially national boundaries to 

 the global market through the use of the internet to deliver the message (Todorova, 2015; 

 Rahmiati et al., 2023). Attracting the attention of consumers from a wider audience to the 

 company’s brands while persuading them to purchase the product (Rahmiati et al., 2023). 

 2.1.2 Direct Marketing 

 Direct marketing is a tool within the marketing communications mix that employs direct 

 communication with a large number of target audience members with the intention of 

 getting a reaction from them (Copley, 2006; Todorova, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2017; 

 Rahmiati et al., 2023). Direct marketing is also about targeting and using lists, i.e 

 databases, email lists, loyalty programs etc, to be reasonably sure that those that receive the 

 marketing materials are of the appropriate audience, compared to mass marketing with its 

 associated waste (Copley, 2006). As well as this, direct marketing can create a closer and 

 more cost-effective relationship with customers in terms of sales, marketing, and customer 

 service (Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). This style of communicating with an audience is 

 specific, personal, and measurable. This enables precise segmentation and targeting 

 allowing for promotional materials to be pushed to the target consumer at times and places 

 that suit the message receiver. Which enables marketers to achieve a better grasp of and 

 responses to consumer’s genuine needs (Todorova, 2015; Rahmiati, 2023). An incentive is 

 often included in a proposition made towards a customer, usually this comes in the form of 

 receiving something in return for joining the database. Conversely, there are still problems 

 connected with direct marketing, predominantly the perception of ‘junk mail’-esque 

 marketing efforts and an increased annoyance with consumers unwillingly finding 
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 themselves on databases (Copley, 2006). Yet when utilised appropriately and efficiently, 

 direct marketing allows for direct interaction with the target audience and results in higher 

 sales success comparatively to the mass marketing to the general public (Rahmiati et al., 

 2023). 

 2.1.3 Personal Selling 

 Personal selling is a personal presentation of the brand or product, typically by a 

 salesperson, with the goal to persuade the consumers and assist in their purchasing decision 

 (Copley, 2006; Todorova, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2017; Rahmiati et al., 2023). Personal 

 selling is a two-way process of communication between the seller and the consumer with 

 the intent to affect the purchasing decision making process (Todorova, 2015; Prayogi et al., 

 2020, cited in Rahmiati et al., 2023). Oftentimes described as the “hard sell”, a crucial 

 element of personal selling is that consumer objections can be quelled by a quick 

 salesperson's informative explanations (Copley, 2006). An advantage to personal selling is 

 that it allows the tailoring of a message to the individual consumer. Because personal 

 selling is seldomly used as a single tool for promotion, it works in conjunction with the 

 other tools of the marketing communication mix to sway consumers and control over the 

 target audience (Todorova, 2015). As the salesperson is seen as the connection between the 

 company and the consumer, representing the brand, they become the keys to establishing a 

 strong relationship with the consumer. Which has the potential to increase the number of 

 product sales (Rahmiati et al., 2023). The disadvantages associated with personal selling 

 are the high cost per contact, low reach, frequency, and the control over the message as 

 usually the message is dictated by the organisation (Copley, 2006). 

 2.1.4 Sales Promotion 

 Sales promotion is an incentive based, short-term promotion offering an added value above 

 the original value, used to induce consumers to test a brand or product, that they likely 

 otherwise would not have (Copley, 2006; Todorova, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2017; 

 Rahmiati et al., 2023). Sales promotion has four core objectives; identifying and alluring 

 customers, communicating about new products, increasing the number of consumers for a 

 product range, and inviting consumers to the retail location where the product is sold to 

 motivate a purchase (Rhamiaiti et al., 2023). In an ideal situation, sales promotion should 
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 generate sales that the firm would otherwise not achieve by any other method, while 

 ensuring that the firm is not inducing the sales of products that would have been sold 

 without the use of sales promotion (Copley, 2006). Encouraging sales promotions influence 

 consumers, shortening the time it takes to make a purchasing decision and accelerating the 

 buying process and increasing the rates of sales (Copley, 2006; Todorova, 2015; Rahmiati 

 et al., 2023). Although a negative to sales promotion is that the benefits are often 

 short-term and not as effective as other marketing communication mix tools such as 

 personal selling in building long-term brand preferences (Armstrong et al., 2017). Sales 

 promotion is a pivotal tool for marketer as it has high value in obtaining a competitive 

 advantage by drawing consumer attention and increasing sales (Rahmiati et al., 2023). 

 2.1.5 Public Relations 

 Public relations (PR) is a management function that uses one or more communication 

 channels to maintain a relationship with a consumer. PR also serves to establish and 

 maintain understanding, acceptance and cooperation between the organisation and their 

 consumers (Copley, 2006; Todorova, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2017; Rahmiati et al., 2023). 

 PR is not advertising under another name (Copley, 2006). It is not solely concerned with 

 the company's products and services, it accounts for the entire organisation. This aids 

 management in being continuously informed and reactive to the public's opinion when 

 handling issues that may arise, anticipating trends to serve public interest with a 

 fundamental focus on ethical communication techniques. The desired outcome is to 

 increase audience knowledge and influence public opinion in favour of the organisation 

 (Todorova, 2015). Positive brand image through the use of public opinion is built on 

 attempts to build trust from firms, therefore having PR is an essential organisational 

 structure for cultivating positive brand image (Firmansyah, 2020, cited in Rahmiati et al., 

 2023). PR still has associations with negative perception as it still states it is organised 

 lying and a form of conning the consumer (Copley, 2006). Although the scope of PR may 

 seem infinite at its core, there is a need for planned and purposeful communication with 

 whoever is most important at the time of the communication. Countering personal selling, 

 PR can be argued to be the “soft sell” element of the marketing communications mix 

 (Copley, 2006). By conducting effective public relations the firm's brand awareness will 
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 grow as more consumers become interested in purchasing whatever products or services 

 are being offered and the company's reputation could be improved (Rahmiati et al., 2023). 

 2.2 External Regulation 

 According to Buksa (2014) regulations can be divided into three main categories, those 

 being mandatory regulations which are determined by governing bodies. Then there is the 

 colloquially known “good to have” non-mandatory regulations, typically associated with 

 industry standards. Lastly, there are internal regulations which are determined by the firm 

 itself. From the firms’ perspective, the former two categories are viewed as external 

 regulations (Buksa, 2014). The authors of this paper will focus on mandatory external 

 regulation, those being regulations laid out by a governing body. To further understand 

 external regulation, it will be viewed through the lens of institutional pressures which is an 

 element of Institutional Theory. Institutional Theory highlights the importance of the 

 institutional environment in shaping organisational structure and actions (Scott, 2001). The 

 basic similarity in all institutional theoretical claims is that something identified at a higher 

 level is used to explain processes and outcomes at a lower level of analysis (Clemens & 

 Cook 1999; Amenta 2005). 

 2.2.1 Institutional Theory 

 The relationship between how the external factors, such as the social environment and 

 regulations, shapes, restricts, and impacts organisational changes can be described using 

 institutional theory (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). The theory proposes the idea of 

 isomorphic pressures, which are forces that pressure individual actors in a shared 

 environment to become homogenised and similar to other actors in the same environment 

 (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 2013). According to DiMaggio & Powell (1983), 

 there are three systems that affect isomorphic change and increase homogeneity of 

 organisational structures and they are Coercive Pressure, Normative Pressure, and Mimetic 

 Pressure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 2013). Coercive pressures are derived 

 from political influences that wield authoritative power, such as governing bodies, and their 

 enforcement of regulatory compliance by sanctioning noncompliant organisations 

 (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 2013; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). Compliance 

 with coercive pressures allows organisations to benefit from potential rewards and avoid 
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 punishments from potentially harsh sanctions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 

 2013). Normative pressures exhibited through dyadic inter-organizational channels of both 

 firm supplier and firm-customer relationships to learn about innovations along with their 

 association benefits and costs (Burt, 1987; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 2013; 

 Alziady & Enayah, 2019). Simply put, it is a pressure that comes from specified norms 

 from institutions in an industry that have been legitimised and push conformity to the 

 normalised behaviours. This institutional pressure is derived from growing professionalism 

 and analyses the levels of education and training an organisation has received (Coffey et 

 al., 2013; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). Mimetic pressure is defined as pressures that stem 

 from behavioural uncertainty on how to solve a specific problem, perform a specific 

 activity, or reach a specific goal (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Krell et al, 2016; Alziady & 

 Enayah, 2019). According to institutional theory mimetic pressure comes about when a 

 company is enthused to adopt a given practice because of favourable results achieved by 

 competitors or by those who have chosen to adopt that practice because of their 

 competitors favourable results (Deng & Ji, 2015; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). It is 

 worthwhile to note that each of the institutional pressures and their isomorphic processes, 

 regardless of evidence that they do in fact increase organisational effectiveness internally, 

 are continuously present (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

 2.2.1.1 Coercive Pressure 

 Coercive pressure, according to Hoffman (1999), deals with the legal environment that 

 exists in the organisational field the company operates within and leaves no choice for the 

 organisation in terms of compliance. Non compliance would result in sanctioning actions 

 from the regulatory institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hoffman, 1999; Alziady & 

 Enayah, 2019). This common legal environment that organisations in a shared field affects 

 a variety of aspects of both an organisation's structure and behaviour resulting in coercive 

 isomorphism. This can stem from a combination of formal and informal pressures that are 

 employed on an organisation by other organisations which they are dependent on 

 (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This is due to their resource dominance in the shared 

 environment as well the shared cultural expectations that an institution functions within 

 (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). These 

 dominant institutions utilise control over the scarcity of resources and may demand other 
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 dependent organisations to adopt specific structures that serve the dominant institutions 

 interest. Resource dependent organisations desire to lessen interdependence and operate 

 more independently but are left with no other option other than to adopt and comply in 

 order to assure their own continued existence (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 

 2013). Problems of dominant institutional influence arise when these institutions' exert 

 coercive pressure in partisan and biassed ways, and this attention to institutional regulatory 

 aspects generates renewed interest in assessing who enforces regulations as the all 

 encompassing rule maker, referee and enforcer (Scott, 2001). Institutions can create, judge, 

 and enforce coercive pressure in less authoritative ways, establishing regulations that are 

 worded sufficiently ambiguous so that they do not provide a direct conduct of compliance 

 (ibid). Coercive pressures are pivotal in creating an environment that promotes adoption 

 behaviour (Lin & Ho, 2016, cited in Coffey et al., 2013). 

 2.2.1.2 Normative Pressure 

 Normative pressure stems from increasing the standardisation of operating procedures and 

 the professionalisation of institutions, determining the response to organisational change 

 (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hoffman, 1999; Deng & Ji, 2015; Krell et al., 2016; Alziady 

 & Enayah, 2019). Actors from various generations and differing locations reproduce social 

 behaviour and its cognitive and normative underpinnings, this in turn strengthens the 

 institutionalisation of the behaviour (Krautzberger et al., 2021). As Scott (2001) proposes 

 the norms give responsibilities which could enable certain actors to act without direct 

 mandate or waiting on a decision from other organisational actors. Since the mandate is 

 built on their social position, normative theorists posit that common values and beliefs are 

 the basis for the social order of the “norm” (Scott, 2001). A great deal of this pressure is 

 due to the focus on increasing professionalisation, which includes concerns of educational 

 levels and the professional training actors within an organisation are given (Coffey et al., 

 2013). This type of pressure can also result from repetitive contact with suppliers, trade 

 organisations, or customers, that press institutions to adopt standardised behaviours similar 

 to others within the same organisational field (Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004). Organisations 

 conform with the norms because decision making actors identify with particular 

 standardised institutions (Deng & Ji, 2015; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). The outcome is that 

 these actors hold the opinion that compliance with the normative pressures will reward and 
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 benefit their organisations for being similar to other organisations within the organisational 

 field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). 

 2.2.1.3 Mimetic Pressure 

 Mimetic pressure causes the act of imitation of organisational structures to equivalent 

 organisations in the same industry, especially those who are considered to be succeeding. 

 This mimicry is done to gain status and to have an organisation to be viewed as legitimate 

 while also avoiding being viewed as less innovative (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Teo et al., 

 2003, cited in Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004; Coffey et al., 2013). Organisations tend to mimic 

 organisations that are structurally similar, ‘tis because they share economic networks, 

 goals, commodities, customers, suppliers, and similar limitations (Burt, 1987; Coffey et al., 

 2013). However, not all mimetic behaviour stems from institutional and isomorphic 

 pressures, there are other motives that encourage conformity such as trends, improving 

 status, and indirect learning (Scott, 2001). But when organisations face ambiguous 

 problems with unclear solutions, it tends to lead to organisational uncertainty (DiMaggio & 

 Powell, 1983). In particular, uncertainty is a prominent force that motivates imitation, using 

 observations of how competitors attract consumers and gain a competitive advantage in the 

 organisational field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Da Silva et al., 2022). Competitiveness is 

 the key argument for mimicry, it is also an essential element in the implementation of 

 processes to improve conditions in the organisational field (Da Silva et al., 2022). 

 Organisations may also react to mimetic pressure in order to maintain their place amongst 

 the perceived successful competitors, based on the degree to which they have to adopt, 

 despite the expected detriment or benefits (Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004). 

 2.3 Summary 

 The model was created by the authors to summarise the theoretical framework and visually 

 display the situation from the firm’s perspective. The idea behind creating a model is as a 

 visual aid to the reader so that they may understand the building blocks of the theoretical 

 framework. The model below shows how regulations create institutional pressures and the 

 associated pressures' subsequent impact on the firm. It is through these pressures that the 

 firm derives their understanding of the impact on marketing communications created by 

 regulations. 
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 Figure 1. Conceptual Model (Farnworth & Williams, 2023) 

 3.  Method 

 3.1 Research Approach 

 The research approach can be viewed as the structure that guides how the data has been 

 collected (Bell et al., 2019). The research approach will clarify between inductivism and 

 deductivism, and further helps to select if the study should have a quantitative or 

 qualitative research approach. Ontologically, this paper takes a relativist approach to the 

 nature of reality. In this case there are many truths that can be explored but all are created 

 from the viewpoint of the observer. That is to say that truth for the subject of the interviews 

 is created by their observations of the world around them (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). 

 Epistemologically, this research takes a constructivist approach, where organisations are 

 socially-constructed entities, they are made real by the understanding and actions of human 

 beings (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). The research approach for this paper will be 

 qualitative research with an inductive approach and the justifications for this will be 

 clarified below. 
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 3.1.1 Inductive Research 

 In this study inductive research has been selected due to the nature of this study. Inductive 

 research is best used when attempting to explore a concept to draw generalisations and 

 inferences to develop a theoretical explications out of collected observations (Saunders et 

 al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). Theory is then born out of research and is data driven by 

 identifying patterns in an iterative process (Hair et al., 2011; Bell et al., 2019). Although 

 research still needs to have the foundation of a well defined purpose and research question, 

 you do not begin with predefined theories or conceptual frameworks (Saunders et al., 

 2016). As the research area involved marketing communications and institutional 

 pressures, these conceptual areas began as areas to broadly start formulating inductive lines 

 of questioning. This process of familiarisation with the theoretical subject matter is typical 

 in the inductive approach. Allowing meaning to come up naturally as data is being 

 collected, while also not preventing the use of existing theory to aid in question generation 

 to identify concepts that are intended to explore during research. As research that involves 

 an inductive approach is typically more concerned with the surrounding context of 

 incidence that is taking place during research, it is often more beneficial to have a smaller 

 sample size of subjects (Saunders et al., 2016). Inductive research is commonly associated 

 with qualitative research and often uses grounded theory to approach data analysis, linking 

 data to developing theories (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). 

 3.1.2 Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research is a research strategy that usually emphasises words over numbers in 

 the collection and analysis of data. This research strategy is arguably inductive in nature, as 

 well as this it is associated with a constructivist and interpretive approach (Bell et al., 

 2019). Qualitative research is described as  interpretive because researchers attempt to 

 make sense of the subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed about the 

 phenomenon being studied by those that have taken part in the investigation (Saunders et 

 al., 2016). Furthermore, qualitative researchers emphasise a preference for dealing with 

 theory as something that emerges from the collection and analysis of data making it an 

 inductive research approach (Bell et al., 2019). This research strategy is often referred to as 

 grounded in the sense that evidence is gathered about the context of the topic being studied 
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 (Hair et al. 2011). As well as this, qualitative research tends to use non-probability 

 sampling techniques due to the non-standardized data collection methods (Saunders et al., 

 2016). The authors of  this research paper have picked a specific market with external 

 regulations to study, in order to gain a greater understanding of these institutional pressures 

 impact on marketing communications. By the nature of the way the researchers have 

 collected information by semi-structured interviews makes this paper qualitative research. 

 3.2 Research Design 

 Choosing a suitable research design occurs after setting the purpose and overall research 

 approach. The research design helps the researcher in conducting the research and generate 

 results for analysis (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). The essence of research design 

 is making choices about what to observe, and how to observe (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). 

 The five research designs are experimental design, longitudinal design, case study design, 

 comparative design, and cross sectional design (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). 

 Case study design, in a basic sense, is the detailed analysis of a single case (Bell et al., 

 2019). With a case study research design, the case itself is an object of interest and the 

 researcher aims to provide a detailed explanation of the case in question (ibid). The main 

 factor that distinguishes case study designs from other research designs is the focus on a 

 situation or system, that is to say an entity or institution with a purpose (ibid). As this 

 research is looking into regulated marketing communications with a focus on the Canadian 

 cannabis industry, a case study research approach felt the natural fit for the research and its 

 purpose. 

 3.2.1 Case Study 

 The authors of  this research paper have picked the specific market of the Canadian 

 cannabis industry, with government regulations to study, in order to gain a greater 

 understanding of these institutional pressures impact on marketing communications. 

 Contemporary research in the Canadian cannabis market largely neglects the firm's 

 perspective on marketing communications, this could be due to the nature of this relatively 

 young industry. While there is needed research into issues of the legality and shifts in 

 policy (Cox, 2018; Wadsworth et al., 2023), as well as medical vs non-medical regulatory 

 frameworks (Cox, 2021), when research does investigate issues involving firms, it 
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 examines companies from a regulatory perspective of compliance with regulations 

 (Sheikhan et al., 2021) and highlighting potential loopholes of the Cannabis Act 

 regulations (Phillips, 2021). The research that does directly relate to firms' marketing 

 communications comes to the conclusion of a gap between regulations and contemporary 

 marketing (Asquith, 2021), however it still lacks a key stakeholder perspective, that of the 

 cannabis firms in the Canadian market, as it was content analysis of online marketing 

 material. That is why the researchers of this paper aim to parallel the researcher of Asquith 

 (2021) to examine from a firm's perspective how these regulations affect their marketing 

 communication strategies. With the intention of exploring the external regulations through 

 the lens of institutional pressures on a firm's marketing communication in the Canadian 

 Cannabis industry. 

 3.2.2 Semi-Structured Interview 

 A semi-structured interview is a commonly used method for gathering qualitative data for a 

 research subject. It is based on the structured interview approach where the interviewer has 

 a set series of questions that are asked in order. A semi-structured interview differs 

 however in that although the interviewer still has a series of questions the order in which 

 they are asked is not set in stone. As well as this, the interviewer has given themselves or 

 been given the power to deviate from the list. That is to say that they may ask questions 

 that arise during the interview despite them not being on the list established prior to the 

 interview. Sometimes the questions are submitted ahead of time to the interview subject 

 however they are also made aware of the nature of the interview and that not every 

 question that is going to be asked is submitted ahead of time. The motivation for selecting 

 this interview style is the freedom it affords the interviewer to ask questions that feel 

 pertinent based on the answers given by the subjects of the interviews. Additionally, the 

 freedom that is afforded to the respondents to be able to talk about what they feel is 

 relevant and important is imperative for the researchers. By enabling the interviewee to 

 speak freely it gives a more rich and detailed answer. As well as this the interviews will 

 take place either over the phone or on video conferencing due to the geographical 

 differences between the interviewers and the subjects of the interviews (Saunders et al., 

 2016; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018; Bell et al., 2019). 
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 3.3 Data Sources 

 What is an appropriate source of information for academic research depends on the aim 

 and topic of investigation. In most cases the use of peer-reviewed academic journals is 

 considered the most important source of information, this is due to the peer review process 

 ensuring that the research is of a certain quality and relevance (Easterby-Smith et al., 

 2018). Primary data gathered for this research is done by semi-structured interviews in 

 order to gain the firm's perspective of the situation. Semi-structured interviews are a 

 primary data source and the data collected from the interviews are then coded and analysed 

 using the theoretical framework (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). 

 3.4 Data Collection Method 

 3.4.1 Operationalization Table 

 Full Operationalisation Table can be found in Appendix 2. 

 Marketing 
 Communication 

 Mix 

 Advertising 

 Digital 
 Content 
 P.O.S 
 Marketing 

 - Have the regulations created a meaningful 
 impact on your ability to create digital 
 content? 24(1) 
 - How do you avoid the “promotion of a 
 lifestyle” (negative/ positive) when creating 
 image content? 
 - How do marketing strategies differ across 
 different channels? 
 - How did your interpretations of the 
 regulations affect your packaging decisions? 
 26(d) // 17(2) 

 Copley, 2006; 
 Kotler & Keller, 
 2012; 
 Todorova, 
 2015; 
 Armstrong et 
 al., 2017; 
 Todorova & 
 Zhelyazkov, 
 2021; 
 Rhamiati et al., 
 2023 

 Direct 
 Marketing 

 Mailing 
 lists and 
 Membershi 
 ps 

 - In what way does (24)(a-c) (inducement) 
 influence your membership / mailing list 
 promotions (benefits offered)- ? 

 Personal 
 Selling 

 Persuade 
 the 
 Consumer 

 - Based on your interpretation, what are 
 “reasonable steps” that promotion cannot be 
 accessed by underaged people? 
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 Sales 
 Promotion  Samples 

 - What are ideation steps when developing an 
 event? (when applicable) 
 - What is your interpretation of reg 21 (a)(b) 
 “It is prohibited to display, refer to or 
 otherwise use any of the following, directly or 
 indirectly in a promotion that is used in the 
 sponsorship of a person, entity, event, activity 
 or facility: 
 (a) a brand element of cannabis, of a cannabis 
 accessory or of a service related to cannabis; 
 and 
 (b) the name of a person that”? 

 Public 
 Relations  Public 

 Opinion 

 - When it comes to articles written about your 
 company, is it you reaching out to journalists/ 
 news outlets or are they contacting you? 

 General 
 Understandin 

 g 

 Execution 
 Sender / 
 Receiver 
 Complies 
 with Legal 
 Framework 
 Art of 
 Persuasion 

 - How do marketing strategies differ across 
 different channels? 
 - Are there certain tools from the Marketing 
 Communications Mix that have become more 
 useful than others because of the regulations? 
 - Have you had any marketing 
 communications ideas that you have had to 
 give up on due to the regulations? 
 - How do you avoid the “promotion of a 
 lifestyle” (negative/ positive) when creating 
 image content? 
 - How do you age-gate your marketing 
 communications across various channels? 
 - Is there any marketing you would like to do 
 but you can’t because of regulations? 

 Table 1. Operationalisation Table 

 3.4.2 Interview Guide 

 The introductory section of the interview guide is presented here and the remainder of the 

 guide can be found in the appendix 3. 

 Concept  Introductory questions 

 Marketing  ●  Do you consider yourself a small, medium or large business? 
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 Communications 
 Mix 

 ●  How familiar are you with the regulations on promotion restrictions in 

 the Cannabis Act? 

 ●  What are your opinions on the regulations in their current format? 

 ●  How do marketing strategies differ across different channels? 

 ●  How do your marketing efforts differ from the medical to recreational 

 cannabis market? 

 ●  Are there certain tools from the Marketing Communication Mix that have

 become more useful than others because of the regulations? 

 Institutional Theory  ●  What is your interpretation of an informational promotion? → 17(2) 

 ●  What is your interpretation of a brand-preference promotion? → 17(2) 

 ●  Based on your interpretation, what are “reasonable steps” that promotion 

 cannot be accessed by underaged people? 

 ●  Do you feel a pressure to align your marketing communications with the 

 promotion restrictions in the Cannabis Act? 

 ●  Have you experienced or heard of any other business being sanctioned 

 for not following the restrictions? If yes, what were they? 

 Table 2. Interview Guide 

 3.4.3 Transparency Process 

 1.  Initial Email asking if they would like to be a part of the thesis study about 

 investigating the effects of regulation on marketing communication within the Canadian 

 Cannabis Industry from a firm’s perspective. 

 2.  Before the interview begins, let them know the purpose of our paper, what we are 

 researching about and what we’re interested in. We let them know how we plan to use their 

 data and inform them that all data collected will be completely anonymous and ask for their 

 consent to record the interview for the purpose of transcribing the interviews. 

 3.  Actual interview (  see Appendix 3 for interview guide  ). 

 4.  A follow-up email with a transcript of the interview and a thank you for 

 participating. As well as asking if everything seems correct or if there is anything they 
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 would like to change. Ask if they have any follow-up questions and ask, if need be, can we 

 reach out to them for any clarifications while writing. 

 3.5 Sampling Method 

 3.5.1 Non-Probability Sampling 

 Non-probability sampling refers to the sampling method by which the inclusion or 

 exclusion of elements in a sample is at the discretion of the researcher. The researcher uses 

 criteria such as personal experience, convenience, expert judgement, and more in order to 

 select the elements in a sample. This means that the probability of an element being 

 selected for a sample is unknown. As well as this there are no methods for measuring the 

 sampling error for non-probability based sampling. Despite this, the selection process 

 should result in a representative sample, where representative means they represent the 

 researchers judgement of what they want and is not chance based (Hair et al, 2011; 

 Saunders et al., 2016). With this in mind the researchers set about selecting elements of the 

 sample that had personal experience and expert judgement in the field of marketing 

 communication within the sector of Canadian cannabis. This gives the researchers the 

 respondents that would have the most insight into the relevant area of interest. 

 3.5.2 Purposive Sampling 

 Purposive sampling is a non-probability form of sampling. The idea of this sampling 

 method is to sample in a strategic fashion to assure that those questioned or interviewed are 

 relevant to the research questions. The difference between this and convenience sampling 

 is that the researcher selects what is available to them in the convenience method. In 

 purposive sampling the researcher selects the subjects with the research goals in mind. The 

 selection of this sampling method allows the researcher to ensure that anyone that is 

 subjected to the semi structured interviews has knowledge that is pertinent to the purpose 

 and research question of this investigation  (Hair et al, 2011; Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et 

 al., 2019). This ties back into the previously discussed section on non-probability sampling 

 where the authors lay out the criteria that was picked for selecting the elements of the 

 sample. 
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 3.5.3 Sample Frame 

 One issue associated with qualitative research is the difficulty of establishing how many 

 participants there should be in the study (Bell et al., 2019). As a general rule in qualitative 

 research the broader the scope of the study and the more comparisons between groups that 

 needs to be made will mean that more interviews are needed (Warren 2002; Morse 2004, 

 cited in Bell et al., 2019). While it is sometimes possible to conduct a census on the total 

 population in most circumstances business researchers refrain from doing so (Hair et al., 

 2011). Contacting the entire population would be a time consuming and expensive process 

 as well as the fact it would be difficult if not impossible to contact every member of a 

 population. Thus a sample frame is used, a sample frame is a comprehensive list of the 

 elements from which a sample is drawn (ibid). One key difference between probability and 

 non-probability sampling when making a sample frame needs to be considered. In 

 probability sampling the researcher can calculate the error in a sample design whilst 

 non-probability sampling cannot calculate the error. However the researcher using 

 non-probability sampling uses informed judgements in selecting the sample (ibid). In case 

 study research where the goal is to understand the selected case or cases in depth, sampling 

 issues may still arise as the sampling is done based on criteria that is relevant to the 

 research (Bell et al., 2019). With this in mind the sample frame for this paper requires the 

 selection of people within the Canadian cannabis industry, that is to say a licensed producer 

 as per the Canadian Governments list of licensed producers which has the total population 

 of 984 (Canada, 2023). Within this population a sample was selected based on if the 

 business is currently active and based entirely within Canada. As well as this within the 

 select organisations the people contacted all held jobs that were related to the marketing 

 communications of the organisation as this is the area of interest for the case study. 

 3.5.4 Sample Selection 

 As previously discussed a sample was selected for the research of this paper, the criteria for 

 this selection is as follows. The company must be a licensed producer registered with the 

 Canadian government, the person that takes part in the interview must have a role that is 

 related to the marketing functions of the business. Given that this research is a case study 
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 on the Canadian Cannabis industry the selection of participants was based on the insights 

 they could provide on the industry in which they operate. 

 Respondent  Respondent Role 

 within the Company 

 Licensed with 

 Canadian 

 Government 

 Interview Time 

 Company X  Co-Founder / COO  Yes  60 minutes 

 Company Y  Co-Founder / 

 National Brand 

 Manager 

 Yes  30 minutes 

 Company Z  Co-Owner  Yes  60 minutes 

 Table 1. Sample Selection 

 3.6 Data Analysis 

 The choice for the data analysis of this paper was inspired by grounded theory as it is the 

 most common framework for analysing qualitative data (Bell et al., 2019). Grounded 

 theory is a form of data research and at times collection, that specialises in the analysis of 

 data to find emerging codes to find developing theories (Bell et al., 2019). After collecting 

 empirical data, grounded theory requires phases of analysis, beginning with breaking every 

 piece of empirical data collected into individual labels or  codes  . Through the recurrence of 

 phenomena, the second phase of creating  concepts  out  of the codes will begin. The value of 

 a concept is determined by its utility and how frequently it appears in the coding process 

 and will be used as building blocks of theory. After concepts have been determined and 

 elaborated upon, concepts that have perceived similarities can then be grouped together to 

 create  categories  . As a category can be made out of  a minimum of two concepts, there is a 

 higher level for abstraction in categorizations in comparison to conceptualization. Lastly, 
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 categories will be clustered together into a relatively small number of  core categories 

 which form the basis for the inductive analysis (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). 

 The full coding process can be found in  appendix 4. 

 3.7 Quality Control 

 In order to achieve credibility in research, qualitative research needs to embrace systematic 

 and consistent processes in both data collection and analysis which facilitates 

 trustworthiness and authenticity of results (Hair et al, 2011; Bell et al., 2019). By focusing 

 on those two end qualities, researchers can put controls on the examination of and 

 reliability from the end results (Hair et al., 2011). Authenticity cannot be achieved without 

 trustworthiness, which consists of four criteria: Credibility, Transferability, Dependability, 

 and Confirmability (Bell et al., 2019). 

 3.7.1 Credibility 

 Credibility refers to the assessment of the researchers in their understanding of the reality 

 obtained by the data collected, where the data is collected in accordance with best practices 

 and that others will perceive the same reality from the findings (Bell et al., 2019). One way 

 to ensure credibility is the use of respondent validation, where data collected is shared with 

 the respondents before use, to validate the collected data. This allows for assurance of 

 respondents that their understanding and interpretations are in line with those intended with 

 the researchers' questions. 

 3.7.2 Transferability 

 Transferability is the creation of thick descriptions and rich accounts that findings have that 

 potentially hold in another context or even in a similar context but a different time (Bell et 

 al., 2019). As qualitative research commonly consists of smaller groups of respondents, it 

 is important to contextualise the unique findings, the thick descriptors, that provides other 

 researchers with a base of data to make future judgements with (ibid). While a specific case 

 study of the Cannabis industry is selected, the authors of this paper have maintained a 

 broader focus on the effects of regulation on marketing communication to assist in the 

 possible creation of rich and unique transferable findings to other regulated industries. 
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 3.7.3 Dependability 

 Dependability is described as the auditing of the research, which ensures that a complete 

 record is kept of all phases during the research process (Bell et al., 2019). This is then 

 audited by peers to establish how well proper procedures were adhered to as well as assess 

 the degree to which theoretical speculations are justified (ibid). The authors of this research 

 paper have adhered to this process in the formulation of this research paper. The 

 information has been presented in the method chapter under the relevant subheadings. 

 3.7.4 Confirmability 

 Confirmability is concerned with the researcher's objectivity in regards to showing the 

 results in good faith (Bell et al., 2019). It should be evident that the researchers do not put 

 their own personal values or theoretical beliefs to influence the respondents, the data 

 collected, or the final conclusion. The authors of this paper do acknowledge and recognize 

 that complete objectivity is impossible in any research, steps were taken to ensure a fair, 

 honest, and transparent research process from start to finish. These steps have been 

 outlined in the transparency process and the interview guide, as well as outlining potential 

 ethical and societal considerations from the research conducted. 

 3.8 Ethical Considerations 

 The ethical considerations for this paper focus around the way in which the empirical data 

 will be used in the analysis and findings of the research investigation. One of the major 

 ethical considerations for this paper is ensuring the anonymity of the subjects of the 

 interviews. The primary reason for this is so that respondents feel comfortable being open 

 and honest while knowing that there will be no repercussions on them personally for taking 

 part in the study (Bell et al., 2019). As well as this the participants have been given a 

 chance to consent to the interview and the way in which the information will be handled 

 during the analysis stage of the research. This ensures that any of the participants have as 

 much information about the study as possible before they agree to take part in the study 

 and are aware of the recording of the interview. Also, if requested, the interview questions 

 will be sent ahead of time so that the respondent has a chance to remove any questions they 

 feel are problematic to answer. Finally, the interview subjects will also be given a transcript 
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 of their own interview in order to ensure that the information is correct and accurately 

 represents what they have said during the interview. All of these steps have been taken to 

 ensure that no harm is done to the participants, ensure informed consent, and show that 

 there is no deception in the research after the interview has been completed (Saunders et 

 al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). 

 Aside from the ethical considerations involving the respondents and the conduct of the 

 interviews, an important ethical consideration is the honest and transparent presentation 

 and use of the data (Saunders et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2019). For that purpose, the 

 researchers of this paper have the interview guide, the transparency process, and interview 

 transcripts in the appendix. This way, it gives readers a clearer understanding of where the 

 researchers have sourced specific data points while attempting to present findings in the 

 most genuine way possible without deceptions. 

 3.9 Societal Implications 

 When conducting research, the researchers need to maintain an awareness of the potential 

 effect their contributions may have on society, be it positive or negative (Hair et al., 2011; 

 Bell et al., 2019). In this discussion regarding marketing regulation, a key to remember is 

 consistent messaging and repetitive exposure creates normalisation of cultural and societal 

 values (Solomon et al., 2016). Although the aim of this paper was not to determine the 

 efficacy of, or determine a definitive position on the debate of if the regulations are good or 

 bad. When focusing on the case such as the Cannabis industry, it is inevitable that a reader 

 may infer a political or moral stance out of the conclusion. As the focus of this paper was 

 to understand the firm's perspective on the impact on external regulations, there is 

 argument to be had that this could open a debate on whether regulations are too tightly 

 regulated and need loosening or vice versa. Both outcomes would have varying economic 

 effects created by a change in either direction on the specific industry market of the case. 

 As an outcome for this paper is intended to be a generalisable understanding of a firm’s 

 perspective in an industry with marketing regulations, this in turn could create economic 

 effects in similar industries, in terms of affecting regulatory changes. 

 As determined by Sheikhan et al. (2021), there is already a recurring issue of firm’s not 

 always following the regulations set forth in the Cannabis Act (2023) and that there is a 
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 gap between the promotion restrictions of the Cannabis Act and marketing communications 

 strategies (Asquith, 2021). However, aligning the needs of marketing communication with 

 regulations can pose challenges for firms, although taking the opposite approach of 

 aligning regulatory policy with the needs of marketing communications has a large risk for 

 quality of life for consumers. Regulated industries are regulated for a plethora of reasons 

 including protecting the interests of consumers and society as a whole (Bell et al., 2019). 

 Because of the sensitive nature of data collected from firms that have helped with this 

 research, it is both an ethical and societal implication, to remember that protection of them 

 is of utmost importance. Their economy, their livelihoods, and their quality of life is all 

 possibly affected by the researchers' use of their data. 

    While this paper is not a health paper, it is important  to consider the societal implications 

 of marketing regulated substances such as Cannabis. Although this paper is only using the 

 Cannabis industry as a case study to explore its purpose, it is necessary to state the obvious 

 conversation about health implications that could arise from the impact this paper may 

 have on future discussions involving its promotional regulations. There are numerous 

 studies focused on the effects of Cannabis on cognitive development and the use of 

 Cannabis in relation to individuals predisposition of certain mental health disorders. For 

 the purpose of the discussions and future research this paper may lead to, the researchers 

 have chosen to focus on the health impact that ties closest to the purpose of the promotion 

 regulations of the Cannabis Act. That is the promotion of Cannabis and its related products 

 to youth. There is sufficient evidence to suggest prolonged use in adolescent brains has a 

 long term effect on brain structure and cognitive and emotional outcomes (Lubman et al., 

 2015). Multiple studies across various regulated industries have shown connections 

 between increased marketing exposure to youth and an increase in consumption rates of 

 those regulated products (Jernigan et al., 2017; Critchlow et al., 2020; Hammond et al., 

 2020; Kelly et al., 2020). Therefore it is imperative to keep in mind any societal 

 implication regarding regulations and their impact on marketing communication must 

 maintain the same positive impact that marketing restrictions have had on preventing youth 

 from exposure to these products. 
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 4.  Empirical investigation 

 4.1 Company X 

 Familiarity with the regulations, differing strategies across marketing channels, and 

 educational focus 

 When asked about the respondents familiarity with the regulations on promotion 

 restrictions they replied that they are  “pretty familiar”  with the regulations, and stated that 

 they  “generally know what they can and cannot do within  the regulations  ”. Company X 

 was then asked about their general opinion of the regulations in their current format, to 

 which they responded  “Very restrictive. What else  can I say?”  . They then went on to 

 explain their perspective  “A funny thing is that they  want to get rid of the black market but 

 they do not allow some black market strain names to be used, like even though they’re the 

 real names of the strains going out there. Because they could appeal to children like 

 ‘cookies’ or ‘Care Bear Crunch’ … if it can be construed to be appealing to children, that’s 

 the big one … it is a no go”  . The next question asked  was about how Company X’s 

 marketing strategies differ across their marketing channels, in which they responded  “Well 

 really we don’t have very many channels because advertising cannabis is so restrictive. So 

 our channels our social media, in person events so like expos or conferences we go to. And 

 we’re starting to do tours. We have the ability to have people out to our farm and they can 

 tour through the property … A lot of what we go about is education”  . Company X 

 exemplified what type of post they would consider educational  “for example … I posted 

 some content that was all abou  t  terpenes and thc percentages  … you’re not going to get a 

 good indicator of the quality of the weed or how it’s going to impact you by those numbers. 

 Like they’re just numbers”  They further elaborated  that  “We also do the same education 

 when we do tours throughout the facility. So we’re talking about cultivation, we’re talking 

 about THC and terpenes and whatever. Education is all the same (across the channels)”  . 

 Most important Marketing Communication Mix tools and interpretation of 

 promotion exemptions 

 The discussion moved to if there were certain tools from the marketing communication mix 

 that have become more useful than others because of regulations, Company X said  “Tours 
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 are probably the best. It is slower going but it provides the best impact. In person is always 

 better than online, you never get a true feel for someone or the company or whatever, 

 behind a screen … we’re going to be focusing our marketing initiatives towards in person 

 events, on-site”  .  In terms of the interpretation of  two main promotion exceptions from the 

 Cannabis Act,  Company X explained their interpretation of an ‘informational’ promotion 

 was  “Kind of like that post that I described. It’s  providing information about something?”  . 

 They went on to explain their opinion of social media restrictions  “Instagram's algorithm 

 looks for the word ‘THC’ even in photos. So you have to like to hide it if you’re showing a 

 package. It will get taken down cause then you’re selling, you’re advertising”  . And as for 

 ‘brand-preference’ promotion, Company X said that  ‘promotion specifically about the 

 brand’  . They also said that  “branding is really difficult,  there is a lot of restrictions on 

 that”  . 

 Age-gate marketing and restriction sanctions 

 As for the reasonable steps required to prevent underage access to content, they state with 

 slight disbelief, that the ways in which they age-gate are basic.  “Age-gate your website, 

 that’s it. We can do that, we put on our instagram page that ‘by following us you’re 19+’ or 

 ‘18+’. Cause it is 18 for research, it’s 18 in Quebec and it’s 19 in Ontario”  . They then 

 elaborate on the promotional activities, such as being involved with local events or 

 charitable donations, that they would like to do but disappointingly cannot as it could be 

 seen by underage people.  “That means we can’t actually  get involved with any of those not 

 for profit organisations. My company’s dollars are going to be bigger than my dollars. So it 

 kind of forcing me, it takes away a charitable donation that I could have made”  . In respect 

 to the sanctions for not following the marketing regulations,  “Not sanctioned but they have 

 some people have had recalls because the packaging is wrong. But advertising? nope”  . 

 However, when advertising on third party websites, their tone of voice notably shifted to 

 disappointment when recounting how they were sent an email  “shut down my page and 

 they said ‘at this time we do not support businesses like yours’, something like that. And so 

 they deactivated my page”  . Around this time, they  also mentioned how they  “haven’t 

 started on sponsorship yet”  but that they  “also have  collaborations with other brands and 

 other brands that are not just cannabis focused”. 

 28  (1) 



 Regulation influence on packaging 

 Expanding on how the regulations have influenced their packaging decisions, they were 

 adamant in the fact  “They determine them. It’s pretty  dictatorial on how you can make a 

 package”  . While going over the various ways that the  regulations dictate what goes on to 

 product packaging they mention that  “This is for the  OCS (Ontario Cannabis Store), they 

 have different imagery that is required that is different than the actual regulations which 

 gets confusing”  . They then list the requirements set  forth for packaging in the Cannabis 

 Act using the visual aid of one of their own products. Making an emphatic note that  “It 

 can’t be enticing, it is just a package to hold product”  and that  the packaging needs to be 

 bland and unalluring to children and that  “it can’t  have any hidden pouches or tear outs  … 

 everything is child resistant too”  . 

 Creating digital content, social media regulations, and consumers not being online 

 When discussing the ways in which the regulations have impacted the firm's ability to 

 create and display digital content they said  “Yes,  100%”  . Stressing the point that  “We can’t 

 advertise. You have the regulations and then you also have social media platforms policies 

 which are also equally as restrictive”  . Company X  expands on this by saying  “Like how 

 the regulations have exceptions for advertising your brand and advertising information, 

 that’s all you can really do. Even the social media platforms don’t allow to do anything else 

 than that”  . Furthermore they point out that they would  like to be able to perform certain 

 advertising  “Yeah of course  ... advertising product,  what price is at, being able to advertise 

 just like every other company advertises”  . But this  does not prevent them from having 

 outside attention being brought onto them  “We’re also  pretty loud in the industry in 

 Canada, we go to quite a few events … We’re so small we have to scream louder, no one is 

 going to notice us and then we’ll just fall to the wayside”  .  An interesting point that was 

 brought up by the respondent is that they are  “mostly  followed just by industry people, like 

 regular consumers don’t follow cannabis companies on social media”  . 

 Avoiding lifestyle promotion and differences in recreational vs medical marketing 

 With respect to how Company X promotes themselves, they say  “you have to make it be 

 more personal, being a micro craft, it’s good too because you have the owners behind the 

 face, the brand. So we can post ourselves and it’s just a small business doing their thing”  . 
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 When asked how Company X understands the regulations on lifestyle promotion they state 

 “I don’t take photos of an explicit lifestyle, like I haven’t posted anything (like that)  .  If I 

 were to post something, it would just be nature shots, or shots of our property which the 

 regulatory body could not come and say “take down photos of your farm because it looks 

 like a lifestyle” because it is my farm”  The respondent  discussed that the regulations apply 

 to everyone in Canada  “People think that if they are  a third party that they are allowed to 

 promote cannabis in this way”  . They clarify that  “Any  advertising that comes to Canada 

 about cannabis or anything associated about cannabis, you can’t do that. But everyone is 

 doing it”  . Company X then volunteers that they sell  both recreationally and medicinally, 

 explaining the difference of marketing medically  “you  have to follow it up with anecdotal 

 or,  you can’t make a medical claim. Like about a specific  strain, ‘this is good for stress’ or 

 ‘this is good for sleep’, you can’t actually say that. What you say is ‘cannabis MAY be good 

 for sleep’”  . Although they still have to be cautious  about what they may elicit when using 

 descriptive words such as  “stressed”  or  “relaxed”  . 

 Professionalisation, the value of community, and standing out from competition 

 When asked about staying up to date with the marketing efforts of competitors in the 

 industry, they said “  Yeah for sure. Mostly just like  social media watching, you know or 

 when we’re talking to other companies or we have little like breakfasts or social meetings”  . 

 Company X was then asked if they felt the need to adopt marketing practice of a 

 competitor and they responded with  “No, I haven’t  actually seen any marketing to my 

 liking. Everyone is doing the same thing and in such a regulated industry already, how are 

 you going to be creative enough to stay within the regulations and still advertise yourself in 

 a different way that makes you pop. And I think that is what we’re doing”  . When asked 

 about as their business grew, if they felt the need to professionalise more in a similar way 

 to larger firms, they said  “No, actually the opposite  …  Unless you have the finances to 

 support the growth between a small business to full corporation with like 50 employees, it 

 doesn’t work in the same way. It just doesn’t … Unless you have the power, like legal 

 power, HR power, all these caps and all these rules that those larger companies have, just 

 don’t bother”  . This led into the discussion of community  and the importance it had for 

 smaller cannabis business owners. When asked about the value of being a member of a 

 community of business owners they said  “It brings  support... The industry is a mess right 
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 now and it was nice to get support from other people that are going through a very similar 

 thing”  . The researchers followed this up by asking  if they felt they were common 

 marketing strategies that they were doing along with their competitors, they said  “No, 

 we’re different. We’re different in a promotion and marketing sense, we’re very different. 

 That’s like been our thing. We have to set ourselves apart”  . This echoed their previous 

 statement of being consistently louder in the industry than other companies in order to 

 avoid falling behind  “we push the boundaries”  . 

 Industry issues and regulatory disconnect 

 When asked to clarify what is making  “the industry  a mess”  the respondent mentions  “The 

 regulations are one. Taxation is super high, it is infeasible to run a business like that. And 

 the big guys, you know the large large corporations because they drive prices and just 

 won’t buy from you at a price that would survive your business”  . Finally when asked if 

 there was a disconnect between the regulations and marketing strategies they stated that 

 “To summarise everything, yeah. The view on cannabis is still very ‘prohibition’ and it is 

 still viewed as something that is so awful”  . One interesting  point that was given at the 

 conclusion of the interview was about the current state of enforcement of the regulations 

 and how they would like to see more illegal cannabis growers punished by the regulations. 

 “It’s a very different population that does it right, like you have people who were 

 counterculture and you have people who were cannabis culture … the people who are 

 cannabis culture can transition over to the legal industry because they just love cannabis. 

 But people who are counterculture just go against the government”  . 

 4.2 Company Y 

 Familiarity with the regulations, purpose of the regulations, social media regulations 

 The interview started with some shorter questions about the business in which they 

 classified themselves as  “a small business”  who are  “quite familiar”  with the regulations 

 they also mention that  “The regulatory landscape changes  at the drop of a hat here in 

 Canada. So it makes us really have to pay attention to all the changes in the Cannabis 

 Act”  . The respondent was then asked for their opinion  on the regulations in their current 

 format, in which they state  “I think, I can understand  why the government made such 
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 stringent regulations around the industry… when you’re trying to regulate something that 

 has been prohibited for the last 100 or so years, you’re not going to get everything right at 

 the beginning”  . They emphasised the difficulties of  both creating the regulations while 

 acknowledging the actual marketing of their products.  “It could definitely use some tuning 

 up in terms of what can we show in imagery and where we can actually market because … 

 we can’t market anywhere other than outside those four walls of the stores”.  An interesting 

 revelation from Company Y was their view about which regulations influence them.  “It’s 

 not just the Canadian government that regulates us, right? It’s also social media, it’s your 

 Meta’s, your TikToks, etceteras. We walk a very, very fine line as it relates to our 

 promotions on IG, FB, etcetera, because they’ll take you down at any point. Basically 

 without warning. There is no strikes, there is no nothing, it’s just your account being taken 

 down”.  While reflecting on implications of regulations,  they recognize the importance of 

 the purpose of regulations on their marketing communications.  “Because at the end of the 

 day, it still is a product that inebriates people and so, you still don’t want to market it to 

 children or make it appealing to children. I mean that, public safety is number 1, most 

 important aspect to this”. 

 Consumer knowledge, compliance, grey area of regulations a mechanism of 

 regulation 

 When asked about their interpretation of informational promotion, Company Y said  “So 

 for the informational promotion in this space, at the end of the day, a lot of the consumers 

 just don’t understand a lot of the jargon that comes out from brands. And so it is entirely 

 just education at this point to consumers”  . When expanding  on informational promotion, 

 Company Y expressed some difficulties with the execution of the marketing within the 

 regulations.  “Which puts us at a bit of a bind sometimes  because you want to get people 

 excited about new product formats but people don’t understand it and then obviously 

 getting hogtied by regulations, you really are just put into a tough spot”  . In contrast, 

 Company Y’s interpretation of brand-related promotion was less clear,  “I don’t even think I 

 can answer that one”.  After taking a moment to reflect  on the idea, they said  “We have a 

 very stringent regulatory compliance team that we run through all this stuff with because 

 …  there are exceptions to things but the government doesn’t really treat it that way”  . 

 Adding on to this topic of how the government treats the exceptions, they go on to say 
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 “This was legalised and regulated in a way that was a little grey so the government had a 

 little bit of wiggle room to say ‘No we don’t like that’  .  And so the vagueness of the 

 regulation law gives them the wiggle room to come at brands when they push it just a little 

 bit into that grey zone and pull you back in”.  However,  again they expressed empathy with 

 the effects of regulations  “Which is fine, I mean it  is a mechanism of regulation policy  .  But 

 it definitely puts us in a tough spot when we’re always looking over our shoulder”  . 

 In store age gating, post age gate marketing is the real conversation with the customer 

 Discussing the “reasonable steps” the firm takes to age-gate their marketing materials they 

 describe  “If we’re just marketing in store, we’re  doing point of sale material. When 

 individuals are going into the stores, they are immediately checked for ID and so we can 

 market”  , heavily emphasising the immediacy of the  ID check when consumers enter a 

 retailer. They explain that most companies ascribe to traditional point of sale marketing, 

 saying  “you know a lot of people are just doing the  classic point of sale material, tent 

 cards, product cards”  Adding on to this point, Company  Y said  “But when it is behind that 

 age-gate, that’s when we have the opportunity to speak to the consumer”  . This led into the 

 comparison to how their marketing worked behind the age-gate in person and digitally. 

 “Every single page there is ‘you must be of legal age to enter’”  . They went on to 

 lightheartedly joke, laughing while saying  “yeah we  can’t be out here putting up 

 billboards, it’s not going to work”  .  As well as recounting  “I’ve seen it, it’s happened in this 

 industry before where there have been billboards put up and TV ads and they got pulled 

 almost instantaneously”  . 

 Packaging is dictated by regulation, brand creation via regulation, marketing product 

 and market product 

 When asked about how the interpretation of regulations affect their packaging decisions, 

 Company Y said  “Every aspect of our packaging  .  Because  at the end of the day, the 

 packages is supposed to be plain packaging and boring and not appealing to children, 

 which is, again, that’s totally fine”  . This was immediately  followed up with their 

 observation of the effect the regulations had on brand differentiation  “It’s generating a ton 

 of homogeneity amongst brands though”  .  They went  on to reveal, with slight annoyance 

 “When you think of the packaging, you can’t really do anything that is super cool”  , 
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 assertively stating  “we can’t do ANYTHING like that in the Cannabis space”  . In an 

 interesting twist, they inferred how the packaging regulations influenced their brand 

 creation, including the logo, and how it would fit within the guidelines. Making a specific 

 note that all brand elements were designed to scale to the requirements laid out in the 

 regulations.  “And so when we were coming up with our  logo, it was a very tough thing 

 because we needed to segregate our packaging, there was our beauty packaging that we 

 put on socials, we put on the websites, all that. But then we had to be able to scale it down 

 to fit within the guidelines of compliance for the government and so, our beauty packaging 

 versus what you actually see in the market is completely night and day”  .  During this 

 discussion on packaging Company Y displayed the two types of packaging they have at the 

 moment,  “the difference between these two products  is this one (market product) has 

 cannabis in it and this one (beauty product) is completely uninfused … And every brand, 

 especially in the consumable space, they have two different types of packaging. There is 

 beauty and then there is the regulatory product that people actually can purchase”  . The 

 notable difference between the two packages according to Company Y is  “None of this 

 (beauty product) is for sale. It’s illegal for us to sell any of this”  . 

 Digital content creation is difficult, inability to capitalise on marketing trends 

 Continuing the discussion of the meaningful impact the regulations have had on their 

 ability to create digital content, Company Y brought up the difficulties that social media 

 creates for their marketing efforts  “We can’t really  show this product (market product), this 

 specific product. Because of this right here (points to cannabis logo on the label), as soon 

 as somebody on Meta sees this, boom! Gone”  . Reiterating  the need for brands to have two 

 different visual product types  “Especially from a  brand’s page. They're incredibly stringent 

 about it, so that’s why a lot of brands, when they’re showing their products, they use beauty 

 products”.  This led back to the topic of homogeneity  of the marketing in the industry  “If 

 you go look at other consumables in this space, they do exactly the same thing as we do”  . 

 Building on that, Company Y convey their take on the general attitude to marketing in the 

 cannabis industry.  “We’re very cautious as well with  jumping on trends, so you don’t see 

 that as much in Cannabis as you do, like in other industries, where TikTok sounds are 

 blowing up and all that. But in Cannabis, we’re too cautious to try and jump on those 

 trends, just because of how under the microscope we are”  . However they reclarified their 
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 understanding of the purpose of the regulations  “which again, is fair because a lot of 

 TikTok is generated and pushed towards kids  .  So I  don’t have a problem with that, but you 

 know?”  . Company Y’s revelation circled back to the  focus on the question on impact 

 regulations have had on creating digital content.  “It  gives us definitely some difficulties 

 generating  viral content because there are only so many things you can say about the 

 products. You got to be able to start telling folks stories, doing cool things. Or you’re going 

 to lose followers”  . Following this, when asked about  publications looking for interviews, it 

 was stated that it is  “typical”  for the publications  to reach out to the firms for interviews. 

 Marketing regulations go through a compliance team, regulations tend to guide 

 decision making 

 Regarding the specifics of regulation 17(1)(e), Company Y expressed  “Everyday, this is 

 what we deal with”  . They went on to elaborate about  their marketing process, using an 

 example of a skateboard  “We will post something like  a skateboard  .  And we sit there and 

 we look at this rule and regulation, we take it back to the compliance team and they say 

 ‘well … ahhhh well you can’t quite do that because it could be interpreted as invoking in a 

 daring’”  . As well as this Company Y highlighted the  difficulties of the use of imagery 

 “well we can’t even show people so I’m not even going to jump into showing people and 

 smiles. But even smiley faces, That invokes happiness related to the brand. That shows that 

 this product creates this … it is very hard to paint the product in a very positive light as a 

 result of that”  . Although they do acknowledge that  the regulations are something that 

 guides their marketing  “But it is something that is  always top of mind when we’re creating 

 trade collateral, when we’re creating social posts, creating new campaign work, 

 etcetera…”  . The researchers at this point asked a  follow up question about Company Y’s 

 marketing materials, noticing the abstract nature of them, to which they stated  “We have 

 had so many regulatory people go through all of it to make sure that it’s not going to raise 

 flags, I mean, with anything in this space sometimes you just don’t know if it’s going to 

 raise a flag or not”  . When probed about if this related  back to the topic they conveyed 

 earlier in the interview about the intentional grey area, they said  “I understand why it’s 

 done that way, because we don’t know what we don’t know and you know? That is the only 

 way, trial and error is the only way to get to the bottom of that”  . 
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 Watch but don’t copy 

 As the discussion moved into the questions concerning monitoring competitors marketing 

 materials Company Y stated that yes they do. They went on to elaborate about the benefits 

 this has for the firm  “We like to see what works and  what doesn’t work. We keep up with 

 others just to see their successes and what they have done for posts that haven’t been taken 

 down”  . Adding to this with  “To just see what is working  for them and to see if that is kind 

 of where this whole space is moving”  . They clarified  that this isn’t a unique marketing 

 tactic to the cannabis industry.  “I think every marketer  goes down that path, right? I don’t 

 think that’s specific to Cannabis. I think it would be a lot easier in Cannabis just because of 

 the infancy of the industry, to jump and keep going down that. It’s just looking at what 

 other people do and just saying ‘oh you know? We can just mimic that and we can go from 

 there’”  . However, for their own marketing they stated  “I don’t think we have ever actioned 

 something because we saw a competitor succeed from it but we have sat back and went 

 ‘that was a really good idea, maybe we can do something like that as a twist’. I don’t think 

 to this date, we’ve ever actioned something like that”  . 

 Standardised production procedure, high tides raise all ships 

 On the subject of professionalisation, Company Y discussed how their procedures have 

 been formalised since the inception of the business  “Our standard operating procedures 

 are pretty off the rails in terms of being thorough. On the production side it’s unbelievable. 

 But yeah we do have a pretty formalised process as it comes to the creation of trade 

 collateral, labels, even socials posts. At the end of the day, we put everything through 

 compliance, to make sure we’re not going to get dinged on it. Because, again, we can’t 

 afford to take a hit like that to the brand”  . This  was followed by talking about business 

 communities and the value they can bring, to which company Y said  “I definitely think so. 

 I think the one really awesome thing about the Cannabis industry is the people are 

 fantastic. It’s one of those unique spaces where you’ve had people that have 25 years 

 experience but only have ‘5 years experience’. Still you have a lot, like a massive, massive 

 depth of expertise in this space”  . Underlining the  reasoning for this belief, Company Y 

 added  “the other thing too with creating that community  is just, I like to believe that high 

 tides raise all ships. And so supporting each other through, again, it’s a grind, it’s grunt. 
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 It’s a battle for all of us to get out in the market and try and push it when everything is that 

 stringent”  .  Contrasting the last point they made about  the regulations and how they can 

 market their products  “we can’t stand on the corner  and sample like normal consumer 

 packaged goods”  . 

 Disconnect from modern marketing practices 

 Finally the interview concluded with a question about the disconnect between the 

 regulations and contemporary marketing strategies, Company Y stated  “I think so, but 

 again, that comes down to, like, the whole reason of the regulations is to not appeal to 

 children and protect the public. And A LOT of the new, like you said contemporary 

 marketing strategies, are appealing to children”  .  As a follow up to this they said  “brands 

 are sponsoring these influencers and the influencers are posting on it, they might do a 

 dance, they might do this or they might do the other thing. Can’t do that”  . Expanding on 

 this point, they said  “We can’t pay somebody to go  out and post on us. That is an absolute 

 non-starter in this industry. And so, I can’t necessarily say tried and true strategy but it is a 

 strategy that is really working for people in consumables like alcohol, people in normal 

 consumer packaged goods … that’s the biggest one that I see a disconnect in”  . Relating it 

 back to their own efforts to not appeal to children  “that’s our best effort to do that aside 

 from, you know, making the page private and then make them send photos of their 

 identification right?”  . The researchers probed on  the idea of if Company Y had 

 experienced or knew of other companies who had been hit with fines or punishments for 

 their marketing. They replied generally about  “the  growing pains in the industry. 

 Government said they didn’t like that strategy, cause again, in some of those cases it’s very 

 clearly in the rules you can’t do that”  . Connecting  back to what they previously mentioned 

 about the topic of who is really affecting their marketing strategies with regulations, they 

 said  “you’ll really see what I was talking about with  the government not necessarily paying 

 attention to what's on your website and all that and social media and leaving it up to Meta 

 and all the people there to govern there. It’s that the marketing promotion fines are very 

 slim”. 

 4.3 Company Z 

 Familiarity with the regulations, limited marketing channels, customer knowledge 
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 The interview began with small questions to get background information on the company 

 and how they thought of themselves. Company Z considers themselves a  “small business” 

 and the co-owner we spoke with has a  “fairly deep  understanding”  of the regulations. 

 Following on from this they were asked about their general opinion of the regulations, to 

 which Company Z said  “I’m far too much of a child  of an immigrant to ever complain 

 about the regulations  .  I mean that in like I am absolutely  fine with them, I am a parent”  , 

 where they jokingly added  “Again the promotion to  children thing, I don’t want to sell to 

 kids, they don’t have money anyways”  . They went on  to volunteer the information that  “I 

 was at one of those big companies, I watched them waste $16 million a quarter on Reddit 

 ads and various other advertising mediums for net zero result, it’s not where the consumer 

 is”  . Building on their previous sentiment, they explained  “The consumer interaction is in 

 the store, so I probably spent a good few hundred hours sitting in stores, just observing 

 how people buy. Most come in, don’t have a clue”  .  They continued on their understanding 

 of the typical cannabis marketing with  “the marketing  communication is limited but your 

 channelling  mediums are also limited. Like consumer eyeballs aren’t on TV’s anymore, 

 you’re putting ads on TV, you’re not selling to the right demographic”  . 

 Use of social media marketing, personal selling, and a marketing loophole 

 The next line of questioning was concerned with the firm’s marketing, when asked how 

 their strategies differ over the various channels Company Z revealed  “I spent $0 on 

 marketing. It is a completely wasted medium. Like, I’ve basically used a bit of ChatGPT to 

 write a bit of copy occasionally but for the most part, I’ve just seen the money just burn … 

 That’s how effective it really and truly is”  . When  asked about which tools in the Marketing 

 Communications Mix have become more prominent Company Z said  “Personal selling. I 

 basically go into stores constantly and I just talk their ear off. That’s probably the best 

 sales point I can do”  . Elaborating on this point in  regards to social media with  “Some of 

 these social media tools….eeeggghhh… It’s good communication with the stores, that’s 

 really who I’m marketing to. It’s not the consumer, it’s to the store”  . When asked to clarify 

 if they meant that their social media efforts were more effective for business to business 

 rather than business to consumer, they said  “Absolutely,  cause the business is genuinely 

 doing the selling. Cause 7 out of 10 people don’t know what they want. So if you can get 

 into the budtenders head space, it becomes an easier sale”  . Company Z discussed a 
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 marketing tactic that they feel has value for their business  “We still send out non-infused 

 samples, highly effective, believe it or not, giving people a (non-infused) consumable is an 

 excellent motivator”  . When pressed on how Company  Z used this marketing tactic in 

 accordance with the regulations restrictions on inducement, they went on to describe a 

 marketing loophole in the regulations that they exploit.  “Again this is where I thread the 

 needle with these regulations. Health Canada has been quite explicit, I am not allowed to 

 produce non-cannabis infused samples from our commercial kitchen … But, home 

 businesses are allowed to provide home samples from the house, so when we do samples 

 we do it out of our own kitchen. And they're non-infused, so I’m just literally giving them a 

 sample … Again, there is no rule against it. That has been my theme the whole time”  . 

 Interpretation of promotion exemption, aligning with regulations, and sanctions 

 Next, the discussion turned to Company Z’s understanding of the two main promotional 

 exceptions. When asked about their interpretation of ‘informational’ promotion, they said 

 “So I think it is generally mass broadcast and it’s providing product details without, as per 

 the regulations my understanding is you can’t put sensory experience, a few of the other 

 nuanced things”  . Then when asked about their interpretation  of ‘brand-preference’ 

 promotion, they answered  “So I think this is more  of a quasi-taste test type, like ‘8 out of 

 10 consumers prefer this brand of cannabis over the next brand’”  . When questioned if 

 Company Z felt pressure to align their marketing communications with the promotion 

 restrictions, they adamantly answered  “Absolutely,  absolutely. I just don’t want to be 

 hassled. I like being a small little quiet company. Again, we weave the rules. You know, 

 we’ve been slap on the wrist a couple times for a couple small things, and then said ‘okay, 

 you know, next time’ … that is a weird world, because we have gotten caught there”  . The 

 researchers probed about what way they had been ‘caught’ by the regulations, they said 

 “We want to do a multi-coloured product for Pride and Health Canada kept batting it up as 

 it’s too appealing to children. And they kind of pushed back on that but they let us do a 

 Christmas product. Same idea, just different colours. I don’t think there is consistent 

 application of the law but I think they’re still trying to understand themselves”  . The 

 researchers than aimed to clarify if Company Z was referring specifically to receiving 

 pushback for product issues and not marketing issues, they responded  “Yeah”  .  They then 

 expanded on the topic of marketing related enforcement by the Canadian government, to 
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 which they said  “I haven’t really heard them enforce much to be perfectly honest. There's 

 been a lot of self-censorship, mostly cause I think people want to stay in Health Canada’s 

 good graces”  .  They elaborated on the ways in which  most companies in the space avoid 

 the regulatory board, stating  “there was also a lot  of review within and with the lawyers, 

 what not, saying ‘is this good or not?’  .  Sort of internal  regulatory compliance, I should 

 say”  . 

 In store promotion, packaging, digital marketing, and the lack of brand affiliation 

 When asked about events and their ideation process behind them, Company Z revealed that 

 what they mostly do is  “ in the store, again we bring  non-infused samples, we actually 

 bring a little toaster oven, think of CostCo. So yeah, we try to do that in stores at sort of 

 select times”  . They went on to clarify the idea behind  the in store promotion  “For us, from 

 the outset, honestly I’m trying to steal Crispy Cream’s idea, the ‘Hot & Fresh’ thing. If you 

 want to know, we had that one idea and we’re sticking to it … And it’s very powerful to say 

 ‘My wife is actually the one that makes the product, it’s our company’  .  It’s not a sales 

 gimmick”  . The interview moved onto the topic of packaging  decisions, Company Z 

 expressed  “If that is the rules, I spend as little  as possible. Through the customer journey, 

 they don’t see the package until they pick it up afterwards and it’s just garbage. So I try to 

 spend as little as I can because nobody cares”  . When  probed about if Company Z used the 

 same packaging for both their marketing visuals and their for market purposes, they said 

 “We use the same packaging. Again, most of the customer experience occurs through a big 

 menu or talking to a rep … Our beauty shots, for like GS1, the propagating images for 

 retailers are of our actual product. That’s what sells”  .  Company Z was then asked if the 

 regulations had created a meaningful impact on the ability to create digital media, to which 

 Company Z took a deep breath in, sighed, and answered  “  I guess it shapes it but I wouldn’t 

 say like… meaningfully impacting means; I just follow the general guidelines”  . They then 

 ironically added  “I don’t know if you guys have ever  seen the movie ‘Thank You For 

 Smoking?’ … I end every corporate meeting with ‘Smoke more weed kids’, it’s good for 

 business”  . They then went on to say  “I mean that it’s  such a new market, that most 

 customers don’t know what they want. That brand affiliation just hasn’t occurred and there 

 is such variety … So basically, your marketing strategy generally is the most potent or the 

 least amount of price”  . 
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 Social media regulations and their regulatory influences, age-gating, and PR 

 The discussion then moved onto the marketing that the firm would like to do but the 

 regulations do not allow for, Company Z answered  “I  would love to be a little less 

 anonymous on Instagram. I don’t use it personally but because of Instagram’s policies, it’s 

 not the federal regulations it’s Instagrams own policies, they don’t really like cannabis 

 companies”  .  At this point the researchers asked a  follow up question about the nature of 

 social media companies’ terms of service  “Absolutely,  and it partly has to do with U.S. 

 Schedule 1 Drugs. Again, Instagram doesn’t want to be associated with cannabis 

 companies because of Schedule 1 Drugs prohibition in the States and, again, no one really 

 wants to cross that line”  .  They clarify saying  “They’re  U.S. based companies right? There 

 is no Canada Instagram. So it’s not necessarily Canadian regulations that bleed in, it’s 

 other countries as well”  .  When questioned about how  Company Z age-gates their 

 marketing communications, they said  “we put the 19+  stop on the site and where we can 

 ‘this is for adults only’”  . Elaborating on the age-gating  practices of their company 

 specifically  “Genuinely, it’s the actual marketing  communications, a lot of our flavours 

 and sort of, like, it’s the actual medium communication message just doesn’t appeal to 

 children. For us, it’s more, it’s really and genuinely trying to target the adults”  . Company Z 

 was then asked about whether it was them reaching out to news outlets or vice versa, to 

 which they answered  “They’re generally contacting  us. I haven’t done much reach out. 

 Again, I think it’s limited value, I’m not trying to attract investor dollars so it’s of limited 

 value  .  That’s genuinely what I think 80% of that is,  is just to attract investor dollars”  . 

 Point of sale marketing, how to avoid lifestyle promotion, and product focus 

 The next line of questioning started with asking about specific promotion restrictions 

 within the Cannabis Act. Initially asking about their interpretation regulation 24(a-c) to 

 which Company Z replied  “I’m under the belief that  the sort of ‘raffle, lottery items’ also 

 are of dubious value to the consumer. You know, you can collect some email addresses 

 maybe but again, the marketing medium is not touching them at the right point, at the point 

 of sale. That is where the best communications can occur”  . They then added what they 

 thought was more useful for their marketing communications  “The in-store pop ups, the 

 display ads, those informational product things, very valuable”  . When asked about how 
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 they avoid a lifestyle promotion when creating image content, they explained  “We usually 

 focus on the product, we avoid people. We try to be more product focused and again, never 

 talking about experience, we’re big on the process. I try to tag line everything with ‘made 

 by hand with love’. So it’s not inducing a lifestyle or a sentiment, it’s partly informational 

 and it’s partly emotional. Skating those lines”  . Company  Z was then asked if they ever had 

 to give up on an idea due to the regulations, to which they said  “Not really, genuinely … I 

 find a lot of people that work in these marketing communications arms aren’t really on par 

 with the consumer. They’re playing too much of the CPG game. It’s just consumer 

 packaged goods”  . They then were asked about another  specific regulation, 17(1)(e), which 

 relates to how brands present themselves, Company Z answered  “we focus on the product. 

 You can evoke an emotion without necessarily touching those points right? We’re not 

 talking about people, we’re just trying to make a sense of comfort is what we’re aiming for 

 and that’s not on the list. That kind of fits in with the brand too, it’s meant to be sort of, 

 without talking about lifestyle, it’s meant to be relaxed and enjoyable and comfortable”  . 

 When Company Z was asked about another specific regulation, 21(a-b), they reiterated 

 previous statements, saying  “We thread it through  … So focusing on product actually fits 

 our introverted personalities and lifestyles better. It’s more reflective of us”  . 

 Competitors, typical consumers, and professionalisation 

 When asked if Company Z kept up marketing efforts from competitors in the cannabis 

 industry, they responded with  “A little bit yeah,  I tend to try to be where their messages 

 land. So I keep abreast of it and I just kind of snicker every time”  . The researchers probed 

 about why Company Z  “snickered”  every time, to which  they said  “I just see the low 

 engagement, the high cost and the low engagement … It is a more product centric market 

 than marketeers like to admit”  . The researchers then  followed up by asking if Company Z 

 thought that this would change or not, they explained  “Stoners are a fickle bunch, we are a 

 fickle, fickle brew. It’s like anything, you’ll have some people drawn to brand some of the 

 time but for the most part, they aren’t your regular consumers … It was literally like they 

 were trying to get at the middle aged white women. I don’t mean that to sound too harsh, I 

 don’t know if you ever read the marketing of an ideal profile of a Lululemons customer … 

 And I feel like the cannabis space did the exact same thing without looking at who’s your 

 buyer”  . Company Z was asked if they felt the need  to adopt a marketing practice based on 
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 a competitor's success, they stated  “No. None. Mostly don’t do what Donny Don’t does  . 

 Again, if I see someone else doing it, it’s burnt for me … I’m just going to hack out my 

 costs and keep my price low. That’s it”  . When asked  about as their company grew, if they 

 felt the need to professionalise in a similar way to larger firms, they replied  “No actually, I 

 think that is part of our competitive edge. Cause I think price is such an inducing factor in 

 the buying experience that adding that bloat to the organisation actually hurts us”. 

 Community, regulatory disconnect, and the desire for clarity 

 The discussion moved to if it was important to be a part of a community of business 

 owners in the similar space, to which Company Z responded  “I definitely have some 

 contacts, generally other small business owners in the industry, I have some large scale 

 contacts too. But, we’re such independent people you know? We don’t fit in right … We 

 have contacts and know a lot of people but I don’t care”  . When asked if Company Z 

 benchmarked themselves against competitors, they replied  “No. It’s so hard to benchmark 

 ourselves … I don’t care what other people are doing. Again, we don’t have any investors, 

 so I care more about our individual performance than our relative performance … Our 

 benchmark is ourselves. We run a simple business. I know we get benchmarked because I 

 get calls every once in a while”  . Finally, Company  Z was asked if they felt there was a 

 disconnect between the current regulations and contemporary marketing strategies, and 

 they said  “For sure but tobacco and alcohol will say  the exact same thing. You know, 

 probably firearms too, you know get the full ATF in there. But there is a reason, dare I say 

 it. Again when there is no regulation, you have Joe Camel”  . Repeating an earlier sentiment 

 about preventing appealing marketing to children, they said  “We’re dealing with the lowest 

 common denominator cause someone out there will say ‘I might as well sell to kids cause it 

 is revenue’”  . The researchers then asked two spontaneous  follow up questions, one about if 

 Company Z felt that the regulations had split the cannabis market into those in favour and 

 those against the regulations, to which they responded  “Somewhat but I think this is also, 

 the industry is in its infancy … There are always contrarians but they will dissipate over 

 time … Convenience and access will beat it”  . The second  follow up question was if 

 Company Z had anything else they would like to add to the discussion, with their closing 

 remarks they said  “Clarity. That’s all I need is clarity  … there might be a difference 

 between what we did for the Christmas versus the Pride product but I just don’t know what 
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 it is, lacking clarity. There probably is a trip up in there, I just don’t have enough clarity in 

 there to actually distinguish what the actual requirements was”  . 

 4.4 Summary Table 

 Company X  Company Y  Company Z 

 Familiarity with the regulations, 

 differing strategies across marketing 

 channels, and educational focus 

 Familiarity with the regulations, 

 purpose of the regulations, social 

 media regulations 

 Familiarity with the regulations, 

 limited marketing channels, customer 

 knowledge 

 Most important Marketing 

 Communication Mix tools and 

 interpretation of promotion 

 exemptions 

 Consumer knowledge, compliance, 

 grey area of regulations a mechanism 

 of regulation 

 Use of social media marketing, 

 personal selling, and a marketing 

 loophole 

 Age-gate marketing and restriction 

 sanctions 

 In store age gating, post age gate 

 marketing is the real conversation 

 with the customer 

 Interpretation of promotion 

 exemption, aligning with regulations, 

 and sanctions 

 Regulation influence on packaging  Packaging is dictated by regulation, 

 brand creation via regulation, 

 marketing product and market 

 product 

 In store promotion, packaging, digital 

 marketing, and the lack of brand 

 affiliation 

 Creating digital content, social media 

 regulations, and consumers not being 

 online 

 Digital content creation is difficult, 

 inability to capitalise on marketing 

 trends 

 Social media regulations and their 

 regulatory influences, age-gating, and 

 PR 

 Avoiding lifestyle promotion and 

 differences in recreational vs medical 

 marketing 

 Marketing regulations go through a 

 compliance team, regulations tend to 

 guide decision making 

 Point of sale marketing, how to avoid 

 lifestyle promotion, and product focus 

 44  (1) 



 Professionalisation, the value of 

 community, and standing out from 

 competition 

 Watch but don’t copy  Competitors, typical consumers, and 

 professionalisation 

 Industry issues and regulatory 

 disconnect 

 Standardised production procedure, 

 high tides raise all ships 

 Community, regulatory disconnect, 

 and the desire for clarity 

 Disconnect from modern marketing 

 practices 

 Table 3. Summary of Empirical Investigation 

 5.  Analysis 

 5.1 Confirming the Disconnect between the Regulations and 

 Marketing Communications 

 A recurring theme throughout the interviews, that there is a generally held belief that there 

 are systematic issues within the regulation of the Cannabis industry. In particular, it 

 becomes clear that this industry is dominated by the influence of what Buksa (2014) would 

 classify as mandatory regulations, with an apparent focus on shaping organisational actions 

 (Scott, 2001). The outcome of the interviews confirmed the findings of Asquith (2021), as 

 all three respondents felt that there was a disconnect between the regulations in place and 

 contemporary marketing strategies. There is an understanding that the reasoning behind 

 this disconnect was due to the main purpose of the regulations which was to prevent 

 appealing to children. With one respondent making it clear that without the regulations in 

 place, it would leave the possibility for actors within the industry to take advantage and 

 aim their marketing efforts at children because it would be an untapped market. This sheds 

 light on the need for institutional pressures in a market, particularly coercive pressure, that 

 lays the groundwork for a common legal environment (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 

 45  (1) 



 Hoffman, 1999). As well as this, one respondent felt that this disconnect stems from the 

 prohibitive attitude towards the product itself, stating that this was a holdover view from 

 before legalisation. This relates to Scott’s (2001) notion that problems can arise when 

 dominant institution’s exert coercive pressure in biassed ways. 

 5.2 The Impact of Vague Regulations and Inconsistent 

 Enforcement Creating Uncertainty 

 During the interviews every respondent stated that they were familiar with the regulations 

 in their current format. Each company interviewed had different levels of familiarity as 

 well as different interpretations of the regulations. However, all three did have the exact 

 same opinion when it came to packaging decisions and how regulations completely 

 dictated what they could and could not do. This is inline with what Dimaggio & Powell 

 (1983) says about isomorphic pressure influencing individual actors in a shared 

 environment into becoming more homogeneous with other actors in that environment. In 

 addition to the Cannabis Act having regulations on the package design, it was revealed that 

 there are multiple sources of regulation on packaging outside of this. One example given 

 was the Ontario Cannabis Store (OCS), a large retailer in the Canadian cannabis space, 

 having their own set of regulations for packaging. Shedding light on federal coercive 

 pressures from the Cannabis Act but also differences in coercive pressure at provincial 

 levels. Another prominent example of this is in the various age-gate restrictions from 

 province to province, with a minimum requirement of 18 years in Qu  é  bec and a 

 requirement of 19 years in Ontario. In relation to the OCS in particular, it exemplifies how 

 resource dominant actors have the ability to enforce pressures over organisations that are 

 dependent on them (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It also accentuates an impact on a firm's 

 ability to market their packaging in unique ways that differentiate and solidify their 

 placement in the market (Armstrong et al., 2017; Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). The 

 packaging homogeneity caused by a well established isomorphic coercion creates a 

 genuine difficulty for firms to execute accurate and efficient messaging while 

 communicating with the consumers, the receivers of their communication efforts (Copley, 

 2006; Armstrong et al., 2017). 
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 A dominant theme throughout the interviews was about the lack of clarity within the 

 Cannabis Act due to the vagueness of the language used. Multiple respondents directly 

 stated how they felt that the Cannabis Act regulations, in particular, were designed in a way 

 to give the government a grey zone to work within. One respondent clarified that they 

 understood it is a mechanism of policy to pull firms back to cross the proverbial boundary. 

 This follows precisely what DiMaggio & Powell (1983) talk about with political influence 

 and wielding authoritative power to force firms into compliance via sanctions and 

 punishments (Coffey et al., 2013; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). Which is also exactly what 

 Scott (2001) describes when institutions create, judge, and enforce coercive pressures in 

 less authoritative ways by using ambiguity as a tool to conduct compliance in less direct 

 ways. A respondent did mention that third parties that come into the Canadian cannabis 

 market think the regulations do not apply to them, using this grey area as a competitive 

 motivation to push the possibilities of unique ways of communicating with customers in 

 the cannabis space (Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). While these products could be seen as 

 adjacent to the market, in actuality they are still covered by the Cannabis Act. Which 

 directly leads to an underlying theme of how these regulations impact marketing 

 communication, which is with a lack of clarity and inconsistent enforcement of the 

 regulations in regards to marketing. Two respondents claimed they had never heard of any 

 marketing regulation enforcement by the Canadian government, however one of those two 

 respondents did make it clear that they had been on the receiving end of regulatory 

 enforcement due to a product mishap. While all three respondents made it clear that none 

 of them had ever experienced regulatory push back from the Canadian government due to 

 their marketing. Only one respondent described situations where the regulatory body 

 enforced punishments on marketing activity, however these were examples of billboard and 

 TV commercials, both types of mass communication which were in clear violation of the 

 age-gated specification to prevent youth from accessing these advertisements (Copley, 

 2006). This alludes to the issue that can arise when dominant institutions play all roles of 

 the rule maker, the referee, the enforcer (Scott, 2001). 

 While Scott (2001) claims that normative pressure gives actors in an environment a sense 

 of responsibility and enables them to act without direct mandate. It became evident through 

 the interviews that the vague nature of the regulations was creating uncertainty and 
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 hesitancy amongst the firms. Two of the firms described the caution that they have in the 

 ideation of marketing materials. Relating to the point made by Dimaggio and Powell 

 (1983) that uncertainty in an organisation facing an ambiguous problem leads to mimetic 

 pressure, making uncertainty itself a prominent factor in motivating firms to imitate their 

 competitors (Da Silva et al., 2022). It also became apparent that these external pressures 

 lead to adoption of internal regulatory processes, with one respondent claiming to have a 

 compliance team to vet all product and marketing material and another remarking on their 

 view of the practice of self-censorship in the industry to keep the dominant institutions they 

 are dependent on happy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This also connects to what Gibbs & 

 Kraemer (2004) assert about repetitive contact with various actors in the same 

 organisational space will pressure institutions to adopt similar normative behaviours. 

 5.3 The Impact of Layers of Institutional Pressure on the use 

 of Social Media 

 While conducting the interviews, a consistent theme developed around the institutional 

 pressures of social media platforms. All interviewees mentioned instances where either 

 they, or a fellow company, fell foul of a social media’s terms of service. One respondent 

 used the term ‘hogtied’ when describing the lengths of effect of specifically social media 

 regulations, as the resource dominant institution in the digital marketing space, have had on 

 their marketing communications (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  As a shared environment 

 between consumers and other businesses, the dominant actors are the social media firms 

 that make use of their coercive pressure, hold control of the resources which these cannabis 

 firms are dependent on for digital marketing (Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004; Alziady & Enayah, 

 2019). One respondent did offer a potential cause for this issue within the space, which is 

 the fact that these social media firms are U.S based. The U.S classification of Cannabis as a 

 Schedule 1 drug impacts the terms of service and the social media platforms attitudes 

 towards cannabis content. This is inline with the theory that competitive strategies also 

 start to be guided by social interests and expectations institutionalised by their stakeholders 

 (Scott, 2001; Da Silva et al., 2022). As these social media firms are U.S. based, they have 

 the institutional pressures placed upon them by their respective governing bodies, which 

 causes a domino effect for users of these social media platforms in other geographical 
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 locations. Although the cannabis industry is Canadian, whoever uses these social media 

 platforms must also comply with the terms of services and policies dictated by the social 

 media firms (Copley, 2006). Multiple respondents validated this idea by saying how they 

 felt that the regulations from social media were more impactful on their ability to create 

 digital marketing content than those of the Cannabis Act. It also became clear throughout 

 the interviews that respondents wished for the loosening of marketing restrictions on social 

 media in particular. This connects to the idea presented by both DiMaggio & Powell (1983) 

 and Coffey et al., (2013) of how resource dependent organisations desire to lessen the 

 dependence on, and forced compliance by, the resource dominant institutions. 

 Alongside the issues mentioned previously there was a discussion with multiple 

 respondents about the algorithm that social media employs and the impact that has had on 

 the firm’s marketing. These algorithmic compliance measures force isomorphic 

 homogeneity within organisational structures using their online platforms with a no strike, 

 no warning system, and immediate banning of accounts (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 

 Coffey et al., 2013). This is implied as the reason why one respondent felt like marketing 

 was a wasted medium within the cannabis industry with another respondent claiming that 

 they felt like they could not advertise on social media. It could be argued, from an 

 extremist stance, that the ultimate form of compliance with the coercive pressures is 

 non-activity with the environment. Flipping the view of DiMaggio & Powell (1983), no 

 one can be sanctioned or forced to comply if no one is actively utilising the dominant 

 actors resources, in this case, the social media platforms. 

 A sentiment that came up more than once, was that the average cannabis consumer is 

 simply not following cannabis firms on social media. They do not care about cannabis 

 firms' social media presence. In actuality, it is other businesses that follow and interact with 

 each other on all social media platforms, the channel of digital marketing is for mass 

 communication, specifically business to business. For these firms to have an understanding 

 of who they are communicating with on social media platforms, other firms become the 

 planned and purposeful target of communications (Copley, 2006). Therefore the normalised 

 use of social media with repetitive behaviours strengthen social position within the 

 cannabis industry, as contact with various other firms and vendors serves both to build a 

 collaborative community as well as to attract resource rich actors who are potential 
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 investors (Scott, 2001; Gibbs & Kraemer, 2004; Krautzberger et al., 2021). The common 

 practice that all respondents use is taking advantage of abstraction and ambiguity in 

 creating content, aligning with the accepted theory that firms look for innovative and 

 unique forms of communication (Todorova & Zhelyazkov, 2021). The regulatory influence 

 from various governing bodies creates uncertainty for firms which becomes a motivator for 

 imitation of each other  (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983;  Da Silva et al., 2022). Since firms who 

 are similar and share traits such as networks, goals, and limitations, they tend to mimic 

 each other to be seen as equally legitimate and innovative (Burt, 1987; Coffey et al., 2013). 

 However, this mimetic behaviour does not necessarily stem from isomorphic pressure but 

 could also stem from motives such as improving status and indirect learning from other 

 actors in the shared environment (Scott, 2001). Both views can be seen in the interesting 

 twist, that all three respondents were clear that while they actively stay up to date with 

 what competitors do in terms of marketing online, they did not personally imitate other 

 firms in the cannabis industry. Claiming that they have a reluctance to adopt what others 

 were doing. One went so far as to say that if they saw competition doing it, then they felt 

 the idea was cursed. As DiMaggio & Powell (1983) pointed out, isomorphic pressures are 

 always present even if they are not consciously present. There is a benefit to the outcome 

 for organisations when they fit the ‘norm’ and are similar to each other (DiMaggio & 

 Powell, 1983; Alziady & Enayah, 2019). And while all three firms made it clear they were 

 different from their competitors, through abstraction, the competitiveness in the market is 

 an essential key to incite mimicry. By using observations of competitors' marketing to gain 

 a competitive advantage (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Da Silva et al., 2022). 

 5.4 Understanding the Marketing Challenges and the Power 

 of Personal Selling 

 During the interviews every respondent highlighted that at least some part of the marketing 

 process has a challenging element thanks to the varying regulations. While it is understood 

 the purpose of the regulations is so marketing communications were not found to be 

 appealing to children, it has left firms in a predicament with their marketing strategies 

 dominated by the regulations. With the looming potential of governing bodies influencing 

 compliance through their authoritative power, it has impacted firms’ approach to 
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 marketing, always having the regulations on their mind (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 

 Alziady & Enayah, 2019). Although all three were cautious of producing content imagery 

 that could invoke or elicit either positive or negative emotions. All advertising is a form of 

 persuasion (Copley, 2006) which lines up with the respondents belief that any imagery can 

 be seen as invoking an emotional response. Furthermore, two other common marketing 

 challenges came in the form of the necessity of trial and error to find strategies that work 

 while struggling with the high cost and low engagement of marketing efforts. A likely 

 reason behind these issues was given by one respondent who remarked that the cannabis 

 industry is a more product centric market than marketeers in the space would care to admit. 

 Another potential reason for these challenges could be what all three respondents made 

 abundantly clear, which is that customers are misinformed. They have no idea what they 

 want or how to properly make sense of the specifics about the product such as terpenes and 

 THC percentages or even the lexicon of cannabis. However, as one respondent gave the 

 contrarian view that firms are equally unaware of who their consumers are, going on to say 

 regular cannabis users are not like typical consumer audiences. They classified themselves 

 as a regular cannabis user and made the point that they felt like no cannabis marketing was 

 targeted at them effectively, if at all. Elaborating on their point by saying that given the 

 infancy of the market and consumers not knowing what they want, that brand affiliation is 

 not there yet. While all three respondents made it clear that they understood the need for 

 marketing focused on consumer education, the researchers see a logical gap of firms' lack 

 of educating themselves on their consumer audiences. As Coffey et al., (2013) assert a 

 large amount of normative pressure is concerned with educational levels and training actors 

 within organisations. Therefore, from the perspective of the researchers, normative 

 pressure will inevitably fail to create isomorphic change while organisations fail to 

 professionalise education standards. 

 A pivotal theme throughout the interviews was focused on how the respondents worked 

 within the regulations to create effective marketing. Each and every respondent made it 

 clear that for creating digital content, abstraction and simply complying with the 

 regulations were the most effective strategies to market online. While it is possible to 

 weave the rules and push the boundaries, they all were completely aware that they were the 

 dependent organisations and had no other choice but to comply to ensure their continued 
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 presence online (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Coffey et al., 2013). Offline, the agreed upon 

 way to effectively market and work within the regulations to persuade the consumers was 

 personal selling (Copley, 2006; Armstrong et al., 2017). One key factor for this is the 

 ability to avoid marketing to youth, via the legal age requirements of being on site, whether 

 it is in a licensed retailer or on the firm's actual property. Part of the power of personal 

 selling relates to the issue that online marketing struggles with, which is consumers' lack of 

 knowledge, however a salesperson can offer informative explanations to consumers 

 (Copley, 2006). Since consumers are less likely to be online, firms have to meet the 

 consumer at the touch point in the customer journey. Whether it is interindustry sampling 

 to qualified professionals who will then be the consumer's guide to the firm's product or 

 becoming intimately familiar with the grey area of the regulations and finding loopholes to 

 sample to consumers, which is a strategy that is entirely dependent on the cannabis product 

 type. In both cases, the salesperson becomes the bridge between firm and consumer to 

 establish a relationship (Rahmiati et al., 2023). But, traditional point of sale marketing 

 methods were also agreed upon as effective strategies, such as product cards and tent cards. 

 A trend observed by respondents in the current marketing strategies employed in the 

 industry, is the basic marketing strategies focused on highest product potency and lowest 

 price point. Because personal selling is a two-way communication process, involving the 

 consumer in the purchase decision, the salesperson plays an integral role in potentially 

 increasing the number of sales (Todorova, 2015; Rahmiati et al., 2023). Consistently 

 between online and offline marketing strategies, the core principle of effectively marketing 

 within the regulation is a focus on educating consumers. The reason personal selling has 

 taken more prominence, as noted by one respondent, is the inability for firms to get an 

 understanding for the customer and for customers to get an understanding of the firms. 

 Although personal selling is rarely used as a standalone promotional tool, it works best in 

 conjunction with the other elements of the marketing communications mix in order to 

 persuade consumers and maintain control over the target audience (Todorova, 2015). 
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 6.  Conclusions 

 To fulfil the purpose of this paper, three conclusions have been drawn. The first conclusion 

 made by the researchers is that due to the infancy of the market, coercive pressure was 

 consistently the more present pressure on firm’s marketing communications. This is partly 

 due to the short amount of time the market has been around so normative pressures have 

 not had the time to be established as well as the hesitancy created by uncertainty, where 

 firms are reluctant to mimic the marketing that competitors are doing. This can also be 

 attributed to the increased sources of external regulations than anticipated. Initially, the 

 research was constructed with the focus on the external regulations presented in the 

 Cannabis Act. However, throughout the interviews it became apparent that social media 

 regulations impacted marketing communications equally, and arguably more so, than the 

 Cannabis Act regulations. The regulatory enforcement by U.S. based companies works in 

 conjunction with the Canadian Cannabis Act albeit with an additional set of rules and 

 regulations that firms are not as familiar with. As well as this, certain elements of the social 

 media regulations can sometimes conflict with the Cannabis Act such as marketing by the 

 reasonable steps to age-gate. These layers of institutional pressure, influencing each other 

 through isomorphic pressure, has created a consistent feeling for firms, which is the second 

 conclusion determined by the researchers; That firms feel partially incapable of marketing. 

 This feeling stems from the layers of institutional pressure, creating uncertainty and caution 

 as well as the fear of sanctions for non-compliance which has led to an attitude of hesitancy 

 to commit to marketing. In tandem with the revealed issue of a fundamental 

 misunderstanding of the cannabis consumer, means that marketing communications 

 becomes ineffective and expensive. Conversely, due the mixture of the consumers not 

 being present where the digital marketing communications are, as well as the structure of 

 the Cannabis Act promotion regulations, it completely prevents the consumer from being 

 an active participant in the marketing process. This leads into the third conclusion, which is 

 that personal selling is the most important tool from the marketing communication mix 

 because it makes the consumer an active participant in the marketing process. Because of 

 the various external regulations and institutional pressures, firms struggle to educate 

 consumers online. In addition, due to the infancy of the industry, these two factors 
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 reinforce the importance of personal selling and the ability for a salesperson to educate 

 unknowledgeable consumers. 

 7.  Research implications 
 This study confirms the findings Asquith (2021) that there is disconnect between the 

 regulations of the Cannabis Act and contemporary marketing strategies. The main 

 difference was an outside looking in versus an inside looking out perspective. Asquith 

 (2021) took a content analysis approach, examining online marketing material, while the 

 researchers of this paper interviewed firm’s to ascertain their perspective on the 

 aforementioned disconnect. One implication of this research is that there are multiple 

 layers of institutional pressures, with multiple dominant actors wielding authoritative 

 power forcing their own forms of isomorphic change in the same environment (DiMaggio 

 & Powell, 1983). Another implication is that markets in their infancy are more susceptible 

 to coercive pressure. This could be attributed to the fact that there has not been enough 

 time to properly establish normative pressure. As well as the unique situation in this case 

 where mimetic pressure appears to have minimal influence due to overwhelming influence 

 of and fear caused by coercive pressure. While it is possible that it is a ramification of the 

 specific industry going through the process of legalisation, the research presented in this 

 paper could be used in the understanding of institutional theory when applied to other 

 product markets that will face a similar process of legalisation. 

 8.  Limitations 

 The methodological limitations of this paper stem from the sample size, by having a larger 

 sample size this paper could be seen as having more validity in the results. As well as this 

 the size of the firms that took part in the study were all similar, by having firms of varying 

 sizes the paper could gain different insights as well as add to the generalizability of the 

 findings. This could arguably be due to the fact that the market is in its infancy, and there 

 are very few established players at the moment. Another limitation comes from the time 
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 constraints on the paper. This meant that the researchers did not do a pre-test of the 

 semi-structured interviews which could have helped with the formulation of different 

 questions for the interviews. In addition, the researchers had some difficulties establishing 

 a strong theoretical framework to build the study upon which took time away from 

 conducting interviews and analysing findings. A potential limitation is the possibility of 

 punishments for the interviewees, if a respondent were to reveal they violated the 

 guidelines even with the anonymity established it could have potential blow back on the 

 firm in question. Finally, the researchers did not make a distinction between the various 

 product categories within the cannabis product family, however for the sake of 

 generalizability the researchers determined it was best to blur the lines of product 

 distinction. 

 9.  Future Recommendations 

 This research had a focus on institutional theory and marketing communications in 

 regulated environments with a focus on the Canadian Cannabis industry. Therefore the 

 researchers have made several recommendations of potential future research that could 

 confirm the findings of this paper or work to apply the research of this paper to a different 

 environment. Thus, one suggestion for research would be to investigate the individual 

 product categories within cannabis and see if the findings from this paper are still 

 applicable in a more specific situation. This paper started from the perspective that the 

 Cannabis Act would be the primary source of institutional pressure but discovered multiple 

 layered sources of this pressure. An investigation with a focus on the social media 

 regulations could shed more light on the pressures associated and the ways in which they 

 impact marketing communications. Following this, a qualitative investigation into the 

 direct relationships between institutional pressure and marketing communications could 

 reveal the degree to which each pressure impacts the firm's marketing. During this research 

 it was discovered that firms in the cannabis space did not understand the consumer as well 

 as they might have thought. A comprehensive study on consumer behaviour in cannabis 

 retailers would be beneficial in understanding the consumer and how to influence their 

 purchasing decisions. This could potentially be focused on marketing communications and 
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 how institutional theory influences Customer Relationship Management. Another 

 recommendation would be to take this same study and apply it to a different market to 

 explore how institutional theory affects other externally regulated markets in order to 

 verify the findings presented in this research paper. Finally, it could be beneficial to do this 

 study again in a decade when the market is more mature to see if anything in the market 

 changes over time and if the impacts remain the same. 
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 Appendices 

 Appendix 1. Source Criticism 
 For  this  thesis  it  was  decided  that  the  standard  LNU  criteria  for  verifying  the  academic 

 nature  and  usability  of  a  paper  is  sufficient.  The  authors  of  the  papers  need  to  come  from 

 an  academic  background  as  well  as  be  written  for  an  academic  institution.  The  desired 

 target  audience  of  the  paper  should  be  people  with  links  to  academia  as  well.  This  can  be 

 other  researchers,  teachers,  and  or  students  in  the  field  of  marketing  and  communications. 

 As  well  as  this  the  papers  need  to  be  relevant  to  the  research  being  conducted  within  this 

 paper.  This  ensures  that  the  information  being  used  within  this  paper  is  from  a  trusted 

 source  and  helps  strengthen  the  overall  quality  of  this  paper.  While  number  of  citations  is 

 not  a  metric  for  selection  in  this  paper  it  does  add  a  layer  of  credibility  to  any  paper 

 selected.  All  of  these  factors  will  ensure  that  the  research  and  information  within  this  paper 

 are  suitable  and  credible  which  helps  to  elevate  the  findings  that  the  paper  will  come  to  in 

 its research of the subject matter  (Linnaeus University,  n.d)  . 

 Appendix 2. Operationalization Table 

 Concept  Sub-concept  Items  Questions  References 

 Marketing 
 Communication 

 Mix 

 Advertising 
 Digital Content 
 P.O.S Marketing 

 - Have the regulations created a meaningful 
 impact on your ability to create digital content? 
 24(1) 
 - How do you avoid the “promotion of a 
 lifestyle” (negative/ positive) when creating 
 image content? 
 - How do marketing strategies differ across 
 different channels? 
 - How did your interpretations of the regulations 
 affect your packaging decisions? 26(d) // 17(2) 

 Copley, 2006; 
 Kotler & Keller, 
 2012; 
 Todorova, 2015; 
 Armstrong et al., 
 2017; 
 Todorova & 
 Zhelyazkov, 
 2021; 
 Rhamiati et al., 
 2023 

 Direct 
 Marketing 

 Mailing lists and 
 Memberships 

 - In what way does (24)(a-c) (inducement) 
 influence your membership / mailing list 
 promotions (benefits offered)- ? 

 Personal 
 Selling 

 Persuade the 
 Consumer 

 - Based on your interpretation, what are 
 “reasonable steps” that promotion cannot be 
 accessed by underaged people? 

 65  (1) 



 Sales 
 Promotion  Samples 

 - What are ideation steps when developing an 
 event? (when applicable) 
 - What is your interpretation of reg 21 (a)(b) “It 
 is prohibited to display, refer to or otherwise use 
 any of the following, directly or 
 indirectly in a promotion that is used in the 
 sponsorship of a person, entity, event, activity or 
 facility: 
 (a) a brand element of cannabis, of a cannabis 
 accessory or of a service related to cannabis; 
 and 
 (b) the name of a person that”? 

 Public 
 Relations 

 Public Opinion 

 - When it comes to articles written about your 
 company, is it you reaching out to journalists/ 
 news outlets or are they contacting you? 

 General 
 Understanding 

 Execution 
 Sender / 
 Receiver 
 Complies with 
 Legal 
 Framework 
 Art of 
 Persuasion 

 - How do marketing strategies differ across 
 different channels? 
 - Are there certain tools from the Marketing 
 Communications Mix that have become more 
 useful than others because of the regulations? 
 - Have you had any marketing communications 
 ideas that you have had to give up on due to the 
 regulations? 
 - How do you avoid the “promotion of a 
 lifestyle” (negative/ positive) when creating 
 image content? 
 - How do you age-gate your marketing 
 communications across various channels? 
 - Is there any marketing you would like to do 
 but you can’t because of regulations? 

 Institutional 
 Theory 

 Coercive 
 Pressure 

 Compliance and 
 Enforcement 
 Legal 
 Environment 

 - Do you feel a pressure to align your marketing 
 communications with the promotion restrictions 
 in the Cannabis Act? 
 - Have you experienced or heard of any other 
 business being sanctioned for not following the 
 restrictions? If yes, what were they? 
 - What is your interpretation of 17(1)(e)“ by 
 presenting it or any of its brand elements in a 
 manner that associates it or the brand element 
 with, 
 or evokes a positive or negative emotion about 
 or image of, a way of life such as one that 
 includes glamour, recreation, excitement, 
 vitality, risk 
 or daring.”? 

 DiMaggio & 
 Powell, 1983 
 Clemens & Cook 
 1999; 
 Scott, 2001 
 Amenta 2005 
 Coffey et al., 
 2013 
 Frandsen & 
 Johansen, 2013 
 Buksa, 2014 
 Alziady & 
 Enayah, 2019 
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 Normative 
 Pressure 

 Professionalisati 
 on 

 - As your business has grown, have you felt the 
 need to professionalize more in a similar way as 
 larger firms? 
 - Is it important to be a part of a community of 
 business owners in a similar space? What value 
 does it bring to you? 

 Mimetic 
 Pressure 

 Uncertainty 
 Adoption 

 - Do you ever stay up to date with marketing 
 efforts from firms in the Cannabis space? If so, 
 why? 
 - Have you ever felt the need to adopt a 
 marketing practice because of something you 
 saw a competitor do? 
 - Do you benchmark yourselves against 
 competition? 

 General 
 Understanding  Mandatory 

 Regulations 
 Firm Perspective 

 - What is your interpretation of an informational 
 promotion? 
 - What is your interpretation of a 
 brand-preference promotion? 
 - How familiar are you with the regulations on 
 promotion restrictions in the Cannabis Act? 

 Table 1. Operationalisation Table 

 Appendix 3. Interview Guide 

 -  Presentation on the paper and the research being conducted 

 -  Give over relevant documentation required 

 -  Ethical Considerations 

 -  Inform participants about how the data will be handled 

 -  Inform participants that interviews will be anonymous 

 -  Ask if it is acceptable to record the interview 

 -  Ask if they have any questions before the interview 

 -  Conduct interview with questions stated below 

 -  Ask if they have follow up questions 

 -  Transcripts sent post interview for participant to verify content and 

 representation 

 Concept  Introductory questions 

 Marketing Communications 
 Mix 

 ●  Do you consider yourself a small, medium or large business? 
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 ●  How familiar are you with the regulations on promotion restrictions in 

 the Cannabis Act? 

 ●  What are your opinions on the regulations in their current format? 

 ●  How do marketing strategies differ across different channels? 

 ●  How do your marketing efforts differ from the medical to recreational 

 cannabis market? 

 ●  Are there certain tools from the Marketing Communication Mix that 

 have become more useful than others because of the regulations? 

 Institutional Theory  ●  What is your interpretation of an informational promotion? → 17(2) 

 ●  What is your interpretation of a brand-preference promotion? → 17(2) 

 ●  Based on your interpretation, what are “reasonable steps” that promotion 

 cannot be accessed by underaged people? 

 ●  Do you feel a pressure to align your marketing communications with the 

 promotion restrictions in the Cannabis Act? 

 ●  Have you experienced or heard of any other business being sanctioned 

 for not following the restrictions? If yes, what were they? 

 Concept  Direct Questions  Probing Questions 

 Marketing Communications 
 Mix 

 ●  What are ideation steps when 

 developing an event? 

 ●  How did your interpretations of the 

 regulations affect your packaging 

 decisions? 26(d) // 17(2) 

 ●  Have the regulations created a 

 meaningful impact on your ability to 

 create digital content?  24(1) 

 ●  Is there any marketing you would like 

 to do but you can’t because of 

 regulations? 

 ●  How do you age-gate your marketing 

 communications across various 

 channels? 

 ●  When it comes to articles written 

 about your company, is it you 

 reaching out to journalists/ news 

 outlets or are they contacting you? 

 ●  Can you elaborate on 

 … ? 

 ●  In what way? 

 ●  Can you explain … ? 

 ●  Just for clarity, are 

 you saying …? 

 ●  Just for clarity, do you 

 mean … ? 

 ●  Why is that? 
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 ●  In what way does (24)(a-c) 

 (inducement)  influence your 

 membership / mailing list promotions 

 (benefits offered)? 

 ●  How do you avoid the “promotion of 

 a lifestyle” (negative/ positive) when 

 creating image content? 

 ●  Have you had any marketing 

 communications ideas that you have 

 had to give up on due to the 

 regulations? 

 Institutional Theory  ●  What is your interpretation of 

 17(1)(e)“  by presenting it or any of its 

 brand elements in a manner that 

 associates it or the brand element 

 with, or evokes a positive or negative 

 emotion about or image of, a way of 

 life such as one that includes glamour, 

 recreation, excitement, vitality, risk or 

 daring.”? 

 ●  What is your interpretation of reg 21 

 (a)(b) “  It is prohibited to display, refer 

 to or otherwise use any of the 

 following, directly or indirectly in a 

 promotion that is used in the 

 sponsorship of a person, entity, event, 

 activity or facility: 

    (a)  a brand element of cannabis, of a 

 cannabis accessory or of a service 

 related to cannabis; and 

    (b)  the name of a person that  ”  ? 

 ●  Do you ever stay up to date with 

 marketing efforts from firms in the 

 Cannabis space? If so, 

 why?(competitors) 

 ●  Have you ever felt the need to adopt a 

 marketing practice because of 

 ●  Can you explain … 

 ●  What would that 

 information be? 

 ●  Follow up question, 

 what value does it 

 bring? 

 ●  So you’re saying …. 

 ●  Why is that? 
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 something you saw a competitor do? 

 ●  As your business has grown, have you 

 felt the need to professionalize more 

 in a similar way as larger firms? 

 ●  Is it important to be a part of a 

 community of business owners in a 

 similar space? What value does it 

 bring to you? 

 ●  Do you benchmark yourselves against 

 competition? 

 Concluding question  ●  Is there a disconnect between current regulations and contemporary 

 marketing strategies? 

 Table 2. Interview Guide 

 Appendix 4. Coding Schedule 

 Open Codes 

 Company X  Company Y  Company Z 

 ●  Small business 
 ●  Familiarity 
 ●  Dislike 
 ●  Illegal market 
 ●  Uncertainty 
 ●  Can’t be appealing 

 to children 
 ●  Restrictive 
 ●  Confusing product 

 names 
 ●  Misinformation 

 about products 
 ●  In person 
 ●  Educate 
 ●  Every consumer is 

 different 
 ●  Consumer 

 knowledge 
 ●  P2p selling 
 ●  Literal 

 interpretation 
 ●  No true feel 

 behind a screen 

 ●  Small business 
 ●  Quite familiar 
 ●  Reg changes 

 quickly 
 ●  Restrictive 
 ●  Empathise with 

 regs 
 ●  Obstacles 
 ●  No 

 strikes/warnings 
 ●  Narrow window 
 ●  Socials T.o.S 
 ●  Understand 

 purpose of reg 
 ●  Won’t someone 

 please think of the 
 children? 

 ●  Public safety 
 ●  Consumer 

 knowledge 
 ●  Execution issues 
 ●  Hogtied by reg 
 ●  Unclear 

 ●  Small business 
 ●  Deep 

 understanding 
 ●  Not for children 
 ●  Consumer 

 understanding 
 ●  Consumer 

 watching 
 ●  Consumer lack of 

 knowledge 
 ●  Target consumer 
 ●  Marketing 

 ineffectuality 
 ●  Personal selling 
 ●  Social media = 

 meh 
 ●  B2B 
 ●  Product 

 positioning 
 ●  Samples = 

 effective 
 ●  Consumer 

 motivation 
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 ●  IG algorithm 
 ●  Challenging 

 marketing process 
 ●  Basic age-gating 
 ●  Can’t do company 

 charity 
 ●  Think of the 

 children 
 ●  Third party issues 
 ●  Collaborations 
 ●  Deterministic 

 packaging 
 ●  Differing 

 requirements 
 ●  Social Media 

 restrictiveness 
 ●  Being loud 
 ●  Smaller business 
 ●  Social media is 

 B2B 
 ●  Personal 

 Messaging 
 ●  Vague language in 

 regs 
 ●  Regulations apply 

 to everyone 
 ●  Medicinal vs 

 recreational 
 ●  Anecdotal 

 medicinal claims 
 ●  Creativity 
 ●  Cautious word 

 choice 
 ●  Outside attention 
 ●  Social watching 
 ●  Competitor 

 watching 
 ●  Not adopting comp 

 strat 
 ●  Confident in their 

 marketing 
 ●  Creative pop 
 ●  Lack of power 
 ●  Stay small 
 ●  Important of 

 community 
 ●  Be different 
 ●  Push boundaries 
 ●  Industry the mess 
 ●  Prohibitive 
 ●  Disconnect 

 between reg & 
 marketing 

 ●  Unsustainable 
 ●  Price drivers 
 ●  Cannabis culture 

 understanding 
 ●  Compliance team 
 ●  Gov wiggle room 

 in reg 
 ●  Reg grey area 
 ●  Vaguery of 

 regulation 
 ●  Outcomes of regs 
 ●  Looking over their 

 shoulder 
 ●  P.o.S marketing 

 ease because of 
 in-person ID 
 checks 

 ●  Classic P.o.S 
 marketing 

 ●  Cautionary catch 
 ●  Age-gate: in 

 person vs digital 
 ●  Online = brand 

 messaging + better 
 imagery 

 ●  Billboards & TV = 
 No beuno 

 ●  Homogeneity 
 ●  Boring packaging 
 ●  Regs influence 

 packaging 100% 
 ●  Packaging is not 

 cool 
 ●  Beauty package 
 ●  Market package 
 ●  Logo scaled to fit 

 requirements 
 ●  Beauty product = 

 for marketing 
 ●  Market products = 

 for sale 
 ●  Strict enforcement 

 on SM 
 ●  Need for visual 

 products 
 ●  Caution 
 ●  Reluctance to 

 adopt 
 ●  Hard to create 

 content 
 ●  Say yes to 

 cannabis, say no to 
 children 

 ●  Consequences for 
 noncompliance 

 ●  Social media reg > 
 gov reg 

 ●  Uncertainty of 
 what works 

 ●  Thread the needle 
 ●  Home business 
 ●  Mass broadcast 
 ●  Sensory 

 experience 
 ●  Literal 

 understanding of 
 regulations 

 ●  Avoid 
 confrontation 

 ●  Weave the rules 
 ●  Slapped on the 

 wrist 
 ●  Wont somebody 

 please think of the 
 children?! 

 ●  Inconsistency in 
 enforcement 

 ●  Little marketing 
 enforcement 

 ●  self-censorship 
 ●  Internal review 
 ●  In-store promotion 
 ●  Steal what works 
 ●  Powerful message 
 ●  Spend little cause 

 no one cares 
 ●  Customer 

 experience 
 ●  Follow the rules 
 ●  Customers don’t 

 know what they 
 want 

 ●  Brand affiliation 
 isn’t there 

 ●  Basic 
 price/product 
 marketing 

 ●  Social media 
 visibility 

 ●  Social media T.o.S 
 ●  International 

 influence 
 ●  Prohibition 
 ●  U.S. based 

 companies 
 ●  Adults only online 
 ●  Not appealing to 

 kids 
 ●  Targeted 

 communications 
 ●  PR comes to them 
 ●  PR tied to 

 investment 
 ●  Dubious value 
 ●  Customer journey 
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 vs counterculture  ●  Constant issue 
 ●  Imagery = 

 invoking 
 ●  Hard to show 

 positives 
 ●  Top of mind when 

 creating 
 ●  Enforcement 
 ●  Understanding of 

 intent 
 ●  Trial and error 
 ●  Product 

 homogeneity 
 ●  Industry growth 
 ●  Stay up to date 

 with others 
 marketing 

 ●  People do mimicry 
 ●  Early market 
 ●  Watch don’t copy 
 ●  Very formalised 

 process 
 ●  Financial incentive 

 to comply 
 ●  Expertise 
 ●  Helpful 

 communities 
 ●  Community bonds 
 ●  No free samples 
 ●  Reason for 

 regulation 
 ●  Disconnect from 

 reg to reality 
 ●  Contemporary 

 marketing is for 
 children 

 ●  Influencers = 
 inducement 

 ●  Best efforts 
 ●  Growing pains in 

 industry 

 marketing 
 ●  Point of sale is true 

 value 
 ●  In store value 
 ●  Product focus 
 ●  Process > 

 experience 
 ●  Tagline 
 ●  Target consumer 
 ●  Consumer 

 packaged goods 
 ●  Emotions will be 

 evoked 
 ●  Competitive edge 
 ●  Sense of comfort 
 ●  Fits the brand 
 ●  Threading the 

 needle 
 ●  Reflective of 

 business 
 ●  Stay up date 
 ●  Laugh at others 

 marketing 
 ●  High costs + low 

 engagement 
 ●  Product centric 

 market 
 ●  Not your average 

 consumer base 
 ●  Bad targeting 
 ●  Cut costs = low 

 prices 
 ●  Independent 
 ●  Outcasts 
 ●  Apathy 
 ●  independence 
 ●  Self benchmark 
 ●  Disconnect for a 

 reason 
 ●  Benefits of 

 regulation 
 ●  Lowest common 

 denominator 
 ●  Young industry 
 ●  Contrarians will 

 dissipate 
 ●  Convenience & 

 access 
 ●  Lack of clarity 

 Table 4. Open Codes 
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 Concepts 

 Open Codes  Concepts 

 Reg changes quickly 

 Looking over their shoulder 

 Consequences for noncompliance 

 Enforcement 

 Financial incentive to comply 

 Slapped on the wrist 

 Inconsistency in enforcement 

 Little marketing enforcement 

 Avoid confrontation 

 Prohibitive 

 self-censorship 

 Internal review 

 Dislike 

 Prohibition 

 Regulations apply to everyone 

 Can’t do company charity 

 Enforcement  / Compliance 

 Industry the mess 

 Disconnect between reg & marketing 

 Disconnect from reg to reality 

 Growing pains in industry 

 Obstacles 

 Execution issues 

 Industry growth 

 Early market 

 Young industry 

 Industry issues 

 Vague language in regs 

 Gov wiggle room in reg 

 Reg grey area 

 Vaguery of regulation 

 Lack of clarity 

 Uncertainty 

 Uncertainty of what works 

 Differing requirements 

 Vagueness / Uncertainty 
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 Product centric market 

 Confident in their marketing 

 Creativity 

 Creative pop 

 Online = brand messaging + better imagery 

 Basic price/product marketing 

 Bad targeting 

 Trial and error 

 Process > experience 

 Marketing effectiveness 

 Challenging marketing process 

 Billboards & TV = No beuno 

 Hard to create content 

 Hard to show positives 

 Marketing ineffectuality 

 Targeted communications 

 Target consumer 

 High costs + low engagement 

 Trial and error 

 Target consumer 

 Product positioning 

 Imagery = invoking 

 Emotions will be evoked 

 Confusing product names 

 Misinformation about products 

 Product focus 

 Mass broadcast 

 Hogtied by reg 

 Constant issue 

 Marketing challenges 

 Laugh at others marketing 

 Not adopting comp strat 

 Reluctance to adopt 

 Watch don’t copy 

 How competitors market 

 Deterministic packaging 

 Boring packaging 

 Regs influence packaging 100% 

 Packaging requirements 
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 Spend little cause no one cares 

 Consumer packaged goods 

 Logo scaled to fit requirements 

 Apathy 

 Packaging is not cool 

 Beauty package 

 Market package 

 Product homogeneity 

 Homogeneity 

 Need for visual products 

 Beauty product = for marketing 

 Market products = for sale 

 Educate 

 Every consumer is different 

 Consumer knowledge 

 Consumer knowledge 

 Consumer lack of knowledge 

 Consumer understanding 

 Customers don’t know what they want 

 Brand affiliation isn’t there 

 Not your average consumer base 

 Consumer motivation 

 Customer knowledge 

 Can’t be appealing to children 

 Think of the children 

 Understand purpose of reg 

 Won’t someone please think of the 

 children? 

 Say yes to cannabis, say no to children 

 Reason for regulation 

 Contemporary marketing is for children 

 Wont somebody please think of the 

 children?! 

 Adults only online 

 Not appealing to kids 

 Benefits of regulation 

 Medicinal vs recreational 

 Don’t be appealing to children 
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 Small business 

 Stay small 

 Small business 

 Small business 

 Home business 

 Business size 

 Illegal market 

 Empathise with regs 

 Public safety 

 Outcomes of regs 

 Reason for regulation 

 Benefits of regulation 

 Convenience & access 

 Cannabis culture vs counterculture 

 Disconnect for a reason 

 Understanding of intent 

 Contrarians will dissipate 

 Lowest common denominator 

 Thread the needle 

 Weave the rules 

 Threading the needle 

 Top of mind when creating 

 Understanding / benefits with ‘why’ the 

 regulations 

 In person 

 P2p selling 

 P.o.S marketing ease because of in-person 

 ID checks 

 Classic P.o.S marketing 

 Personal selling 

 Point of sale is true value 

 Personal Messaging 

 Tagline 

 Powerful message 

 In-store promotion 

 Samples = effective 

 Sensory experience 

 No true feel behind a screen 

 Customer experience 

 personal selling 
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 In store value 

 Customer journey marketing 

 No free samples 

 Social media is B2B 

 Social media visibility 

 B2B 

 Outside attention 

 Push boundaries 

 SM use 

 Restrictive 

 IG algorithm 

 Third party issues 

 Social Media restrictiveness 

 Restrictive 

 Socials T.o.S 

 Hogtied by reg 

 Social media reg > gov reg 

 Social media = meh 

 Social media T.o.S 

 No strikes/warnings 

 Influencers = inducement 

 International influence 

 U.S. based companies 

 Strict enforcement on SM 

 SM restrictiveness 

 Familiarity 

 Literal interpretation 

 Basic age-gating 

 Quite familiar 

 Age-gate: in person vs digital 

 Deep understanding 

 Literal understanding of regulations 

 Follow the rules 

 Compliance team 

 Familiarity with regs 

 Important of community 

 Independent 

 Outcasts 

 Community 
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 Helpful communities 

 Community bonds 

 Collaborations 

 PR comes to them 

 PR tied to investment 

 Stay up date 

 Social watching 

 Stay up to date with others marketing 

 People do mimicry 

 Consumer watching 

 Steal what works 

 Self benchmark 

 Competitor watching 

 independence 

 Monitoring 

 Cautious word choice 

 Cautionary catch 

 Caution 

 Narrow window 

 Anecdotal medicinal claims 

 Dubious value 

 Caution 

 Lack of power 

 Very formalised 

 Competitive edge 

 Normalisation 

 Table 5. Concepts 

 Categories 

 Categories 

 Concept groupings  Categories 

 Business size + community + How competitors 

 market 

 Community 

 enforcement / compliance + Vagueness/Uncertainty 

 + Familiarity with regs + Caution + Packaging 

 Government Regulations 
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 SM use + SM restrictiveness  Social Media Regulations 

 Understanding / benefits with ‘why’ the regulations 

 + Don’t be appealing to children 

 Firm’s Understanding 

 Marketing effectiveness + Marketing challenges + 

 personal selling + Consumer Knowledge 

 Marketing Understanding 

 Monitoring + Normalisation  Normalisation 

 Industry Issues  Industry Issues 

 Table 6. Categories 

 Core Categories 

 Categories  Core Categories 

 Community + Firm’s Understanding + 
 Industry Issues 

 Confirming the Disconnect between the 
 Regulations and Marketing 
 Communications 

 Government Regulations  The Impact of Vague Regulations and 
 Inconsistent Enforcement Creating 
 Uncertainty 

 Social Media Regulations + Normalisation  The Impact of Layers of Institutional 
 Pressure on Social Media 

 Marketing Understanding  Understanding the Marketing Challenges 
 and the Power of Personal Selling 

 Table 7. Core Categories 

 Appendix 5. Transcript Company X 

 Acronyms: 

 X = Company X  B = Benny  E = Ed 

 E: How familiar are you with the regulations on promotion restrictions? 

 X: On a scale of 1 to 10? I’d say 7 
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 E: So pretty familiar. 

 X: Pretty familiar. I know like generally what I can and cannot do. 

 E: So, what are you opinions of the regulations in their current format? 

 X: Very restrictive. What else can I say? I can’t advertise for lifestyle. You can’t 

 advertise…. A funny thing is that they want to get rid of the black market but they do not 

 allow some black market strain names to be used, like even though they’re the real names 

 of the strains going out there. Because they could appeal to children like “cookies” or 

 “Care Bear Crunch”. Things like that they’re like “No” even if that is real strain name. You 

 cannot use that, you have to change the strain name, so that gives a little bit of confusion 

 within the market. But at the same time they want to get rid of the black market which 

 would mean that you have to use the original strain names. So it is kind of counterintuitive 

 how the promotion regulations are counterintuitive to the broader picture of why cannabis 

 is legalised and that was to get rid of the black market. 

 E: So if the original strain is “sour diesel” or whatever, that’s a bad example cause no one 

 wants to drink diesel. You couldn’t use that name? 

 X: No, if it can be construed to be appealing to children, that’s the big one. If it can be 

 appealing to children then it is a no go. Even if you drew a heart, that’s not okay. I can’t 

 remember why but there are loopholes for how you can design things so you are not 

 actually drawing the heart but i don’t know. It elicits something that they don’t like. So 

 branding is really difficult, there is a lot of restrictions on that. 

 E: How do your marketing strategies differ across your different channels? 

 X: Well really we don’t have very many channels because advertising cannabis is so 

 restrictive. So our channels our social media, in person events so like expos or conferences 

 we go to. And we’re starting to do tours. We have the ability to have people out to our farm 

 and they can tour through the property.That is kind of how we do, those are the three ways 

 we market right now. I guess they all differ but they all are the same as well. A lot of what 

 we go about is education, so for example if you look our instagram page I posted some 

 content that was all about terpenes and thc percentages. And how you really, you’re not 

 going to get a good indicator of the quality of the weed or how it’s going to impact you by 
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 those numbers. Like they’re just numbers, they’re just characteristics but there is so much 

 going on with the plant and with yourself. Like when did you last eat, how are you feeling, 

 what’s your mental state already, you know those things all go hand in hand to elicit the 

 effects that you get when you smoke pot. So that is like a education thing. We also do the 

 same education when we do tours throughout the facility. So we’re talking about 

 cultivation, we’re talking about thc and terpenes and whatever. Education is all the same 

 (across the channels). The tours are in person whereas social media is all digital so yeah. 

 E: Are there certain tools from the marketing communication mix that have become more 

 useful than others because of the regulation? 

 X: Tours are probably the best. It is slower going but it provides the best impact. In person 

 is always better than online, you never get a true feel for someone or the company or 

 whatever, behind a screen. So that is why we’re going to be hosting some events at our 

 facility so we’re going to be focusing our marketing initiatives towards in person events, 

 on-site. Because we’re blessed to have the beautiful land that we have. We’re on over an 

 acre of property, all green space and our grow is actually inside of a building but then we 

 have this outdoor space right on a lake, right along the route with wineries and agriculture 

 and fresh pick up off the side of the road, like it’s a tourist attraction as well. So it is just 

 perfect and we get the best impact that way, so that is where is our marketing strategies are 

 gearing towards. And that is all perfectly legal and it’s actually better because in person, I 

 don’t have to sell you online. I’m just inviting you to an event and that’s it. Cannabis really 

 isn’t on display like that, it doesn’t need to be because it doesn't need to be. Our space has 

 the hippie kind of vibe, you’re outdoors, we have natural plant life and everything is native 

 flora and fauna. We’re building lots of picnic tables and building amenities, we have 

 swings on the trees, the lake is right there. It’s a vibe. 

 E: What is your interpretation of an “informational” promotion? 

 X: Kind of like that post that I described. It’s providing information about something? 

 Right? For one, it’s about specifically about a product but we can’t do that, if you write like 

 for example, Instagram's algorithm looks for the word “THC” even in photos. So you have 

 to like to hide it if you’re showing a package. It will get taken down cause then you’re 

 selling, you’re advertising. Actually one of my posts hasn’t gotten taken down and i’m 
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 very pleased about that! I was nervous but I think it was because I rotated the text. I think 

 the algorithm, the ai can’t understand rotated text but I don’t know. 

 E: What is your interpretation of a “brand-preference” promotion? 

 X: I feel like I’m back in school. Brand preference promotion specifically about the brand. 

 E: Based on your interpretation, what are “reasonable steps” that promotion cannot be 

 accessed by underage people? 

 X: That’s like crazy. Age-gate your website, that’s it. We can do that, what else can do is, 

 we put on our instagram page that “by following us you’re 19+” or “18+” whatever it is. 

 Cause it is 18 for research, it’s 18 in Quebec and it’s 19 in Ontario. That’s how we do that. 

 We can’t like put up a banner say at a public area. So for example a public sportsplex, a 

 soccer pitch, trails, public parks. You can’t put stuff up there, which is unfortunate. That 

 means we can’t actually get involved with any of those not for profit organisations. I can’t 

 support our Lions Club or like I can but then I never get any recognition for it. Sure maybe 

 I would do that personally but my company wouldn’t and my company’s dollars are going 

 to be bigger than my dollars. So it kind of forcing me, it takes away a charitable donation 

 that I could have made. Obviously, you’re not going to advertise on a children TV channel, 

 basically anything towards kids (is a no go). 

 E: Have you experienced, or heard of any other businesses being sanctioned for not 

 following the regulations? 

 X: No. Wait well… for not following? Not sanctioned but they have some people have had 

 recalls because the packaging is wrong. But advertising? nope. 

 E: What is the ideation of promotion/ marketing/ sponsorship when developing an event? 

 (example of specific event for company A) 

 X: I haven’t started on sponsorship yet. Advertising is going to be through our website, 

 meetup (meetup.com), I’m trying to get Trip Advisor. Trip Advisor sent me an email and 

 shut down my page and they said “at this time we do not support businesses like yours”, 

 something like that. And so they deactivated my page. I was trying to advertise for the 

 tours, cannabis tours. Because we all have the wineries tours here, you know the revenue of 
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 the wineries, 85% comes from international sales and tourism. So it’s huge and to deprive 

 the world population of the opportunity to tour a cannabis facility which is the only place 

 you can do it in the world, it’s not right. So I pled my case, I sent an email saying like 

 “Cannabis is not bad, please. It’s such a cool thing to come and see.” like i said, it is the 

 only place in the world right now. And everyone is already coming here to tour the 

 wineries and to see the local attractions. So i’m trying to advertise there and then we also 

 have collaborations with other brands and other brands that are not just cannabis focused. 

 So they also advertise for us, word of mouth. And then actual posts (on social media). So 

 mostly electronic/ digital media. 

 E: How do your interpretations of the regulations affect your packaging decisions? 

 X: They determined them. It’s pretty dictatorial on how you can make a package.  *shows a 

 package example  You can see these on the OCS. Anyway,  it has to be one colour, the 

 mandated THC symbol is required, you have to write a warning, so this is like our version 

 of what cigarettes do with the photos but ours is with words. We tell you all the horrible 

 things that can possibly happen if you consume cannabis both in English and in French. 

 You can have a brand element and it cannot be larger than the THC symbol. Then you have 

 to have your brand or product name in English and French and then you have to have, this 

 is different. This is for the OCS (Ontario Cannabis Store), they have different imagery that 

 is required that is different than the actual regulations which gets confusing but that is 

 besides the point. What you actually see here is the THC and CBD totals on the front the 

 pack. And it has to be on the front. Everything on the front here is what HAS to be here. 

 Then on the back, this one isn’t actually done but the first part has all of this information 

 that is required printed on the bag. 

 B: What would that information be? 

 X: You have to have an expiry date or state that none has been determined. You have to tell 

 them how to store the product, you have to have a “KEEP OUT OF REACH OF 

 CHILDREN” in all capital letters and the intended use, as well as the companies contact 

 information. All that information has to stay but then you have variable information, which 

 is what I put on a label back here and that has to include the lot number, the package date, 

 and what it is, so like dried cannabis, pre-rolls, kief, whatever. And you need your barcode 
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 and the weight. And you have to have 1 colour, it can’t be metallic or fluorescent, it can’t 

 have any hidden pouches or tear outs. It can’t be fun. It can’t be enticing, it is just a 

 package to hold product so it is still very much like “you shouldn’t consume this” almost. 

 Or like “take extreme caution”. 

 B: Are you only allowed 1 brand element or are you allowed multiple brand elements? 

 X: Just one 

 E: Why not metallic? 

 X: It’s too alluring to kids, it’s too shimmery. Oh and all packaging, everything is child 

 resistant too. 

 E: Have the regulations created a meaningful impact on your ability to create digital 

 content? 

 X: Yes, 100% yeah. We can’t advertise. You have the regulations and then you also have 

 social media platforms policies which are also equally as restrictive. So it’s like you really 

 have no ability to sell. Like you don’t have an ability to advertise. Like how the regulations 

 have exceptions for advertising your brand and advertising information, that’s all you can 

 really do. Even the social media platforms don’t allow to do anything else than that. You 

 can’t have dollar signs, you can’t give things away, you can’t promote… like the 

 regulations say you can’t “bribe” someone to buy, like giving them something to buy your 

 product or like luring them in. I don’t even know how people get around discounts on 

 weight. Or even like a BOGO (buy one, get one), those things like if you interpret the 

 regulations that way, you can’t do that. I’m not in retail so I’m not selling it at that end 

 which has even more regulations. 

 E: Is there any marketing that you would like to do but you can’t because of the 

 regulations? 

 X: Yeah of course. I think summarised in the other ones like advertising product, what 

 price is at, being able to advertise just like every other company advertises. You know you 

 see Budweiser with the sexy girls and the good looking guys at the bar or on the mountain 
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 or are doing amazing, fun things and alcohol causes the worst of problems. You never see 

 an angry stoned guy. I’ve never heard of crazy brawls from pot. 

 E: When it comes to articles that are written about your company, are you reaching out to 

 journalists and news outlets or are they contacting you? 

 X: Both. We’re also pretty loud in the industry in Canada, we go to quite a few events, we 

 post a lot on social media. Which mostly followed just by industry people, like regular 

 consumers don’t follow cannabis companies on social media. They’re just not that into it. 

 E: How do you avoid the promotion of “a lifestyle”? 

 X: I don’t take photos of a explicit lifestyle, like I haven’t posted anything (like that). If I 

 were to post something, it would just be nature shots, you know? Or shots of our property 

 which the regulatory body could not come and say “take down photos of your farm because 

 it looks like a lifestyle” because it is my farm. You know? It is beyond reasonability, that 

 would never hold up in court. That is what I would do. You have to make it be more 

 personal, being a micro craft, it’s good too because you have the owners behind the face, 

 the brand. So we can post ourselves and it’s just a small business doing their thing. 

 E: What is your interpretation of 17(1)(e)? 

 X:  Has a laugh  Yeah that is like what? That is the  difficult part and that is why I say I’m 

 going to take photos and videos of my farm because, like I said, we’re lucky. Most people 

 can’t do that. Just trying to think of peoples logos. We promote it medically but at the same 

 time, you have to follow it up with anecdotal or… cause you can’t make a medical claim. 

 Like about a specific strain, “this is good for stress” or “this is good for sleep”, you can’t 

 actually say that. What you say is “cannabis  MAY  be  good for sleep and da da da da” 

 whatever, and then you have that informational stuff like CBN is good to be for sleeping. 

 And you can kind of….like if you say “stress” or “relax” or something like that, you kind 

 of elicit, I don’t know. Cause no one is allowed to do this, which is funny. People think that 

 if they are a third party that they are allowed to promote cannabis in this way. Even this 

 nutrient company focused on cannabis, they’re a cannabis nutrient company out in BC and 

 all of their advertising is them in like a canoe or a kayak in a mountain lake, it’s gorgeous. 

 It’s picturesque. They talk about how they get their water from the springs and the 
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 mountain in BC and you know, it’s very “a way of life” recreation, excitement, glamour, 

 you know, they have a helicopter. So these regulations actually apply to everyone in 

 Canada. Or who puts cannabis into Canada. Any advertising that comes to Canada about 

 cannabis or anything associated about cannabis, you can’t do that. But everyone is doing it. 

 E: Do you stay up to date with marketing efforts from firms in the cannabis space? 

 (competition) 

 X: Yeah for sure. Mostly just like social media watching, you know or when we’re talking 

 to other companies or we have little like breakfasts or social meetings or whatever. Yeah, 

 see what is everyone is doing, what they’re up to and how everything is going. You see 

 things in the news too like StratCann is a good social media outlet for cannabis. He is like 

 on it, he is really good if you want to stay up to date with what is going on. 

 E: Have you felt the need to adopt a marketing practice because of something you saw a 

 competitor do? 

 X: No, I haven’t actually seen any marketing to my liking. Everyone is doing the same 

 thing and in such a regulated industry already, how are you going to be creative enough to 

 stay within the regulations and still advertise yourself in a different way that makes you 

 pop. And I think that is what we’re doing. So I kind of see what someone else is doing and 

 then I do something different. 

 E: As your business has grown, have you felt the need to professionalise more in a similar 

 way to larger firms? 

 X: No, actually the opposite. Unless you have the finances to support the growth between a 

 small business to full corporation with like 50 employees, it doesn’t work in the same way. 

 It just doesn’t. There is too many people who steal from you and aren’t honest, who just 

 want to fuck you. Unless you have the power, like legal power, HR power, all these caps 

 and all these rules that those larger companies have, just don’t bother. Just stay small cause 

 people are assholes. 

 E: Is it important to be part of a community of business owners in a similar space? 
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 X: Yes 100%. 

 E: Follow up question, what value does it bring? 

 X: It brings support. The best event I’ve been to was an event that just passed because it 

 was all business owners and there was a lot of small business owners and that was really 

 great to talk to other people and hear what they're going through. The industry is a mess 

 right now and it was nice to get support from other people that are going through a very 

 similar thing. 

 E: What is making the industry a mess? 

 X: The regulations are one. Taxation is super high, that is almost infea… it is infeasible to 

 run a business like that. And the big guys, the guys that like hold most of the contract 

 already, you know the large large corporations because they drive prices and just won’t buy 

 from you at a price that would survive your business. It was funny, we were talking the 

 other night about the tech industry and the tech boom. Google and Apple just kept buying 

 everyone, right? They bought all these small companies. But in the cannabis industry, what 

 these big players are doing is they’ll just make you go out of business and then take you 

 and all your assets for pennies on the dollar. So it is a hard battle in Canada right now. 

 B: Going back a step to that event recently and talking with all these other people in a 

 similar space, were there some things that you found common things that what you’re 

 doing and what other companies are doing as well? 

 X: No, we’re different. We’re different in a promotion and marketing sense, we’re very 

 different. That’s like been our thing. We have to set ourselves apart. We actually have 

 legacy roots, unlike a lot of other companies, like at least the big companies, a lot of small 

 companies have legacy roots. But out the big guys, no way. We push the boundaries, you 

 know, we’re loud. We’re so small we have to scream louder, no one is going to notice us 

 and then we’ll just fall to the wayside and our business will go out of business and I don’t 

 want that to happen. 

 E: Is there a disconnect between current regulations and contemporary marketing 

 strategies? 
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 X: yeah I think all in all, for sure. To summarise everything, yeah. The view on cannabis is 

 still very “prohibition” and it is still viewed as something that is so awful, way more awful 

 than, like I said, alcohol. Which has proven to kill, disease, it hurts everyone around you. If 

 anything should be regulated in marketing and promotion like cannabis is, it should be 

 alcohol. It is way out of touch. And that is why they’re doing it, it’s because they’re still 

 saying it is so bad. 

 B: Thank you so much, I’m fairly confident you have covered everything. We’ll try and get 

 the transcript out as quick as we can and send it over to you. If before or after you get the 

 transcript, if there is any questions that you have feel free to send a message and we’ll 

 answer them as best we can. 

 X: Oh another note, the federal government employees are on strike. So in terms of 

 enforcement of the regulations, it’s difficult because they’re so backlogged because of 

 COVID and now they're on strike. So you can add that. Cause I know I said they’re not 

 really enforcing it and it’s because they’re backlogged and you know, issues keep popping 

 up that get in the way of enforcement. What I would like enforced is all the illegal grows 

 and get them out of business. 

 B: Yeah, there is a large difference of people who have stayed as an illegal growers and 

 then there’s the illegal growers, who before legislation and everything, and then transferred 

 over and became legalised. Like that is a whole other process. 

 X: Yeah, yeah, and it's a very different population that does it right, like you have people 

 who were counterculture and you have people who were cannabis culture who both grew 

 and sold cannabis in legacy days right. So the people who are cannabis culture can 

 transition over to the legal industry because they just love cannabis. But people who are 

 counterculture just go against the government, right? So they’ll just grow cannabis because 

 it’s illegal or they’ll do other things outside of the law. We ever need to hire, we look at 

 that: are you cannabis culture or counterculture? Because counterculture means I can’t 

 manage you. 

 E: Very reasonable point. 

 B: Thank you so much, you’ve been awesome. 
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 Appendix 6. Transcript Company Y 

 Acronyms: 

 Y = Company Y  B = Benny  E = Ed 

 E: Do you consider yourself a small, medium, or large business? 

 Y: I’d say right now, we’re a small business 

 E: Awesome, easy. How familiar are you with regulations on promotion restrictions in the 

 Cannabis Act? 

 Y: Quite familiar - we’ve been doing it for about a few years now. The regulatory 

 landscape changes at the drop of a hat here in Canada. So, it makes us really have to pay 

 attention to all the changes in the Cannabis Act. 

 E: What are your opinions of the regulations in their current format? 

 Y: I think, I can understand why the government made such stringent regulations around 

 the industry when it’s been… we’ve been under prohibition of this product for as long as 

 we can remember. And so, I can understand when you’re trying to regulate something that 

 has been prohibited for the last 100 or so years, you’re not going to get everything right at 

 the beginning. I think that there are things within the Cannabis Act and the regulatory 

 landscape for promotion and marketing, it could definitely use some tuning up in terms of 

 what can we show in imagery and where we can actually market because, I don’t know 

 how familiar y’all are with the marketing here in Canada but we can’t market anywhere 

 other than outside those four walls of the stores. We take into… forgive me if I'm long 

 winded in this but it’s not just the Canadian government that regulates us, right? It’s also 

 social media, it’s your Meta’s, your TikToks, etceteras. We walk a very, very fine line as it 

 relates to our promotions on IG, FB, etcetera, because they’ll take you down at any point. 

 Basically without warning. There are no strikes, there is no nothing, it’s just your account 

 being taken down. So, I think it could definitely be revisited and loosened a little bit on 

 socials within reason. Because at the end of the day, it still is a product that inebriates 
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 people and so, you still don’t want to market it to children or make it appealing to children. 

 I mean that, public safety is number 1 most important aspect to this. 

 E: So what is your interpretation of “informational promotion”? 

 Y: Well, I guess it just depends. So, for the informational promotion in this space, at the 

 end of the day, a lot of the consumers just don’t understand a lot of the jargon that comes 

 out from brands. And so it is entirely just education at this point to consumers, especially in 

 the consumable space because if you think about the legacy side of the market, that was 

 flower, that was edibles but there weren’t drinks in there. So people don’t understand our 

 product and so basically, it’s just entirely educating the consumer that some types of 

 consumables even exist at the end of the day. Which puts us at a bit of a bind sometimes 

 because you want to get people excited about new product formats but people don’t 

 understand it and then obviously getting hogtied by regulations, you really are just put into 

 a tough spot. 

 E: What is your interpretation of “brand-related promotion”? 

 Y: I don’t even think I can answer that one… You know maybe if you want to specify your 

 definition of “brand preference promotion”? 

 B: So in the prohibition act, they say there are 2 real exceptions and that’s informational 

 promotion and brand preference promotion. But it’s in that vague wording that we don’t 

 really want to put a definition to it because it comes down to the brand to give their own 

 definition of what is a brand preference promotion 

 Y: I think when you look at the regulation and you see the few exceptions that are in there 

 that you mentioned. We have a very stringent regulatory compliance team that we run 

 through all this stuff with because that’s fine, you know, that there are exceptions to things 

 but the government doesn’t really treat it that way. This was legalised and regulated in a 

 way that was a little grey so the government had a little bit of wiggle room to say “No we 

 don’t like that”. And so the vagueness of the regulation law gives them the wiggle room to 

 come at brands when they push it just a little bit into that grey zone and pull you back in. 

 Which is fine, I mean it is a mechanism of regulation policy. But it definitely puts us in a 

 tough spot when we’re always looking over our shoulder. Which also, truthfully, gives us a 
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 lot of sleepless nights. 

 E: Based on your interpretations, what are “reasonable steps” that promotion that cannot 

 be accessed by underaged people? 

 Y: So if it’s done within the age-gate and is not appealing to children.  If we’re just 

 marketing in store, we’re doing point of sale material. When individuals are going into the 

 stores, they are immediately checked for ID and so we can market, and again not in a 

 regular way, you know a lot of people are just doing the classic point of sale material, tent 

 cards, product cards, etcetera.. But when it is behind that age-gate, we have the opportunity 

 to speak with the consumer. I mean also on websites because every, I‘m sure you guys have 

 gone through the ringer in terms of research, you accessed us through our websites so, you 

 know on every single page there is “you must be of legal age to enter”. So, that is where we 

 can actually market a little bit more and we speak to brand message, we can show some 

 imagery, we can show the products in different aspects, different need states, etcetera…But 

 yeah we can’t be out here putting up billboards, it’s not going to work. I’ve seen it, it’s 

 happened in this industry before where there have been billboards put up and TV ads and 

 they got pulled almost instantaneously. 

 E: How do your interpretations of the regulations affect your packaging decisions? 

 Y: Every aspect of our packaging.  Because at the end of the day, the packages are 

 supposed to be plain packaging and boring and not appealing to children, which is, again, 

 that’s totally fine. However, it is generating a ton of homogeneity amongst brands though. 

 When you think of the packaging, you can’t really do anything that is super cool like new 

 entrance into, let’s just say normal package consumer goods. Some of the time, like think 

 Prime, you know the new drink that just launched from those two influencers. Their 

 packaging is so different from everybody else, we can’t do  ANYTHING  like that in the 

 Cannabis space. And then you think in the flower, just raw cannabis, it’s just joints is all 

 you can do. And so when we were coming up with our logo, it was a very tough thing 

 because we needed to segregate our packaging, there was our beauty packaging that we put 

 on socials, we put on the websites, all that. But then we had to be able to scale it down to 

 fit within the guidelines of compliance for the government and so, our beauty packaging 

 versus what you actually see in the market is completely night and day, it’s just the same 
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 word mark. 

 E: yeah actually Benny and I were looking through a couple different socials in the lead up 

 to this, and obviously, and that was a question kind of had because we noticed there was a 

 couple different photos with very different looking products. So you got the one where it is 

 kinda a little square label with informational stuff. 

 Y: Hold on, I got one in the office somewhere, hold on…. Yeah like this (shows market 

 product) 

 E: and then you got the other one that is sort of a little more abstract with a big logo 

 Y: yeah (reaches for beauty product) like that 

 Y: So the difference between these two products is this one (market product) has cannabis 

 in it and this one (beauty product) is completely uninfused. So, this is just a plain product, 

 there is nothing (cannabis) in there. There still are all the warnings on it, it stating “product 

 contains no cannabis” and as a because we are a bilingual country, they are translated to 

 French as well. And every brand in this, especially in the consumable space, they have two 

 different types of packaging. There is beauty and then there is the regulatory product that 

 people actually can purchase. None of this (beauty product) is for sale. It’s illegal for us to 

 sell any of this. 

 E: Have the regulations created a meaningful impact on your ability to create digital 

 content? 

 Y: Yeah, yeah absolutely. Like I mentioned earlier about social media . We can’t really 

 show this product (market product), this specific product. Because of this right here (points 

 to cannabis logo on the label), as soon as somebody on Meta sees this, boom! Gone. 

 Especially from a brand’s page. They're incredibly stringent about it, so that’s why a lot of 

 brands, when they’re showing their products, they use beauty products. If you go look at 

 other consumables in this space, they do exactly the same thing as we do. We’re very 

 cautious as well with jumping on trends, so you don’t see that as much in Cannabis as you 

 do, like in other 

 industries, where TikTok sounds are blowing up and all that. But in Cannabis, we’re too 

 92  (1) 



 cautious to try and jump on those trends, just because of how under the microscope we are. 

 And which again, is fair because a lot of TikTok is generated and pushed towards kids. So I 

 don’t have a problem with that. But it gives us definitely some difficulties generating viral 

 content because there are only so many things you can say about the products. You got to 

 be able to start telling folks stories, doing cool things. Or you’re going to lose followers. 

 E: So when it comes to articles written about your company, is that you reaching out to 

 publications or are they reaching out to you? 

 Y: Typically, it’s brands reaching out to publications. Typically, yeah. 

 E: Now we’re getting into the slightly more specific questions so for instance this one. It 

 names a regulation. We’re trying to get your interpretation of 17(1)(e), which is… 

 B: I sent the specific division 2 in the conversation there so were looking at Division 2, the 

 promotion prohibitions and specifically subdivision A and B, so that is roughly 16 to like 

 28, something like that. If that helps at all 

 E: This one is about, your interpretation of 17(1)(e)“  by presenting it or any of its brand 

 elements in a manner that associates it or the brand element with, or evokes a positive or 

 negative emotion about or image of, a way of life such as one that includes glamour, 

 recreation, excitement, vitality, risk or daring.”? 

 Y: Everyday, this is what we deal with. And there is where it goes back to marketing need 

 states. It’s very, very, very difficult for us to market need states as a result of that because, 

 we will post something like a skateboard. And we sit there and we look at this rule and 

 regulation, we take it back to the compliance team and they say ‘well…’ and now I just 

 feel bad for the compliance team because they’re always sitting there going ‘ahhhh well 

 you can’t quite do that because it could be interpreted as invoking in a daring’, and all that 

 kind of stuff. Well, we can’t even show people so I’m not even going to jump into showing 

 people and smiles. But even smiley faces. That invokes happiness related to the brand. That 

 shows that this product ‘creates this’. And so, fine… but it is very hard to paint the product 

 in a very positive light as a result of that. But it is something that is always top of mind 

 when we’re creating trade collateral, when we’re creating social posts, creating new 

 campaign work, etcetera… 
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 B: Yeah we noticed your promotional material is particularly abstract in comparison to a 

 lot that we have seen. And it’s like you can tell, there is a lot of thought into the…”what 

 can we do?” 

 Y: So, we have been building brand for the last two years. We have had so many regulatory 

 people go through all of it to make sure that it’s not going to raise flags, I mean, with 

 anything in this space sometimes you just don’t know if it’s going to raise a flag or not. 

 E: That kind of comes back to what you were talking about before, about those intentional 

 grey areas, that it also for them to kind of catch people out? 

 Y: yeah, and it’s a way that they can tighten it up. Again, I understand why it’s done that 

 way, because we don’t know what we don’t know and you know? That is the only way, 

 trial and error is the only way to get to the bottom of that. 

 B: That’s going to be a quotable in the paper, I’ll tell you that. 

 E: Couple questions left, shouldn’t take too much longer here. Do you ever stay up to date 

 with the marketing efforts from other firms in the space? 

 Y: Yep. 

 E: Why is that? 

 Y: We like to see what works and what doesn’t work. We keep up with others just to see 

 their successes and what they have done for posts that haven’t been taken down. A lot of 

 the time, in Cannabis, we like to just hold back for a second when something is going 

 down, to see if others are going to jump on it. And then, again, sometimes, you know, it’s 

 that old adage eight people are speeding down the road, cop pulls the 7th person over and 

 he goes “well all these other people were speeding” and the cop is like “yeah but I got 

 you”. So, there is always that going on in the back of our head, so we follow others for that 

 reason. To just see what is working for them and to see if that is kind of where this whole 

 space is moving, we’re going to able to…to post, to do more things. Specifically, like 

 events is a great one. For example, in Alberta, you are finally allowed active sampling, 

 obviously passed the age-gate when you have this regulation, or accreditation called the 

 Qualified Cannabis Worker so if you’re a budtender and work in the industry, we can active 

 94  (1) 



 sample. We can sample interindustry. 

 E: Cool, so I think you have already answered this question but I’ll ask it anyway. So have 

 you ever felt the need to adopt a marketing practice because of something you saw a 

 competitor do? 

 Y: I mean yeah, I think every marketer goes down that path, right? I don’t think that’s 

 specific to Cannabis. I think it would be a lot easier in Cannabis just because of the infancy 

 of the industry, to jump and keep going down that. It’s just looking at what other people do 

 and just saying “oh you know? We can just mimic that and we can go from there” but I…. I 

 don’t think we have ever actioned something because we saw a competitor succeed from it 

 but we have sat back and went “that was a really good idea, maybe we can do something 

 like that as a twist”. I don’t think to this date, we’ve ever actioned something like that. 

 E: yeah cool. As your business has grown, have you felt the need to professionalize more? 

 And by that I mean like standardized procedures, formalized marketing efforts so that’s like 

 that internal formalization of things. 

 Y: Our standard operating procedures are pretty off the rails in terms of being thorough. On 

 the production side it’s unbelievable. But yeah we do have a pretty formalized process as it 

 comes to the creation of trade collateral, labels, even socials posts. At the end of the day, 

 we put everything through compliance, to make sure we’re not going to get dinged on it. 

 Because, again, we can’t afford to take a hit like that to the brand. 

 E: awesome. Is it important to be a part of a community of business owners in a similar 

 space? 

 Y: Yeah, I definitely think so. I think the one really awesome thing about the Cannabis 

 industry is the people are fantastic. It’s one of those unique spaces where you’ve had 

 people that have 25 years experience but only have ‘5 years experience’. Still you have a 

 lot, like a massive, massive depth of expertise in this space. And so, you can lean on others 

 to answer questions for you if you don’t know. Cause, again, they’ve probably been 

 through it at some point in their life. And the other thing too with creating that community 

 is just, I like to believe that high tides raise all ships. And so supporting each other through, 

 again, it’s a grind, it’s grunt. It’s a battle for all of us to get out in the market and try and 
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 push it when everything is that stringent and we can’t, we can’t stand on the corner and 

 sample like normal consumer packaged goods. So we need this support from others 

 because the space is so small, word gets around really fast and, you know, you just don’t 

 ever want to be that person that went and sold somebody out or whatever. 

 E: Last question, do you feel there is a disconnect between current regulations and 

 contemporary marketing strategies? 

 Y: I think so, but again, that comes down to, like, the whole reason of the regulations is to 

 not appeal to children and protect the public. And A LOT of the new, like you said 

 contemporary marketing strategies, are appealing to children. You think about what’s on 

 TV, you’re getting TikTok stars that are coming on and their pushing these massive brands 

 and there doing these advertisements. Or brands are sponsoring influencers, which is you 

 know, big one in the news recently. But brands are sponsoring these influencers and the 

 influencers are posting on it, they might do a dance, they might do this or they might do the 

 other thing. Can’t do that. We can’t pay somebody to go out and post on us. That is an 

 absolute non-starter in this industry. And so, I can’t necessarily say tried and true strategy 

 but it is a strategy that is really working for people in consumables like alcohol, people in 

 normal consumer packaged goods. Sending it to these influencers, getting them to talk 

 about, increases your social following. It appeals to obviously their audience that they 

 have, I mean obviously you want the brand to kind fit in to their audience at the end of the 

 day but that’s the biggest one that I see a disconnect in. But I get it because sometimes you 

 have a lot of young people that follow those social influencers. 

 E: Yeah cause there is not much they can really do about their own audience either, so it’s 

 not like they can say “only 18 year olds can subscribe to me” 

 Y: Exactly, and I mean, that’s the thing too with social media, again I’m sure you have 

 combed through hundreds of Cannabis pages, the one thing I’m sure the one thing you’ve 

 seen is the “nothing here is for sale” and “by subscribing, you acknowledge that you’re 

 19+” or something along those lines right? That’s our best effort to do that aside from, you 

 know, making the page private and then make them send photos of their identification 

 right? 

 B: So real quick, if you don’t mind, I know it’s been half an hour, I have one question that 
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 has come up as a for sure for sure because you have hinted at it a couple times. Do you 

 know of any companies that have been hit with sanctions or punishments for their 

 marketing material? 

 Y: yeah, it’s happened in this space. I mean obviously, I’m not throwing any names out. 

 But it’s definitely happened. Especially in the early days, there was a lot of people that 

 were trying to do things in traditional avenues, you know? Much like I said the growing 

 pains in the industry. Government said they didn’t like that strategy, cause again, in some 

 of those cases it’s very clearly in the rules you can’t do that. But yeah, there has been…I 

 would recommend to you, health canada publishes a report of the, kind of fines doled out 

 to brands, and all that stuff. And there is a good chart of, if it’s marketing promotion vs 

 product, etcetera… so… 

 E: Yeah we’ll have to have a look for that. 

 Y: cause it feels like it would be a great point to cite, cause when you look at it, and you’ll 

 really see what I was talking about with the government not necessarily paying attention to 

 what's on your website and all that and social media and leaving it up to Meta and all the 

 people there to govern there. It’s that the marketing promotion fines are very slim. But the 

 product fines are huge. 

 Appendix 7. Transcript Company Z 

 Acronyms: 

 Z = Company Z  B = Benny  E = Ed 

 E: We’ll start with the surface level questions just to ease into the whole process, so do you 

 consider yourself a small, medium, or large business? 

 Z: We’re absolutely a small business. 

 E: And what is your role within the company? 

 Z: I am co-owner, my wife runs day-to-day operations and I tend to handle the business 

 side of things. 

 97  (1) 



 E: How familiar are you with the regulations on promotion restrictions in the Cannabis 

 Act? 

 Z: Fairly and intricately involved and I have a fairly deep understanding. 

 E: So what are your opinions on the regulations in their current format? 

 Z: So I’ll preface this with, I’m far too much of a child of an immigrant to ever complain 

 about the regulations. I mean that in like I am absolutely fine with them, I am a parent. 

 Again the promotion to children thing, I don’t want to sell to kids, they don’t have money 

 anyways. Like genuinely, but I am also a parent like again, I’m a boring suburban dad. But, 

 yeah, can some things be improved? Absolutely, but it’s part of our ethos that I’m weaving 

 through the regulations, I’m absolutely using this to our advantage. Rather than bitching 

 about it, I lean into it. 

 E: I like that. 

 Z: That is, like again I said I probably have a contrarian view point of most but I feel like 

 that is one of our major advantages is that the large publicly traded companies and the 

 well-funded organisations, you know, by them not being able to aggressively market… 

 They can go aggressively on sales, they can have field sales promotions which is, I think 

 probably the most effective medium for the cannabis consumer. But I, again, I was at one 

 of those big companies, I watched them waste $16 million a quarter on Reddit ads and 

 various other advertising mediums for net zero result, it’s not where the consumer is. The 

 consumer interaction is in the store, so I probably spent a good few hundred hours sitting in 

 stores, just observing how people buy. Most come in, don’t have a clue. So yes, the 

 marketing communication is limited but your channelling  mediums are also limited. Like 

 consumer eyeballs aren’t on TV’s anymore, you’re putting ads on TV, you’re not selling to 

 the right demographic. You know, they can do Reddit ads, I’ve seen that. I’ve seen TikTok 

 ads, I have seen Instagram a little bit. But for the most part, that’s generally the end 

 channels of who your customers are, it’s either there or they walk into a store and they ask 

 the budtender of ‘what should I get?’. 

 E: Interesting. So with that in mind, how do your marketing strategies differ across 

 different channels? 
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 Z: I spent $0 on marketing. It is a completely wasted medium. Like, I’ve basically used a 

 bit of ChatGPT to write a bit of copy occasionally but for the most part, I’ve just seen the 

 money just burn. Any and every time. Benny you’re from Toronto, have you ever been on 

 the subreddit r/TheOCS? 

 B: No. 

 Z: Check that out. So the Ontario Cannabis Store is the provincial distributor in Ontario 

 and basically, it’s people there that just complain. And they keep pumping ads to this group 

 of  really  whiny people and the results reflect themselves.  You can look at the marketing 

 spend, they're finally starting to curb some of that. But it’s just been taking a match and 

 lighting your money on fire. That’s how effective it really and truly is. Kids are more 

 cynical these days. 

 E: Are there any tools from the marketing communications mix that have become more 

 useful than others because of the regulations? And that’s things like advertising, personal 

 selling, PR, sales promo…. 

 Z: Personal selling. I basically go into stores constantly and I just talk their ear off. That’s 

 probably the best sales point I can do. We still send out non-infused samples, highly 

 effective, believe it or not, giving people a (non-infused) consumable is an excellent 

 motivator. Some of these social media tools….eeeggghhh… It’s good communication with 

 the stores, that’s really who I’m marketing to. It’s not the consumer, it’s to the store. 

 E: So for you it’s a more B2B focus? 

 Z: Absolutely, cause the business is genuinely doing the selling. Cause 7 out of 10 people 

 don’t know what they want. So if you can get into the budtenders head space, it becomes 

 an easier sale. 

 B: If I remember correctly, giving out samples, like there is some tricky wording about 

 giving out samples of, more to do with flower product, is walking the fine line of 

 inducement but with consumables it’s a different ball game? 

 Z: Absolutely, again this is where I thread the needle with these regulations. Health Canada 

 has been quite explicit, I am not allowed to produce non-cannabis infused samples from 
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 our commercial kitchen. They’re quite explicit, you know otherwise it’d follow the 

 Canadian Food Inspection Act, which we don’t. But, home businesses are allowed to 

 provide home samples from the house, so when we do samples we do it out of our own 

 kitchen. And they're non-infused, so I’m just literally giving them a sample. 

 E: That’s cool. 

 Z: I told you I have a different take on it. 

 B: So this idea that home businesses can give out samples but does that mean they have to 

 physically come to your home? 

 Z: No no no, we make them in our house, we package them in our house and then I just go 

 distribute them into stores 

 B: Non-infused products? 

 Z: Non-infused product. Again, there is no rule against it. That has been my theme the 

 whole time. You know, I hope I’m not confusing your thesis, that is my only concern. 

 B: Oh buddy, confuse the hell out of it. The more convoluted the better. 

 E: If we can give someone a migraine while reading it, I’ll be a happy man. So the next 

 question, what is your interpretation of an “informational” promotion? 

 Z: So I think it is generally mass broadcast and it’s providing product details without, as 

 per the regulations my understanding is you can’t put sensory experience, a few of the 

 other nuanced things. You provide factual things but it’s not like beer selling, women in 

 bikinis. You just can’t do that, there is no sponsorship or endorsements, as well as no 

 appealing to children. And that is a weird world, because we have gotten caught there. 

 B: In what way? 

 Z: We want to do a multi-coloured product for Pride and Health Canada kept batting it up 

 as it’s too appealing to children. And they kind of pushed back on that but they let us do a 

 Christmas product. Same idea, just different colours. I don’t think there is consistent 

 application of the law but I think they’re still trying to understand themselves. 
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 E: That’s interesting. Weird and interesting. 

 Z: Again it’s up to the person right? Given my previous work experience, I know 

 sometimes it just comes down to like three people in a cube just staring at each other 

 saying ‘What should we do here?’. 

 E: So then, following on from that, what is your interpretation of a “brand-preference” 

 promotion? 

 Z: That one…. Been so long since I’ve read them. So I think this is more of a quasi-taste 

 test type, like ‘8 out of 10 consumers prefer this brand of cannabis over the next brand’. I 

 believe there is some aspect of that. I can’t remember exactly, you know, yeah, I could be 

 confusing regs, it’s like a ‘3 out of 4 prefer’ type thing if I’m not mistaken. 

 E: Do you feel pressure to align your marketing communications with the promotion 

 restrictions in the Cannabis Act? 

 Z: Absolutely, absolutely. I just don’t want to be hassled. I like being a small little quiet 

 company. Again, we weave the rules. You know, we’ve been slap on the wrist a couple 

 times for a couple small things, and then said ‘okay, you know, next time’. We did 

 something with Santa for a Christmas product and they said ‘don’t do that’, we said ‘okay, 

 we won’t put Santa’. But again, this where I can lean into it right? So next year, we’re 

 going to do a non-denominational product. Like you know? I can be quite a prick about 

 this stuff too. 

 E: I'm a big fan of malicious compliance. 

 B: The slap on the wrist though, they were more product slaps but not marketing slaps? 

 Z: Yeah. 

 E: So this next question, it doesn’t say that it is specifically about marketing but it is. Have 

 you experienced or heard of any other businesses being sanctioned for not following the 

 restrictions? And that would be on their marketing communications and not on their 

 products. 
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 Z: I haven’t really heard them enforce much to be perfectly honest. There's been a lot of 

 self-censorship, mostly cause I think people want to stay in Health Canada’s good graces. 

 Like I know when I was at a different company, as far as I was aware they never got 

 slapped with anything, they were never asked to stop doing anything. But there was also a 

 lot of review within and with the lawyers, what not, saying ‘is this good or not?’. Sort of 

 internal regulatory compliance, I should say. 

 E: Yeah awesome. Do you guys do events? 

 Z: Hmmm…We do most of them in the store, again we bring non-infused samples, we 

 actually bring a little toaster oven, think of CostCo. So yeah, we try to do that in stores at 

 sort of select times. 

 E: Okok, so what ideation steps go into developing an into? Purely marketing ideation 

 steps though. 

 Z: For us, from the outset, honestly I’m trying to steal Crispy Cream’s idea, the ‘Hot & 

 Fresh’ thing. If you want to know, we had that one idea and we’re sticking to it. That 

 CostCo. sample thing, it makes it a very easy sell and it brings a lot of awareness to the 

 customer. And it’s very powerful to say ‘My wife is actually the one that makes the 

 product, it’s our company’. It’s not a sales gimmick. 

 E: A little personal touch. 

 Z: Absolutely, it’s a good story. People love to support local. Lean in. 

 E: So how did your interpretations of the regulations affect your packaging decisions? 

 Z: Again, malicious compliance. If that is the rules, I spend as little as possible. Through 

 the customer journey, they don’t see the package until they pick it up afterwards and it’s 

 just garbage. So I try to spend as little as I can because nobody cares. Like it has to have 

 certain things like a health warning, much like cigarettes, I’m fine with that. The potency, 

 again pretty standard. Product name and in the back we have a nutritional table and 

 ingredients. There is nothing more complicated than that. 
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 B: Cause we have come across this as well, do you have two different types of product 

 packaging? Do you have a beauty product and a for sale type product or do you just use 

 the same packaging for both? 

 Z: We use the same packaging. Again, most of the customer experience occurs through a 

 big menu or talking to a rep. I don’t know if you have been to a Canadian cannabis store, 

 essentially there is a big large scrolling list of products available or an Ipad. Our beauty 

 shots, for like GS1, the propagating images for retailers are of our actual product. That’s 

 what sells. 

 E: Ok. Have the regulations created a meaningful impact on your ability to create digital 

 content? 

 Z: *big breath out* I guess it shapes it but I wouldn’t say like… meaningfully impacting 

 means; I just follow the general guidelines right? And again, it goes back to I don’t want to 

 sell to children, their just not who I want to sell to. I don’t know if you guys have ever seen 

 the movie Thank You For Smoking? 

 B: Yeah, it’s a great movie. 

 E: No I haven’t actually 

 Z: Oh excellent film, and I end every corporate meeting with ‘Smoke more weed kids’, it’s 

 good for business 

 *collective laugh together* 

 Z: I mean that it’s such a new market, that most customers don’t know what they want. 

 That brand affiliation just hasn’t occurred and there is such variety. There are 2400 skews 

 available in Ontario. And genuinely the customer experience is you either talk to the 

 budtender or you look at a menu where you see a name, a potency and a price. So basically, 

 your marketing strategy generally is the most potent or the least amount of price. 

 E: So the follow up question to this then, is there any marketing you would like to do but 

 you can't because of the regulations? 
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 Z: I would love to be a little less anonymous on Instagram. I don’t use it personally but 

 because of Instagram’s policies, it’s not the federal regulations it’s Instagrams own policies, 

 they don’t really like cannabis companies. So we promote but we kind of keep the cannabis 

 on the down low. It’s very obvious what we do but at the same time, it’s not forthright. I’d 

 love to be a little bit more forthright. 

 B: It’s come up here and it’s come up before as well, so it’s worth asking. When it comes to, 

 specifically marketing on Instagram, do you find the regulations from those social media 

 companies are more impactful than the ones from the Canadian government? 

 Z: Absolutely, and it partly has to do with U.S. Schedule 1 Drugs. Again, Instagram 

 doesn’t want to be associated with cannabis companies because of Schedule 1 Drugs 

 prohibition in the States and, again, no one really wants to cross that line. They’re U.S. 

 based companies right? There is no Canada Instagram. So it’s not necessarily Canadian 

 regulations that bleed in, it’s other countries as well. 

 E: Mmmh that’s an interesting point. So then how do you age-gate your marketing 

 communications across various channels? 

 Z: So, again, we put the 19+ stop on the site and where we can ‘this is for adults only’. 

 Genuinely, it’s the actual marketing communications, a lot of our flavours and sort of, like, 

 it’s the actual medium communication message just doesn’t appeal to children. For us, it’s 

 more, it’s really and genuinely trying to target the adults. And again, as a parent, kids truly 

 don’t care. 

 E: When it comes to articles written about your company, is it you reaching out to news 

 outlets or are they contacting you? 

 Z: They’re generally contacting us. I haven’t done much reach out. Again, I think it’s 

 limited value, I’m not trying to attract investor dollars so it’s of limited value. That’s 

 genuinely what I think 80% of that is, is just to attract investor dollars. Your consumer isn’t 

 reading MJBiz or The Globe and Mail. So it’s, yeah. Anything about us, you know how 

 you have reached out? Others have as well. 

 E: So this next one names a very specific regulation, in what way does 24 (a-c) which is all 

 about inducement influence your membership / mailing list promotion? 
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 Z: For us, and again this is mostly our medium, there aren’t a lot of accessory products so it 

 just doesn't lend well. I’m under the belief that the sort of ‘raffle, lottery items’ also are of 

 dubious value to the consumer. You know, you can collect some email addresses maybe but 

 again, the marketing medium is not touching them at the right point, at the point of sale. 

 That is where the best communications can occur. The in-store pop ups, the display ads, 

 those informational product things, very valuable. We have a little cut out of our logo and 

 just stick on there and that is probably one of the best pulls we have. 

 E: So then how do you avoid the promotion of a lifestyle when creating image content? 

 Z: We usually focus on the product, we avoid people. We try to be more product focused 

 and again, never talking about experience, we’re big on the process. I try to tag line 

 everything with ‘made by hand with love’. So it’s not inducing a lifestyle or a sentiment, 

 it’s partly informational and it’s partly emotional. Skating those lines. 

 E: Have you had any communications ideas that you’ve had to give up on due to the 

 regulations? 

 Z: Not really, genuinely. It has impacted us, again this is my own battle scars I’m showing, 

 I just haven’t seen and it hasn’t been shown to be effective to me. It’s not for lack of 

 spending money, it’s just, it’s probably my own bias. I find a lot of people that work in 

 these marketing communications arms aren’t really on par with the consumer. They’re 

 playing too much of the CPG game. It’s just consumer packaged goods. Maybe Twix Bar 

 or Cadbury chocolate bar, I don’t know. 

 E: It’s another one that specifically names a regulation, it’s 17(1)(e)“  by presenting it or 

 any of its brand elements in a manner that associates it or the brand element with, or 

 evokes a positive or negative emotion about or image of, a way of life such as one that 

 includes glamour, recreation, excitement, vitality, risk or daring.”? 

 Z: Kind of like my previous answer, we focus on the product. You can evoke an emotion 

 without necessarily touching those points right? We’re not talking about people, we’re just 

 trying to make a sense of comfort is what we’re aiming for and that’s not on the list. That 

 kind of fits in with the brand too, it’s meant to be sort of, without talking about lifestyle, 

 it’s meant to be relaxed and enjoyable and comfortable. And that’s where you see like we’ll 
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 have a tartan or flannel background cause again, being Canadian, it’s what we wear 

 apparently. 

 B: Lumberjack season, all year. 

 Z: It doesn’t ever stop, you know? 

 E: So the next question, I think you’ve probably already answered it but I’ll ask it anyway. 

 What is your interpretation of regulation 21 (a-b), which is “It is prohibited to display, 

 refer to or otherwise use any of the following, directly or indirectly in a promotion that is 

 used in the sponsorship of a person, entity, event, activity or facility: (a) a brand element of 

 cannabis, of a cannabis accessory or of a service related to cannabis; and (b) the name of 

 a person that”? 

 Z: We thread it through, again I’m mostly a ghost online, I hate putting my picture 

 anywhere. I don’t really have any social media other than LinkedIn for work. So focusing 

 on product actually fits our introverted personalities and lifestyles better. It’s more 

 reflective of us. 

 E: Do you stay up to date with the marketing efforts with firms in the cannabis space? 

 Z: A little bit yeah, I tend to try to be where their messages land. So I keep abreast of it and 

 I just kind of snicker every time. 

 B: Care to elaborate why you snicker every time? 

 Z: I just see the low engagement, the high cost and the low engagement. Cause again, if 

 you to go the r/TheOCS part of Reddit, you’re going to see them bitch about the ads they 

 saw. It is a more product centric market than marketeers like to admit. 

 E: You think that will change or it’ll always stay that way? 

 Z: Stoners are a fickle bunch, we are a fickle, fickle brew. It’s like anything, you’ll have 

 some people drawn to brand some of the time but for the most part, they aren’t your regular 

 consumers. You know, I was kind of laughing at it when I was at my previous job. Myself 

 and one of my project managers were pretty big stoners. We kept saying ‘we probably 

 spend three to five thousand dollars on cannabis each a year. No marketing messages were 
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 ever targeted to us’. It was literally like they were trying to get at the middle aged white 

 women. I don’t mean that to sound too harsh, I don’t know if you ever read the marketing 

 of an ideal profile of a Lululemons customer. This lady, she makes $120,000 a year and 

 does yoga, that’s who their ideal client is when they’re writing marketing. And I feel like 

 the cannabis space did the exact same thing without looking at who’s your buyer. 

 E: Have you ever felt the need to adopt a marketing practice because of something you saw 

 a competitor do? 

 Z: No. None. Mostly don’t do what Donny Don’t does. Again, if I see someone else doing 

 it, it’s burnt for me. Depending on the advertiser but for the most part. 

 E: So for the majority of time, you’re saying I’m going to do what I know works for my 

 business 

 Z: Exactly, I’m just going to hack out my costs and keep my price low. That’s it. 

 E: So as your business has grown, have you felt the need to professionalise certain 

 procedures more? By that we mean, adopting practices that large scale firms would use for 

 your business as you’ve gotten bigger. 

 Z: No actually, I think that is part of our competitive edge. Cause I think price is such an 

 inducing factor in the buying experience that adding that bloat to the organisation actually 

 hurts us. Look at our website, it is janky as shit. 

 E: Yeah we did haha 

 Z: And again, another Simpsons reference, I don’t know if you remember the Radioactive 

 Man, Flim Springfield. The reason I don’t spend on the website and I keep it janky, it’s that 

 A) it brings authenticity and B) no customer ever uses it. They don’t use anyone's websites. 

 Like my former employer spent ungodly sums, I won’t say the number but bigger than you 

 think, whatever it is, multiply it. They would run Adobe Analytics Manager, so it kind of 

 manages the site analytics of how often people are on your website and like, yeah, they 

 were paying. There were commas in there for how much they were spending per visitor 

 just to implement the analytics. So again, if anyone touches it, I think it’s cursed. 

 E: Understandable, yeah. Fair enough 
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 Z: And I don’t know if you follow any actual fiscal results but they're not exactly hitting it 

 out of the park. Spending thousands to make dollars. 

 E: Seems weird. It’s good though, very valuable information. So it is important to be apart 

 of a community of business owners in a similar space? 

 Z: *big exhale* eeehhh… There’s a lot of douches in this industry. Again, we’re introverts. 

 I definitely have some contacts, generally other small business owners in the industry, I 

 have some large scale contacts too. But, we’re such independent people you know? We 

 don’t fit in right. I’ll be honest, we operate out of a suburban industrial unit, mostly cause 

 it’s close to my house and it’s much smaller than other people in the industry. And so there 

 are not a lot of us in our size, the next size up is like five to ten thousand square feet. So we 

 kind of play by ourselves a little bit too. We have contacts and know a lot of people but I 

 don’t care. 

 E: Fair enough, and so, do you benchmark yourself against competition? 

 Z: No. It’s so hard to benchmark ourselves. We get benchmarked but like, I’ll put it this 

 way. With the Ontario Cannabis Store, they’re a large distributor and they’re also one of 

 the largest liquor distributors in the world, you can either choose to buy everyone's sales 

 data or just your own. I just buy our own, I don’t care what other people are doing. Again, 

 we don’t have any investors, so I care more about our individual performance than our 

 relative performance. I don’t have to show year on year growth of X% to get my 

 compensation package. Our benchmark is ourselves. We run a simple business. I know we 

 get benchmarked because I get calls every once in a while. 

 E: So we only have one planned question left. Do you feel there is disconnect between the 

 current regulations and contemporary marketing strategies? 

 Z: For sure but tobacco and alcohol will say the exact same thing. You know, probably 

 firearms too, you know get the full ATF in there. But there is a reason, dare I say it. Again 

 when there is no regulation, you have Joe Camel. I don’t want to appeal to children but just 

 covering our bases cause there are such sociopaths out there, that’s what this is. We’re 

 dealing with the lowest common denominator cause someone out there will say ‘I might as 

 well sell to kids cause it is revenue’. 
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 B: Okay so it’s been brought up to us and I guess it would be a good opportunity to see if 

 you feel any sort of similar way. Have you felt any way that the regulations have kind of 

 split the cannabis industry into those that want the legal and those that want to maintain 

 the illegal market? 

 Z: Somewhat but I think this is also, the industry is in its infancy. Again, I’ve been a 

 smoker for decades and I like that stuff is tested and that we pay our taxes. Like I’m a 

 grown up, I’m actually in favour of it. There are always contrarians but they will dissipate 

 over time. Like there’s 1700 cannabis retailers just in Ontario, for a population of 14 

 million, there’s 1700 retailers. Convenience and access will beat it. I don’t have to go to a 

 dude's house and wait 20 minutes. I’m just thankful for a legal market. 

 B: The only thing that I can think of is an add-on question with no specifics, just fluffy, is 

 there anything else you would like to add? 

 Z: Clarity. That’s all I need is clarity, so really going back to the product thing about Pride 

 annoyed me because I’m like, I thought we agreed to it. It was a fairly generic thing 

 literally for Pride, is that really appealing to children? 

 E: That also seems really weird that they come to you for the Christmas one and say ‘it fits 

 the bill’ and then in a very short window after that, they were like ‘no no you can’t do that’ 

 Z: yeah. 

 B: Just to have it, for kind empirical writing. Is it clarity and consistency in the way that 

 the regulations are enforced? 

 Z: That’s fair, yeah absolutely and again, there might be a difference between what we did 

 for the Christmas versus the Pride product but I just don’t know what it is, lacking clarity. 

 There probably is a trip up in there, I just don’t have enough clarity in there to actually 

 distinguish what the actual requirements was. 

 E: And that is cause no one from the regulatory board came to you and said ‘Hey man, 

 here is the subtle difference’ 

 Z: Exactly and they won’t give you the subtle difference. We kept asking them until we 

 said forget it. My patience is not strong enough. 
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 E: That’s everything so thank you again, we really appreciate it 

 Z: No stress guys. Have a wonderful weekend and good luck with the paper. 
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