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Abstract 

The international corridor located on the US-Mexico border is a highly resilient community embedded within 
a fast-emerging economy. This community comprises a cultural integration of American and Latinx cultures, 
which is evident within business and consumer practices. Accordingly, business and branding strategy is 
culturally oriented and culturally expressive. This paper presents two business cases illustrating how cultural 
positioning is achieved with local brands that expand beyond the local context to the mainstream market. 
The two cases presented are Topo Chico and Laredo Taco. Each of these cases began within a cultural niche 
with recognized potential that translated to the mainstream American market, demonstrating strategic 
resilience along the way. The Topo Chico case shows perseverance in a bottle, and the Laredo Taco case 
shows resilience combined as authenticity and innovation. The implications of the cases presented 
demonstrate the value of a strong cultural positioning, strategic alliances, and a view to the longer term. 
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 Introduction 

The trend towards globalization has increased 

the need to consider cultural competency in the business 

and branding context. As well, the shift to virtual 

commerce and the Covid-19 global pandemic has added 

to the resilience required of business, branding, and 

marketing strategies. While globalization promotes one 

world market and the virtual world is borderless, language 

and culture are critical considerations. In traditional 

markets, geographic areas and border regions that 

juxtapose language and culture also present an intensified 

need to consider a multicultural and multilingual 

environment. One such border region is the international 

community located along the US-Mexico border. The 

borderland business context of Texas-Mexico offers a 

strategic view on the intersection of American and Latinx 

cultures and a window on the world of cultural 

positioning.  

The question addressed in this paper is, how do 

brands that are positioned within a cultural niche expand 

into the mainstream market? Case evidence from two 

specific brands demonstrates how brands evolve from a 

local cultural positioning to the national mainstream 

market. The two cases presented are Topo Chico and 

Laredo Taco Company. The Topo Chico case shows a 

brand positioned on Latinx culture that evolves from an 

unbranded commodity to a cultural icon and mainstream 

distribution. The Laredo Taco Company case offers a 

distinct Tex-Mex flavour in the form of the iconic south 

Texas breakfast burrito and achieves penetration within 

the broader market. Each of these two cases demonstrates 

strategic resilience, having successfully grown from a 

local niche to the mainstream market. The following 

discussion introduces the cultural context from which the 

two cases presented in this paper originated.    

Language, culture, and the Tex-Mex 

world of international trade 

International trade and investment have been 

increasingly facilitated in recent decades with regional 

agreements designed to encourage free trade. In 1994, for 

example, the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) was established (Barajas et al., 2014), then 

revised as the US Mexico Canada Agreement (USMCA) 

in 2020 (Swanson & Tankersley, 2020). Given NAFTA 

and now USMCA, US-Mexico trade increased 30% from 

$3.2 trillion in 2010 to $4.1 trillion in 2019 (Texas 

Department of Transportation, 2020). Within the context 

of cross-border and international trade on the US-Mexico 

border, language and cultural competency are primary 

business tools. Similarly, the global and virtual 

marketplace requires a prioritized consideration of 

language and culture delivered in a culturally sensitive 

manner (Cayla & Arnould, 2008).  

English is the standard business language 

throughout the world (Brannen, Piekkari, & Tietze, 2017; 

Neeley, 2012; Tenzer, Terjesen, & Harzing, 2017), 

including the USA (Ryan, 2013). The world of 

international business is, however, necessarily a 

multilingual and multicultural reality (Angouri, 2013; 

Fredriksson, Barner-Rasmussen, & Piekkari, 2006). While 

English is the first language for more than 78% of 

Americans, the American population includes nearly 12% 

who are Spanish speaking (US Census Bureau, 2017). 

With 39% Hispanic (or Latinx) population in Texas, 76% 

of Texan Hispanics speak a second language (Pew 

Research Center, 2019). Yet, For Hispanics under 35 

years, the use of English is on the rise, with 41% (self-

reported) English dominant, 40% bilingual, 19% Spanish 

dominant, whereas those 36 years and above are 44% 

Spanish dominant (Krogstad, 2016). Accordingly, 

language and culture play a significant role in US-Mexico 

relations with some US communities using Spanish rather 

than English in public domains previously considered 

exclusively English language domains (Hidalgo 2001).  

Given the cultural intersection of American and 

Latin cultures along the US-Mexico border, the nuance of 

the Spanish language, commonly known as Tex-Mex, 

abounds (Kaler, 2018). Tex-Mex language is a regional 

dialect form of Spanglish and is evident throughout the 

international US-Mexico corridor (Goldman, 1986; Kells, 

2012). Tex-Mex has complicated definitions of English 

and Spanish and has consequently generated myths and 

attitudes that affect business and branding (Kells, 2012). 

Such myths include assumptions related to laziness 

(Sayer, 2013) or lack of education (Murillo & Schall, 

2016). Linguistic discrimination also overlaps with 
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attitudes towards immigrants (Murillo & Smith, 2011). In 

US border cities like Laredo and El Paso, window placards 

and promotional posters announce ''el super taco'' or 

''hamburguesa doble con queso,'' which does not directly 

translate but means something along the lines of “double 

cheeseburger.” Stateside, street talk is laden with hybrid 

expressions like ''croseando la calle'' for ''crossing the 

street'' or ''cuquiando almuerzo'' for ''cooking lunch,'' a 

meal that sometimes becomes ''lonche,'' which is both 

Spanish and English, but neither really in any accurate use 

of these languages. On the Mexican side of the border, 

Mexican national authorities fear the Spanish language is 

being debased and have historically sought to discourage 

English names from being used for business and restaurant 

brand names (King, 1983). Regardless, language is 

evolving within this cultural intersection along the US and 

Mexico border, and the Hispanic consumer is increasingly 

important in mainstream America.  

Hispanic culture and consumer power   

Terms referencing ethnicity, such as Hispanic, 

are sometimes used interchangeably with other terms, 

such as Latino/a or Latinx (Martínez & Gonzalez, 2020). 

Recognizing the heterogeneity among those originating 

from Latin America, Hayes-Bautista and Chapa (1987) 

argue for the use of Latino, rather than Hispanic. The US 

Census Bureau (2020) uses the terms Hispanic or Latino 

to identify people of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South 

or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin. 

Given the Federal population classification system and the 

need for researchers to be consistent with that Federal 

designation, Treviño (1987) argues for the use of Hispanic 

rather than Latino. Notably, the debate regarding the use 

of such terms has shifted over time and will continue to be 

revisited going forward. 

Currently, more than 18.7% of the US 

population are Hispanic (Creamer, 2020). As one of the 

fastest-growing racial minorities in the US, the Hispanic 

segment has recorded a 26% population increase since 

2010 and the expected growth rate of the Hispanic 

population from 2014 to 2060 is 115% (Colby & Ortman, 

2015). The 61.5+ million Hispanics segment is also 

heterogeneous  (Noe-Bustamante, Lopez, & Krogstad, 

2020), comprising various subgroups, including 64% of 

Mexican origin, 9.5% from a Puerto Rican background 

and 3.7% Cubans (US Census Bureau, 2010).  

In terms of prosperity, 28.1% of Hispanics are 

living below the federally designated poverty line. Despite 

this level of poverty, the Hispanic consumer segment 

holds an estimated purchasing power of $1.7 trillion 

(Morse, 2018). As a predominantly collectivist culture, 

Hispanic cultural values include a priority on family and 

familial relationships (Alvarez, Dickson, & Hunter, 2014). 

Family as the cultural priority entails overcompensation to 

children with higher spending on baby goods, hair care, 

and toiletries (Nielsen 2015). Brand loyalty is also high 

because Hispanics are fear-driven and risk-averse 

consumers (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2012). From a 

language perspective, Spanish advertising is preferred 

with 30% better recall of Spanish ads (Waterston, 2019). 

As well, Hispanics are avid radio listeners and spend more 

time on their smartphones than mainstream Americans, 

African Americans, and Asian Americans (Nielsen, 2015). 

Brands aiming to target this cultural niche 

astutely attend to language and culture. Spanish and 

Spanglish, if not Tex-Mex, feature prominently, and 

evidence of familial cultural values contribute towards 

effective cultural positioning. Examples of such brand 

evolution and cultural positioning are found with two 

iconic Hispanic brands: Topo Chico and Laredo Taco. 

Before presenting this case evidence, the following review 

of relevant literature gives an overview of brand 

management, including brand evolution and cultural 

positioning. The argument presented suggests that 

unbranded commodities can be differentiated with a 

strong brand strategy then further evolved with symbolic 

and cultural positioning. This review arrives at the 

question of how do brands positioned within a cultural 

niche expand into the mainstream market.   

Cultural positioning and brand evolution 

Brand management is considered in various 

ways such as developing and managing the brand (Aaker, 

2003; Boatwright et al., 2009), brand performance (Harris 

& de Chernatony, 2001; Muhonen, Hirvonen, & 

Laukkanen, 2017; Yin Wong & Merrilees, 2008), brand 

management teams (Veloutsou & Panigyrakis, 2001), and 
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internal brand management (Burmann, Zeplin, & Riley, 

2009; Pioch & Gerhard, 2014). An assumption within 

these various brand management perspectives is that the 

brand as an identity marker is a transactional tool managed 

by the organization (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017). On the 

international front, a managerial perspective assumes 

branding is a universal technique (Cayla & Arnould, 

2008). 

Another approach to brand management is 

brand evolution (McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). 

Beyond branding as a transactional tool, brands might 

evolve to engagement tools, where co-creation is key 

(McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999; Merrilees, 2016; 

Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017). For example, consumers use 

brand consumption for purposes of self-expression 

(Schembri, Merrilees, & Kristiansen, 2010; Voyer, 

Kastanakis, & Rhode, 2017). Through consumption, 

consumers demonstrate brand personality (Aaker, 1997), 

brand meaning (Schembri, 2009), and self-image 

(Schembri et al., 2010). Just as the brand can be a strategic 

asset for consumers, other stakeholders can use brands to 

generate and co-create value (Jones, 2005) and brand 

meaning (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Black & Veloutsou, 

2017). Similarly, international branding efforts can 

generate and co-create value by recognizing the role and 

importance of a cultural approach to branding (Cayla & 

Arnould, 2008). 

Globalization and the world of international 

business includes developed and developing countries, as 

well as fast-emerging economies. In developing countries 

and fast emerging economies, the process of commodities 

being commercialized as branded goods is evident. 

Indeed, brands may begin their evolutionary journey as 

unbranded commodities (McEnally & de Chernatony, 

1999; Stanton & Herbst, 2005). Branded commodities 

abound in the agribusiness and food marketing sectors, 

and a recent example is provided by Raj (2021) with an 

account of the branding of green leaf tea in India. 

Branding Indian green leaf tea shows brand differentiation 

further than the physical product is key; a valuable lesson 

for small scale, low (climate) impact primary producers.    

Beyond the branding of commodities and 

following the brand evolutionary process, brand managers 

aim to demonstrate the functional benefits of a product. By 

positioning the brand with unique functional benefits, the 

branded product is effectively differentiated from the 

competition (McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). 

Evidence of this stage of brand evolution is evident with 

green branding, and Wang (2017) shows the 

distinctiveness of green brand positioning as a 

strategically practical approach.  

Beyond functional benefits, brands can position 

on specific values that consumers use for self-expression 

(Belk, 1988, 2013; Levy, 1959; Schembri et al., 2010). 

Brands that are recognized symbols of particular 

consumer meanings and emotional values realize an iconic 

stage of brand evolution (McEnally & de Chernatony, 

1999). Again, green branding offers various examples that 

show the combination of function and emotional benefits 

as fruitful (see, for example, Hartmann, Ibáñez, & Sainz, 

2005). On the international front Batra et al. (2017) 

document the impact of accommodating a variation in 

cultural values with positioning multi-country brands.  

In this paper, a case method is used to 

demonstrate the strategic resilience of iconic Hispanic 

brands that have evolved beyond a local cultural 

positioning to the mainstream American market. More 

specifically, the research question addressed in this paper 

is, how do brands that are positioned within a cultural 

niche expand into the mainstream market? The following 

discussion explains the case approach followed by the case 

evidence of two Hispanic brands. 

Method  

This paper demonstrates strategic resilience and 

brand evolution from local niche to mainstream 

distribution with two cases: Topo Chico and Laredo Taco 

Company. The Topo Chico case tells the story of an 

unbranded commodity, Mexican spring water, that has 

evolved to an iconic brand strongly positioned on Latinx 

culture and became part of the Coca-Cola brand portfolio. 

The Laredo Taco Company case tells the resilient story of 

an authentic and innovative Tex-Mex brand that grew up 

to be part of the 7-Eleven brand portfolio. Both Topo 

Chico and Laredo Taco began within a cultural niche then 

expanded into the mainstream American marketplace 
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within a global distribution network. Each of these two 

cases demonstrates growth, resilience, and the value of a 

culturally sensitive approach to business and branding. 

Topo Chico: Perseverance in a bottle  

Topo Chico is a sparkling mineral water brand 

established in Monterrey, Mexico, in 1895 (Stieb, 2015). 

Sourced from underground springs located in Cerro del 

Topo Chico, Monterrey, Mexico, the Topo Chico brand 

name translates as “little mole” (Lalonde, 2018). The 

history of the Mexican Topo Chico springs involves the 

15th Century legend of Moctezuma, an Aztec King and 

ruler of Tenochtitlan, who was seeking a cure for his 

daughter, Princess Tecuichpoch, of a mysterious illness 

(Gerlsbeck, 2018). Priests advised Moctezuma’s daughter 

to drink the Topo Chico water to be healed (Gerlsbeck, 

2018; Stieb, 2015). Referencing this legend, history, and 

mysticism, the Topo Chico brand logo depicts Princess 

Tecuichpoch drinking from the healing waters. The 

Princess label and logo reinforce the effervescent, magical 

quality of Topo Chico and the brand image developed 

around the mystical healing properties of the Cerro del 

Topo Chico springs (Interbrand, 2018). Reflecting the 

packaging of traditional Mexican sodas, the Topo Chico 

bottle is a tall, thin, retro style, green-tinted glass bottle 

topped with a scallop-edged aluminium cap (Taylor, 

2018). 

Water as a commodity, and specifically the 

Cerro del Topo Chico spring waters, is the unbranded form 

of what became the Topo Chico brand. Given the assumed 

healing powers of the springs, people would drink the 

waters of Cerro del Topo Chico and bathe in the springs 

(Nelson, 2012). Production and bottling of Topo Chico 

water required a monthly payment of 100 Mexican pesos 

and a town permit from San Bernabe, a town close to 

Monterrey (Walsh, 2015). Following the attainment of 

property rights of the Cere del Topo Chico springs in 1929 

and the establishment of Compañía Topo Chico (Topo 

Chico Company), Topo Chico began developing their 

product range by offering various flavored drinks as well 

as producing Coca-Cola products (Hayes, 2018). The 

Compañía Topo Chico provided Coca-Cola with a 

sterilized manufacturing process and compliance with the 

health and safety standards of the public health regulation 

administration, the Consejo Superior de Salubridad 

(Maynard, 2017). Operating as a Coca-Cola producer in 

Mexico, the Topo Chico brand became an industry 

reference point for optimal production in Mexico. Like 

Coca-Cola, Topo Chico uses distinct packaging that has 

only been minimally changed over the years.  

As an established Mexican brand of bottled 

sparkling water, Topo Chico began distribution 

throughout the USA in 1987 (Valencia, 2016), achieving 

national distribution as an independent brand in 28 states 

(Lalonde, 2018). This market expansion strategy was 

designed to appeal to Mexican Americans in search of 

authentic products from their homeland. But, given the 

targeted market of expat Mexicans, Topo Chico was hard 

to find because distribution was limited mostly to 

Hispanic grocery stores (Gerlsberg, 2018). The goal, 

therefore, was mainstream American adoption with an 

intensive distribution strategy. To achieve this goal, Topo 

Chico had to get the product on supermarket shelves, but 

first, Topo Chico had to raise awareness.  

Topo Chico is not an overnight success story. 

Rather, Topo Chico is more a story of perseverance in a 

bottle. One of the challenges for a niche brand to achieve 

market penetration in mainstream America is distribution. 

Another challenge is marketing and the marketing budget, 

or lack thereof. While the distinct, retro Topo Chico bottle 

is a point of differentiation, some adjustments were 

required for mainstream America, including offering some 

plastic packaging in partnership with larger retailers such 

as Walmart (Maynard, 2017). Access to the Walmart retail 

network facilitated national distribution, and sales in 

Texas were highest, with 70% of Topo Chico sales coming 

from Texas (Taylor, 2018).    

In terms of marketing and unlike other beverage 

brands that are nationally distributed and targeting 

mainstream America, Topo Chico did not have a high 

dollar marketing budget. So, a grassroots approach was 

taken with on-site sampling offered at various festivals 

and events. Popularity grew, celebrities began to embrace 

the brand, and restaurant chains began to stock the 

increasingly in-demand brand (Gerlsberg, 2018). With 

this sustained and relationally focused grassroots effort, 

the Topo Chico brand realized cult status (Cowan, 2017; 
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Lucas, 2020; Taylor, 2018). Some fans have even chosen 

to tattoo the Topo Chico brand on their bodies (Gerlsberg, 

2018; Murphy, 2016). 

Given the iconic status of the Topo Chico brand 

within the Hispanic niche, Coca-Cola recognized the 

mainstream potential and acquired Topo Chico in 2017 for 

$220 million (Cowan, 2017; Maynard, 2017; Taylor, 

2018). This brand acquisition enabled Coca-Cola to 

navigate the trend away from high sugar drinks and 

accommodate the increasingly health-conscious 

consumer. For Coke, adding Topo Chico to the brand 

portfolio offered entry into the sparkling water market 

valued at $16 billion (Taylor, 2018). The strength and 

support of Coca-Cola’s marketing and distribution 

network increased Topo Chico sales by 39% within 12 

months (Navarro & Walsh, 2019). With nearly $184 

million in annual sales, Topo Chico is one of the fastest-

growing brands in the sparkling water category (Beverage 

Industry, 2020).     

As a product development strategy, Coca-Cola 

is taking the Topo Chico brand into the hard seltzer market 

(Lucas, 2020; Garcia, 2020), with a limited rollout in 

March 2021 (Noel, 2021). Hard seltzer is fizzy, alcoholic, 

water, and the hard seltzer market is valued at $3 billion 

per year with 241% projected growth (Funari, 2020). The 

challenge for Coca-Cola will be to take advantage of Topo 

Chico’s popularity and preserve the cultural positioning 

without alienating their cult following or undermining the 

brand’s mystique.  

Effectively, as an independent brand, Topo 

Chico has evolved from an unbranded commodity in 

Mexico to an iconic brand focused on a cultural niche in 

Texas. Acquisition by Coca-Cola took the Topo Chico 

brand into the mainstream American market and further 

into the hard seltzer market. Just as Topo Chico is now a 

rising star in the Coca-Cola brand portfolio, Laredo Taco 

has also achieved increased market exposure through 

cultural authenticity, innovation, and acquisition by a 

global brand.  

Laredo Taco and Tex-Mex authenticity 

Based in Irving, Texas, 7-Eleven operates, 

franchises, and/or licenses more than 67,000 convenience 

stores throughout 17 countries, including 12,000 stores in 

the USA. One way that 7-Eleven has achieved this 

extensive global network is through mergers and 

acquisitions. For example, in 2018, 7-Eleven acquired 

Sunoco and their respective 1,340 convenience stores (CS 

News, 2019), including the Stripes chain and the Laredo 

Taco brand (Kress, 2016).  

Founded in south Texas, Laredo Taco Company 

has achieved a steep growth curve given a progression of 

brand acquisitions. For nearly 20 years, Laredo Taco 

operated with a strategic alliance with Stripes’ national 

chain of gas station convenience stores (CSP Daily News, 

2015; Kress, 2016). This strategic alliance and co-

branding strategy enabled distribution across multiple 

states such as Texas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and North 

Virginia (Neilbauer, 2015; Wadsworth, 2017). In 2015, 

Stripes and Laredo Taco Company were acquired by 

Sunoco for $1.9 billion as part of their Susser Holdings 

acquisition (Lindenberg, 2015; PR Newswire, 2018).  

The Laredo Taco Company is a foodservice 

brand with a full-service and made-to-order model that is 

recognized as a primary driver of Stripes’ in-store sales 

(Pas, 2020). Laredo Taco offers fresh tacos and other 

Mexican food items and is particularly known for their 

iconic breakfast tacos (Taco Trail Jose, 2013). As a 

convenient (breakfast) food option, Laredo Taco provides 

the distinct Tex-Mex flavor of the deep south of Texas 

(Taylor, 2019). Handmade tortillas, carne guisada, 

barbacoa, and chorizo with egg tacos are some of the in-

demand items on the menu. Beyond the breakfast choices, 

beef fajitas and the fresh salsa bar present standard taco 

inclusions such as cilantro, pico de gallo, salsa chile de 

arbol, and salsa verde. The popularity of these culturally 

oriented breakfast and menu options have made Laredo 

Taco a south Texas icon.  

Evidence of Laredo Taco’s Hispanic roots are 

found in the “¡Amamos Los Tacos!" tagline and the grainy 

Tejano style of font used as the Laredo Taco brand logo. 

More Spanish and Spanglish language is presented on the 

brand menu and website. Further underlining the Tex-Mex 

cultural orientation, Laredo Taco released the Selena cup 

in March 2019. Selena Quantanilla-Pérez was a young 

south Texan singer, songwriter, and performer, recognized 
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as the Queen of Tejano music. The tragedy of her success 

story is that she was murdered by her manager in 1995, 

and yet she continues to draw crowds at an annual festival 

24 years later (Gomez, 2019). In south Texas, Selena is an 

iconic persona and alliance with Selena reinforces the 

positioning of Laredo Taco as an iconic south Texas 

brand.  

Considering a broad industry definition, Laredo 

Taco competes in the fast-food industry with major 

competitors, including McDonald's, Subway, 

Whataburger, and Taco Bell. As the clear market leader in 

the fast-food industry, McDonald's holds 17% of the fast-

food market share (Statistica, 2015). Considering a 

narrower industry definition, Laredo Taco competes 

within the convenience store (c-store) foodservice 

industry. C-store industry competitors include Buc-ees, 

Chef Point, Love’s Travel Stops, CST Brands, RaceTrac, 

and QuikTrip, as well as Stripes and 7-Eleven (Westra, 

2016). As a recent acquisition for 7-Eleven, Laredo Taco 

now has the potential for a mainstream national and even 

global market expansion. While some critics question the 

potential of Laredo Taco beyond the Tex-Mex cultural 

niche and Texas geography (Lindenberg, 2017), 7-Eleven 

has launched Laredo Taco in 75 locations opened in 2020 

across the US, with another 100 set to open before the end 

of 2021 (Pas, 2020).  

Other innovations spurred by the social 

distancing demands of Covid-19 include a drive-thru 

option introduced in Dallas, Texas (Edwards, 2021), 

which is one of six in the US (Gustafson, 2021). Notably, 

tortillas, burritos, tacos, and other Hispanic foods are a 

fast-emerging food trend in the c-store foodservice 

industry (Convenience Store Decisions, 2017). 

Effectively, Laredo Taco is an on-trend and innovative c-

store foodservice brand that is differentiated via strategic 

alliances, distribution strategy, and a Tex-Mex cultural 

positioning.  

Discussion and implications 

The challenges that brands face in their 

evolutionary journey include growth. The two brands 

showcased here demonstrate growth and strategic 

resilience within an evolutionary process. The brand cases 

presented are stories of brands that grew from a narrow 

cultural niche to the broader mainstream market.      

The evolution of brands is theorized as 

beginning in an unbranded form, as a useful or valuable 

object or commodity (McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). 

The unbranded form of the Topo Chico brand is Mexican 

spring water, and the unbranded form of the Laredo Taco 

brand is homemade tortillas and salsa found in authentic 

Mexican taquerias and homes. Taking these unbranded 

commodities into the branded marketspace demonstrates 

the first step towards business success and strategic 

resilience because there is no guarantee of success. New 

product failure rates are as high as 95% (Christensen & 

Raynor, 2013).  

As a next step in the process of brand evolution, 

differentiating a brand from the competition enables a 

recognition of a reference point (McEnally & de 

Chernatony, 1999). For both the Topo Chico brand and 

Laredo Taco brand, differentiation was primarily achieved 

through cultural positioning. Topo Chico offers a 

minerally rich, effervescent, healthy beverage that is 

packaged as a traditional Mexican soda. Laredo Taco 

offers authentic, homestyle Tex-Mex hot plates and 

handmade tortillas teamed with a fresh salsa bar. For both 

the Topo Chico brand and the Laredo Taco brand, these 

distinct functional benefits enabled initial brand 

differentiation in the local marketplace.  

When brands are presented to the market in an 

authentic and culturally sensitive manner, consumers 

connect to that brand in complex ways (Cayla & Arnould, 

2008). The strength of cultural positioning achieved by 

Topo Chico and Laredo Taco, reached iconic status within 

the local market. When consumers take action to own a 

brand, the brand is recognized as an iconic brand 

(McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). For Topo Chico, 

building a strong cultural following without a generous 

marketing budget required a grassroots approach teamed 

with much perseverance. This grounded strategy involved 

much legwork and a focus on building relationships, 

which was highly aligned with the Hispanic culture. This 

approach contributed to the cult following with Topo 

Chico devotees choosing the brand as a tattoo is evidence 

of the Topo Chico iconic status. As a daily breakfast ritual 
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for many Hispanics, the iconic Laredo Taco breakfast 

burrito with the distinct Tex-Mex flavor and style is 

customizable to consumer preferences. Effectively, 

establishing the brand within a narrow cultural niche has 

attracted attention and investment from high profile 

brands with access to mainstream distribution networks.  

Just as Topo Chico had a production alliance 

with Coco-Cola for many years, Laredo Taco had a 

distribution alliance with the Stripes’ national network of 

gas station convenience stores. This culturally positioned 

food product is intensively distributed at more than 500 

convenient locations through their co-branding alliances 

with Stripes and now also 7-Eleven. Alliances between 

brands is a long-held business success strategy and brand 

acquisition is a way to formalize strategic alliances. The 

success and resilience of the Topo Chico brand are now 

usurped into the Coca-Cola brand portfolio, and similarly, 

the Laredo Taco brand is now part of the 7-Eleven global 

brand network. 

Conclusion 

The increasingly globalized world requires a 

culturally competent approach to business and branding. 

This paper presents two business cases that have evolved 

from a cultural niche to mainstream distribution. Evidence 

of the resilience and innovation required to overcome 

challenges along the way is demonstrated in the fact that 

each of these two brands are now part of a high-profile 

brand portfolio. The Topo Chico case demonstrates 

strategic resilience with a grassroots marketing strategy 

that grew the brand to iconic status. The Laredo Taco case 

also demonstrates strategic resilience achieved with 

authenticity and innovation. The result is two brands that 

have evolved from commodity status to local cultural 

icons and onto the mainstream market with much 

potential, including national distribution and global 

exposure.  
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