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Abstract

In the world of the sport, increasingly the economic interests prevail over other
interests of the emotional type. Sports organisations must manage their resources
efficiently, and just one of these resources is the brand. Fans are increasingly
recogniseds a crucial element of sports brands, as such, clubs and teams must
understand that their fans can enhance the brand equity of the team. One way
organisations are exploring this development is through investigating the presence of
brand communities arourgports organisations. There is an abundance of marketing
literature surrounding the topic of brand communities, however the sport field is only
in the beginning stages of applying this idea and as a result brand communities

within sport is not a topic thas well understood.

This study seeks to explore the topic of a brand community in detail, to understand
its definition, development, and characteristics, so that these findings may
supplement further investigation into brand communities in sport. keeiRstgby, a
provincial Irish rugby union team form the basis of this research, which seeks to

identify whether or not Leinster Rugby fans are representative of a brand community.

This research project invagsix in-depth interviews coupled with partieipt

observation to explore Leinster fans relationship with the brand and other fellow
fans. Through analysis of the primary data and consideration of the brand community
literature it was found that Leinster Rugby fans do exhibit the characteristics of a
brand community. Additionally, this research finds that fans attitudes towards brand

communities are mixed, which suggests further research in this area is necessary.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction to the Study and Research Topic

1.1 Background to theStudy

This study aims to identify the most common characteristics and practices associated
with brand communities arekplorewhether Leinster Rugby fans conform to these
characteristics. This study involves the use of ethnographic research naathoes

and offlineto explore the&eonsumebehaviour of Leinster Rugby farendassess

whether or not they are representative of a brand commamipyesented by the

literature

1.1.1 Leinster Rugby

Leinster Rugby is one of four provincial Rugby union teamssiland along with

Munster, Ulster and Connacht. Over the past few decades Leinster's grasp on
professionalism has had its ups and downs (Costello, 2018). Leinster Rugby has also

been involved in a brand building exercise over recent years, which halseheen

by the calibre and profile of the players it has had on its books, including Ireland
captain Brian OO0Dr i s c ol Rughydoéskmeaftdbmve& Za w:
been significantly connected to the national habitus of Ireland during thevpost

period andplays a large part in the Iristientity (Maguire & Tuck 2005).

1.1.2 Branding

Branding is a broad and varied topic with scope for further research, which presents

an opportunity to conduct innovative and creative analysis to garner fresh data and
information for the purpose of this thesis. Brands are viewedragor enduring

ass¢e of a company, outlasting t hédKotteompany?o
et al. 2008)As such, brandsiust be carefully developed and managed.

Brandsare undoubtedly a vital element in the relationship between a company and
theconsumelKotler et al. 2008)Excellent brand managemeaitows a firm to
competemore effectively in the market through developing an attractive image

linked to itsvalue propositiorandbusiness strate@paker & McLoughlin 2010).



Successful brands establish emoticaradsometimegpersonal relationships with
their customers, whicbanachieveincreasedonsumetrustin purchase decisions
andgarner greatdoyalty (Biscaia, et al. 2013Powerful brandsuild brand equity,
which is the positive differential effect thHatandknowledgehas on customer

response to the product or servig®tler et al. 2008).

1.1.3 Brand Equity

Aaker & McLoughlin(2010 define brand equity as the set of assets and liabilities
linked to the brandnamely,brand awareness, brand loyalty and brand associations.
Each of these assets can create competitive advantage for an organisation, and each

needs tdemanaged as such.

1.1.3.1 Brand Awareness

Brand awareness is the degreeafisumer awareness of a brand and its related
marketplace offeringand can be a key strategic asset for an organisation given that
consumergarebombarded everydayith aneverincreasinghumber ofmarketing
messagefAaker & McLoughlin 2010)

1.1.3.2 Brand Associations

Brand associations can be described as anything that is directly or indirectly linked in
the custome@memory to the brandBrand associations often reflect the strategic
position of the bran@Aaker & McLoughlin 2010)Researcing abrand s

associations is imperative for brand managers seeking to effectively manage a brand
(Ross et al. 2006).

1.1.3.3 Brand Loyalty

The value of a strong brand is its ability to capture consumer |aysdier &
McLoughlin 2010) andbrand succeedn the marketplace because they deliver

uniqueand reliablébenefitswhich can creatdeep connections with customers.



Some of the benefitsf brand loyaltyto the companynclude reduced marketing
costs, barrier to entry for new companies, and also geedime to respond to

competitive moves by other rival companf@sker & McLoughlin 2010)

Aaker & McLoughlin (2010) also discuss howrgpetitors may duplicate or surpass
a product or service, but they still face the task of making customers switcls.brand
When customers become loyal to a certain brand, and are passionate about its
products/services, this often inspires people to come together to appreciate this

sharedadmiration as a group. Such groups are known as Brand Communities.

1.1.4 Brand Communities

Muni z & OO0 Gdefinenbmand c@ntmuiriities as a specialized; non
geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among
admirers of a brandn brand communities, people form enduring social bonds
around brandsThesesocial bondsdd value by sustaining a common identity or
experiencgArvidsson & Caliandro 2016Brand communities form when
consumersnteract with one another about or in relation to the brand, thereby
realisng value beyond that which a firm creatgsanticipategSchau et al2009).
Arvidsson & Caliandrd2016)discuss how brand communities are integral parts of a
circuit of value Participants derive linking value in the form of common knowledge
and common identitfCova 1997)Some examples of pafar brand communities
todayincludeApple (Ozboluk & Dursun 2017)xnd Harley Davidson Motorcycles
(Fournier & Lee 2009).Brand communities offer a frestindeffectiveopportunityto

build brands in the preseday marketing environmerand many othespportunities

that marketers would do well to take advantagéAtgesheimer et al. 2005).

1.1.5 Sports Marketing and Branding

Sport is @ important facet of global human cultuReople around the world enjoy
playing, watching and participating warious sportsin the world of the sport, in
which increasingly the economic interests prevail over other interests of emotional

type, organizations are trying to compete in a competitive market, and in order to do



that, must try to manage its resoureéfgiently. Just of one of these resources is the
brand(Villarejo-Ramos & MartirVelicia 2007)

Further to this, sport cansedioeandiseas cr i bed
important contributor to economic activity and wealth creafiReitten & Ratten

2011).The increasing commercialisation of sport is leading to increasing investment

of resourcesnto marketing and brandiras sporting organisations recognise the

potential benefits of adapting brand marketing principles and practices to tiedp in
creation of favourablbrandassociations iorderto attract consumeemnd buildthe
sportsbrand walue(Ross et al. 2006)

However marketing research into sports brand management is still in the
developmental stage arketpracticeof managing &porting organisatiomas a brand
is an emergng paradigm in the sports marketpldB®ss et al. 2006 According to
(Biscaiaet al. 2013)the literature on sport brand equity has received increasing
amounts of attention by scholars in the past decadet finds thatbuilding brand
equity may be crucial to attractiigns andsponsorandensuing long-term success
for sport orgargationsin an increasingly commercialised and competitive
marketplace (Aker & McLoughlin 2010; Biscaia et al. 2013pne stand of sports
brand marketing research that has emerged over the past decade focuses on

examining whether brand communities app@aundsports organisations.

1.1.6 Brand Communities in Sport

Only some brands, such as sports brageseratesufficient emotions to induce
consumers to converse with others on that brand over an extended period of time
(Popp & Woratschek 2015Eentral to this is the continued support and commitment
of fans(Meir & Scott2007) Fars are increasingly recognisesl @ crucial element of
sports brands (Healy 2012; Pongsakornrungsilp & Schr@del). As such,
researchers claim thatis essential for clubs or teams to better understand their fans

as a loyal fan can enhance the brand equity of a (gagmak et al2008).

Sport markehg researcherarebegiming to explorghe dynamicsof a n s 6
i dent i yc atsiteansorfan gtolnsinsopder to thelp sports marketing
practitioners with the challenge of providing®dp or t s f ansdé expectat



developmentvithin the literature attempts to achieve this through exploring the
presence of brand communiti@oundsports organisations suchfastball teams
like Liverpool FC(Healy2012;Healy & McDonagh 2013Pongsakornrungsilp &
SchroedeR011).

1.1.6.1Brand Communities in Rugby Union

Like many other sports, rugby union is increasingly commercialisedharkktized
(Harris& Jenkins 200;1Canada 2018 even though the sport only became
professional iM995(BBC Sport 2005)Since professionalisationaxous studies
have begun to create a field of study into marketing in rugby wamdrhere has

been research into areas including sponsorship of rugby union and fan attraction
factors.Garlandet al.(2004)find that rugby fans place heavy emphasis upan

sports action and general atmosphere as key motives for their spectatorship.

Moreover Thomag(2014)suggests that the tribalism involved in rugby union is
palpable, and the events themselves are culturally badadiever, marketing

research focusgon rugby union is still undetevelopedFor example, &noted in
section 1.16, brand marketing researchers have identified the existence of brand
communities around brands in sports other than rugby. Howerarieav of the
literature indicates thaitfle research has been conducted into the presence of brand

communities among rugby union organisations.

06 Co n n o thriefly2Znéntiodg the possibility that Leinster Rugby fans are an
example of a brand communitfjowever, tlat studydoes nodirectly investigate
whether Leinster Rugby fans are an example of a brand community through
comparing primary evidence with the theory of brand communities (Muniz &
006 Gu i n nThediobelthe present study identifies ti@re is an opportunity

for further research and investigation.



1.2 Justification for Research
1.2.1Research Gap: Leinster Rugby Fans as a Brand Community

While research on Leinster Rugby fans has been previously carried out, including an
investigation into the motivations ofrfa O 6 C o r2@138), mo research has sought to
directly explore the Leinster fan group and their behaviour for evidence of
similarities to whaMuniz & O'Guinn(2001)refer to as a brand community. This
creates an opportunity for further reseachxplorewhether the characteristics of
brand communities are presembongfans of Leinster Rughywith a particular focus

on the perspectives, behaviours, opinions, and experiences of Leinster Rugby fans
themselvesin order to begin to fill this research gajpe tpresent study has the

following research objectives.

1.3 Research Objective
To explorewhether Leinster Rugby fans are representative of a Brand Community.

This objective will be fulfilled through answering the following research questions.

1.4 Research Questions

1 RQ1What are the key characteristics of a brand community according to
marketing research literature?

1 RQ2Do Leinster Rugby fans display the characteristics of a brand
community?

1 RQ3Do Leinster Rugby fans consider themselves todreqd a brand

community?



1.5 Primary Research Methods

Healy & McDonagh2013)useethnographic research methddsa similar study
exploring the behaviour and experiences of English Premier League soccer fans
Thereforegiven the similarity between the two sets of research subjects, both sports
fan groups based in the British Isldss study uses ethnograplfiso, according to
Muni z & OO0 Guordento Haz@ubdernstandimg of brand communities,

it is necesary to observe their enactment in everyday kied one ideal

methodological approach used in the study of brand communities in various research
publications is ethnography

1.6 Summary of Thesis Structure

Chapter two provides a summary of the restili @view of the marketing literature
related to sports brands, sports fans, branding, and brand communities.

Chapter three presents a detailed explanatidhegd r e s e n treseachu d y 6 s
methodologyincluding a description of the critical appraisal of the variety of other
research methods considered prior to selection of ethnography.

Chapter foudetails the main findings of analysis of the primary data collected using
the methods outlined in Chaptéree.

Chapter five contains a detailedmparisorbetweerthe findings of tie present

st udy 0 sresparciand axtant literature for similarities and differences.

Finally, Chapter si x pcooclusiodseesommdndatiopsr e s e n |

and limitations



Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.1 Chapter Introduction

This chapter provides an-gepth look at the current literature on the topic being
researched. As this study is seeking to explore the defining characteristics of brand
communities, and also the presence of brand communities in sport, extensive
research will be conducted into thearwf brand communities as well a

consideration of the literature dealing with brand communities in sports
organisationsThis chapter opens with a summary of literature on consonaead

relationships.

2.2 Consumeri Brand/Company Relationships

The impotance of an effectivberandng strategyto an organizatiors paramount.
Thiscan be seen by recognizing soaig¢heb e n e y Keller 2009 suggestsire

created from having a strong brand.

A Improved perceptions of product performance

A Greater customdoyalty

A Less vulnerability to competitive marketing actions

A Increased marketing communication effectiveness

A Additional licensing and brand extension opportunities

Keller (2009 also finds that there are a number of different relationships that a
consumemay have with an organisatiofh.ConsumeérCompany relationshigeals

with what consumers know and feel about the company behind the brand and how it
treatstheir consumersThe second type of relationship i€ansumerConsumer

relationship

This relatiorship is based arouritle amount ointeractionthatoccurs among
consumerssuch that they can learn from and teach others, as well as express their
loyalty and observe the loyalty of othékeller 2009). The third relationship Keller
(2009 discusses ithe Company Brand relationshipvhich is about howhe

companyis viewed as drand steward and ensuring that the brand lives up to its

promise Finally, thereis aConsumeéirBrand relationship



This type of relationship illustraté®w much and how ofteconsumers usine
brandin question andalsohow strongly they feel attached to it

Muni z & (@00%=also findhthese relationships to be important, namely the
ConsumeiBrand relationship and the Consur@nsumer relationship when they
conclude thamembergdo feel an important connection to the brand, but more
importantly, they feel a stronger connection toward one another. Membeas feel

thought hey fAsort of. know each othero

Thisis an example of &iangularsocial constellatiorrather than dgdic which is a
central facet of brand commuieis. This also echoes Cova (199 @8ssertion that
Athe | ink is mor e Thiswoold suggestthattthe aiangutath e
social constellation which is necessary for the development of brandwuti@s is

an important part of an organisatisrbranding strategy. Through this triangular
connection consumers feel to the brand, and also other consumers, Schau et al
(2009) assert that consumers carcoeate value, coreate competitive strategy,
coll aborate in the firmdés innovation

firm.

2.3Consumer CoCreation

Pongsakornrungsilp & Schroeder (20%liggest that consumersllectively co
create value through consumption practiwbgch mirrors the assertion of Schau et

t hi |

pr o

al (2009) that consumers can coll aborate

co-create competitive strategy

Co-creation refers to the processes hhyalk both consumers arfidms collaborate,
or otherwise participate, in creating vallRongsakornrungsilp & Schroed2®11).
The authors proceed to state tbabsumers play dynamic roles in the value co
creation processConsumers careate value for thmselves, for brand communities

and for organisations by acting as providers and beneficiaries.

This suggests that through the triadic connection between consumer, consumer and

brand, an opportunity for consumers teareate value lies in the participatiof

brand communities.



Brand communities are participants 1in
form around any brand, however, they are most likely to form around a brand with a
strong image, a rich and lengthy history and a competitive market environment
(Muniz & O'Guinn 2001).

To understand better the extent to which brand communities can offer a competitive
advantage to firms, research was conducted intdefieition, characteristicand

development of brand communities, whishliscussed in the next section.

24 Brand Communities
2.4.1 TheEmergence of Brand Community Theory

In today's marketing environmeilgveloping angustaining competitive advantage
on the basis of product differentiatibas become increasingly difficult given the
certainty thatompetitors will attempt to imitate the current product, and invest in
new technology to produce a superior version. McAlexander @042) suggest

that one way to avoid this rat race is to redefine the terms of competitive advantage.

Differentiating an the basis of ownership experience can enhance custemered
relationshipsas cistomers who are highly integratedeibrand community are
emotionally invested in the welfare of the company and desire to contribute to its
successThis idea is echoedy Algesheimer et a(2005) when it is asserted that in
cluttered and hostile marketing environments, many marketers believe that the
facilitation and development of brand communities is both cost effective and

powerful.

Muniz & O'Guinn(2001) define band communities as a specialized, nion
geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among
admirers of a brand brand community provides a medium through which

consumers have the opportunity to share their opinions, theughtings and

t

h

experiences. Brands are constructed base:

(Constantin et al. 2014lx.is also critical to note that communities are no longer
restricted by geography. A community was generally thought of as a plaaky;
however this notion has overflowed these restrictions and spilled out into a broader
field of meaning Muni z & O6Guinn 2001) .

10



2.4.2Brand Communities as a Source of Competitive Advantage and
Oppositional Brand Loyalty

Muni z & OO Gu idisaquss (he cbdpkt)tive advantage whitdwylie in

the facilitation of brand communities when it is claimed that brand communities can
form around any brand, but usually those who face threateamgetitionin a

hostile marketplace see the developméritrand communities more consistently
Through opposition to competing brands, brand community members derive an
important aspect of their community experience, as well as an important component
of the meaning of the brand. This serves to delineate widirémd is not, and who

the brand community members are Adtis idea is mirrorethy Thompsor& Sinha
(2008) as they find thatot only can the consumer-coeate value and collaborate in
the firmds innovation procesé$avebeantited hey
for their potential to engender a sense of oppositional loyalty toward competing

brands.

2.4.30rganic Brand Communities, Brand Created Brand Communities, and

the Creation of Value

Although the literature suggests that brand communities form more often in hostile
market environments where there are competing brands, brand comnuarities
often form without the firm even intending for them $zhau, et a(2009)conclude
that branccommunitiescanarisesimply when consumers realise value beyond that

which a firm creates or anticipates.

Researclon the topic of brand communities also communicates the idea that the
facilitation and development of brand communities can have a mote/pasfect

for a brand over more traditional marketing strategies. Berry (1995) illustrates how
relationship marketing stresses attracting, maintaining, and enhancintgiong

customer relationships instead of focusing on individual transacasrschlong

term relationships provi deThatsaglagismmmoet i ti ve
al ways ef yci e-ortonetraatiomshipsrwithacustomeosrastime spent
developing the relationship can take away from time spent actually serving the

cusbmer.

11



Thereforeprand communitieare capable atarrying out important functions on

behalf of the brand, such as sharing information, perpetuating the history and culture
of the brand, angroviding assistanc® customers with less allocation of reszrs
provided from the firn{ Muni z & OAa IBissuggeste?tBadbiand

community managers should focus on developing trust, reliability, and honesty
without neglecting an appropriate way of control that would allow thereation of
quality contentn the community (Dos Santes al.2016). It is clear that the

literature supports the idea that brand communities can offer many benefits for

organisations and may be worth investing resources to stimulate their development.

24.4Brand Community Risks

Theliterature does however provide somsearch to suggest that there may be an
inherent risk in the development of brand communi#esincreasing number of
studies have recognized that increasing the size of the brand community is not
necessary to ageve greater benefits and may, in fact, have negative effects in some
casesBellezza & Keinan2014)conductedesearchwhich examines how core
consumers of selective brands react whergare users obtain access to the brand
and investigates the conidms under which these naore users enhance rather than
dilute the brand imagé&heir findings suggest that there isr@deoff in managing
symbolic and exclusive brandsis concluded thatrind managers need to generate
growth by extending the custe@r base to new segments and new markieever,
this increased popularity and prevalence can paradoxically hurt the brand and

threaten its symbolic valuedo (Bellezza

Anotherdark side of a brand community which can be encountaohades when
members who more strongly identified with the community become more likely to
engage in intergroup stereotyping which can lead to active derogation of the out
group (Hickman & Ward 2007).

There are also instances where brand community meraeesdisagreed with the
ownersofbrandgs as was the case when Liverpool
official jersey in order to wear a fan protest jersey to show objection to continued
ownership of the club by two men who fans disliked (Healy & McDorzdi8B).

12
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24.5How Brand Communities Create Value

Critical relationships include those between the customer and the brand, between the
customer and the firm, between the customer and the product in use, and among

fellow customergMcAlexander et al2002) Through the triadic connection between
consumer, consumer and brand, an opportunity for consumersteate value lies

in the participation of brand communities. This is just one of the examples of value

which is created in the development of branchownities as astomersare in the
positontococr eat e competitive strategy, coll at
process, and even become endogenous to th¢Sichrau, et ak009).

Moreover Thompson& Sinha (2008Jind that higher levels of participation by
consumers increase the likelihood that a person will adopt a new product from the
preferred brand and accelerate the time to ado@i@nd managers, in turn, can
draw on the meanings that participating consumeegete add dimensions of value
to the brandArvidsson & Caliandr®016) In order to generate a sense of shared
interests, online brand communitiesn also create value, ®liould include a wide

range of interests that have a direct connection withitiued (Brown et al. 2007).

2.4.6Brand Communities and Loyalty

Wang & Ding(2017)find that afirm-initiated brand community could facilitate new

product succes3.herefore, many firms have started to make significant investments

to facilitate a firminitiated brand community}Vhen members feel an important

connection to the brand, they feel a stronger connection toward one another.
Members feel tnloamt etaltéhy ofi hermrtdo @ft lsome | ev
neverme{ Muni z & OQ& Tis communiy Gebéde)s pressure on

members to remain loyal to the collective and to the bflhohiz & O'Guinn2001).

Moreover, his consumer participation and valueareation reduces the likelihood

that a person will adopt a product from a competirand andncreases the chances

of consumer staying loyal to the brand.
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Although there are a number of ways brand communitiegecralue for
organisations it is difficult to identify why and how brand communities arise. For this
reasonthe characteristics of brand communities as statédunjz & O'Guinn

(2001)were researched in detail and will be discussed in the next section.

2 4.7 Characteristics of Brand Communities

Muniz & O'Guinn(2001)find thatbrand communities exhibit three traditional

markers of community: shared consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of
moral responsibilityFor the purpose of this research, these three markers of brand
community characteristicae focused on in this section of the chapl&ese three
markers and the characteristics that lie therein will be discussed and contrasted with
supplementary resedr in order to understand the characteristics of a typical brand
community. In doing so, research can be conductedliffevent groups of

consumers in order to identify whether or not they conform to the characteristics
found in this researchi.he charateristics of a brand community are summarised
Fig2.4.7.

Brand Community

Brand Community Practices Traditional Community Markers o it
aracteristics

( Social Networking Shared Attitudes ]

Consciousness of Kind
[ Impression Management Sense of Belonging ]
1_[ Social Practices ]

[ Community Engagement Rituals and Traditions
"‘[ Shared History and Culture ]
‘—[ Obligation to the Community ]

[ Brand Use Moral Responsibility
H Collective Action )

Fig 2.4.7 Characteristics of Brand Communities
6{ OKlFdz SiG Ftf® HnndpT
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2.47.1 Consciousnesef Kind
Muniz & O'Guinn(2001)suggest thatansciousness of kind is tl&rinsic
connection that members feel toward one another, and the collective sense of

difference from others not in the community.

Consciousness of kind is shared consciousness, a way of thinking about things that is
more than shared attitudes or pereédigimilarity. This connection that members of

brand communities feel as suggestedvimyiz & O'Guinn(2001)can also be seen
whenArvidsson & Caliandrq2016)assert that in brand communities, people form
enduring social bonds around brands that add \@lgeistaining a common identity.
Therefore, consciousness of kind could be further categories to shared attitudes, and

sense of belonging, as can be seen in Fig 2.4.7.

A key characteristic of consciousness of kind is oppositional brand loyalty (Muniz &
06 Gu i n n Opgpdsifiohdl brand loyalty, which was previously discussed

section 24.2with regards to the research conductedbgmpson & Sinha (20083
akeysocial process involved in perpetuating consciousness of kind. Through
opposition to competg brands, brand community members derive an important
aspect of their community experience, as well as an important component of the
meaning of the brand. This serves to delineate what the brand is not, and who the

brand community members are ribtuniz & O'Guinn2001).

2 4.7.2 Rituals and Traditions

The second marker abmmunity according tGMuniz & O'Guinn, 2001 preRituals

and traditionsRituals and Traditons er pet uat e t he community?o
culture, and consciousnessd can also be seensats of social practices which

seek to celebrate and inculcate certain behavioural norms and values. Rituals and
traditions represent vital social processesvhich the meaning of the community is
reproduced and transmitted within and beyond the commandycould be further

categorised into characteristics such as social practices, and shared history and
culture(Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001).
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2.4.7.3 Moral Responsbility

The third marker of community is a sense of moral responsibility, which is a felt
sense of duty or obligation to the community as a whole, and to its individual
memberf Muni z & O G This semse of 2n0rél degponsibility is what
produces, in times of threat to the community, collective adutwral responsibility
contributes to group cohesionMu ni z & O G Karal rasponstbiit® rieed
not be limited to punitive strictures conniry life and death matters, but rather

every day, but nonetheless important, social commitments.

Protection of the community during times of threat is one facet of moral

responsibility in action. Another is the assistance community members provide to
oneanother in use of the brand and in their membership of the brand community
(Muni z & 006 Gandccommuaite répresentBn important information
resource for consumers. Community members can more easily turn to one another in
an established collage for information on the branar its products or services
Communitiescan also display moral responsibilityererting pressure on members

to remain loyal to the collective and to the bréMdiniz & O'Guinn, 2001).

2.4.8 Brand Community Practices

Schau et al(2009) conducted research in order to identify a common set of value
creating practices nine different brand communities. Schau e{2009) justified

their research by stating that a revolution in both marketing thought and practice is at
hand, and that cocreation will ultimately induce firms to collaborate with customers
to cocreate the entire marketing program. As seckgreative actions have not been
clearly identified and categorized in a uniform or generalizable way, nor has the
naure of their value creation been revealed. In essence, we know that value is co
created, but we do not know how, which makes replicating successful cocreation
strategies within a product category and even within the firm difficult and

transferring succegd practices from one product domain to another nearly

impossible.
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Their aim was to compile an exhaustive list of practices common to the brand
communities studied and to situate those practices in the context of prior research.
Schau et al (2009) finthat there are 12 vale@eating practices whicére consistent

in the nine brand communities studied, which they then further organise into four
thematic categories. These categories are Social Networking; Impression
Management; Community Engagement; &ndnd Use.

2.4.8.1 Social Networking

The first category of practices Schau et al (2009) identified &ece&l networking

practices These are practicéisat focus on creating, enhancing, and sustaining ties
among brand community membeffiesepractices highlight the homogeneity of the
brand community, or the similarities across brand community members and their

normative behaviaral expectations of themselves and one another.

These practices operate primarily in the intangible domain ofntleéi@ens and

reinforce the social or moral bonds within the commufiibese social networking
practices could also be viewed in a simidl
describe one of the characteristics of brand communities as Consciousness of Kind.

Schau et al (2009) remark that these social networking practices reinforce the social

bonds within the community, which can be compared to (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001)
suggesting that consciousness of kind is the intrinsic connection that members feel

toward me anotherThereforejt can be suggested that Social Networking practices

which allow for cecreation of valuare consistent with the findings funiz &

O'Guinn(2001)in that they fall under the Consciousness of Kind charactesistic

displayedn Fig 2.4.7.

24 8.2 Impression Management

The second category of practices recognised by Schau20@9) arelmpression
Management practicewhich are those practicésat have an external, outward

focus on creating favourable impressions of the brand, brand enthusiasts, and brand

community in the social universe beyond the brand community.
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ImpressiorManagemenincludesbrand community members agg as altruistic
emissaries and ambassadors of good \Bililarly, these practices can also be
l i nked back to MpaszchBaoOaGuenns{R68 of b

Muni z & OO0lstate thae third h&k&r of community is a sense of Moral
Responsibility, whib is a felt sense of duty or obligation to the community as a
whole, and to its individual members. This sense of moral responsibility is what
produces, in times of threat to the community, collective action, and this is mirrored
in the impression managentegractices as their primary reason for being is to create
favourable impressions of the brand and community members act on this through a

sense of moral responsibility to the brambis theory link is displayeth Fig 2.4.7.

2.48.3 Community Engagement

Thirdly, Schau et a(2009) identify ommunity engagement practicestlaose that
reinforce membersd escal ating engagement
practices emphasizes and safeguards brand community heterogeneity, or the

distinctions among brand community members and subsets of members.

As previously mentioned Muniz & OO6Guinn |
perpetuate the communitydés shared histor
be seen as sets of social pragsigvhich seek to celebrate and inculcate certain

behavioural norms and values. This can also be linked to what Scha(2608)

describe as Community Engagement in that brand use is secondary to communal

engagement.

2.4.8.4Brand Use

Lastly, BrandUse practices ariglentified by Schau et a12009) asspecifically

related to improved or enhanced use of the focal bR&aple see themselves as

they i magine others see them. Sinite what
stands to reason thiaginster fans will engage with the brandhielp determine the

perceived self (Solomon, et al. 2006).
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This idea is mirrored by (Belk 1998) who discusses hompossessions are a major
contributor to and reflection of our identgidMu ni z & OG69%pdesciba ( 200
Rituals and Traditions as conventions t h;
description that allows for Brand Use Practices to fall under the daanacteristic

as Rituals and Traditions a)andshawhme st ed b
Fig 2.4.7.

2.5 Emergence of Brand Community Theory in Sport

Although marketing and branding aspects are becoming increasingly important in the
sport industry, research lags behind this development, at least in Europe (Ferrand and
Pages 1999 eams and their management have to realise the relevance of their

brand in economic success (Bauer, et al. 2005). Gladden and Milne (1999) posit that
the brand is an important success factor for professional sport clubs. One of the
reasons for this as suggted by Gladden et al. (2001) is as athletic success may be
fleeting, a focus on commitment to cust ol
consumption of sports and brands often brings people together (Bale 2003; Bouet
1966), and while brand communities are aydar research topic in the business
literature, the sport field is only in the beginning stages of applying this idea. As

such, the impact of such communities with sport brands is not well understood
(Hedlund 2011).

2.6 Literature Review Summary

Having @nducted rigorous research into the existing marketing literature

surrounding brand communities and brand communities in sport, a set of
characteristics of brand communities was developed with reference to the research of
Muni z & OO0Gui nn tal.A2D@vhich ean lok setmih FEQR2.4.€.

Sport marketing literature was also considered and investigated revealing a need for
further investigation into the area of brand communities in the sports industry and

particularly whether sports fans can besidered a brand community.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology

3.1 Chapter Introduction

According to Graue (2015)esearchs conducted in order tither analyse an
already examined phenomenanfurther or approach a completely new onbis
research thesis @med at exploring the characteristics of brand commurates
presented by the marketing literature amcestigating whether Leinster Rugby fans

are representative of these characteristics.

Previous studies have been conducted into brand communisiperin (Healy2012),

but there is little research available on the presence of brand communities in Rugby
Union. Johnston (2014) asserts that research is about generating knowledge about the
world, a fitting description as it explains how the researchieolgng to understand

something new through the gathering of new data and insights.

This chapteprovidesa discussion of the various research methods behind this study
and includes an overview of the research aims and objedtiaso provides a
justification for the chosen research methodology, including reasons why other
research methods were considered but deemed inappropnmaii@tions ofthe
researchmethodswill also be discussed folved by a description of the

confidentiality, anonymityand ethics considered for this research.

3.2 ResearchAims and Objectives
3.2.1 Research Objective

The overall researabbjectiveof this project isa investigate whether Leinster

Rugby fans are representative of a brand commulsgtypreviously discussed there

has been much research conducted into the area of brand communities, however
brand communities in spad an area which exhibits opportunity for further research,
especially in the area of rugby union. It is for this reaberobjective of this

research was to identify the key characteristics of a brand community and investigate
whether Leinster Rugby fans exhibit these characteristics as proposed by Muniz &
O06 Gui nn Tdg¢falfdtbidresearclobjective,the following esearch questions

will be answered.
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3.2.2Research Questions

To effectively fulfil the research objective, a number of research questions must be

answeredThese research questions are detailed below:

1 RQ1What are the key characteristics of a brand community according to
marketing research literature?

1 RQ2Do Leinster Rugby fans display the characteristics of a brand
community?

1 RQS3Do Leinster Rugby fans consider themselves to be part of a brand

community?

To conduct the research necessary to answer the above research questions, research
philosophy and design was something that that was considered and will be discussed

in the following section.

3.3 Research Philosophy

Saunders et a{2009) define reseancas something that people undertake in order to

find out things in a systematic way, thereby increasing their knowleagegiven

subject. Johnston (2014lggestthat everyone is engaged in the research process
through attempting to ynd solQurnlanons to pi
(2011) notes that any research project is underpinned by a philosophical framework,

which is defined aschdtthhee woersl edavri cehw iwsi tshiitl

Further to this, thélifficulty in conducting research is heightened by¢beplex
classification of research philosophgsroundingepistemology, ontology, axiology
and doxology and the quantitatigeialitative dichotomylebategMkansi &
Acheampong 2012With this is mind Kapoulas & Mitic(2012)suggestt is critical
for researchers to truly understand the nature and character of their indairies
ensure they adhere to suitable methodologibts is mirrored byHartono(2008)
when it is observed that designing research involves a number of relatecb$tages

research design and execution, coupled with a rigaadishalefor same
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Burrell & Morgan (1979Yind that the research process can be determined e thr
stages consisting of first determining the most suitable paradigm, followed by the
selection of research methodology and finally choosing the research method to

collect and analyse the data.

3.3.1 Ontology-vs- Epistemology

Saunders et a{2009) discuss how the research philosophy adopted contains
important assumptions about the way in which the researcher views the world. Two
of the major ways of thinking about research philosophy are Ontology and

Epistomology.

Both contain differences vith will influence the way in which the researcher will
think about the research process. Saunders et al. (2009) use the research onion to
illustratethat ontology and epistemology are the outer layers and wrap around

methodologies and methods can be sa in Fig3.3.1.

~
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Fig 3.3.1: Research Oniqisaunders et al. (2009)
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EasterbySmith et al. (2012)se different imagery by representimgtology and
epistemology through a tree trur@dntology is concerned witthe nature of reality

and thus raiseguestions of the assumptions researchers have about the way the

world operates and the commitment held to particular vi8asnders et a2009).

Brand (2009) discuss how ontologye | at es t o O0dbéassumptions

essence of the phenomanamn der i nvestigationdo

According to Brand (2009pistomology concerns thesue of how it is possible to

know things Epistemology considers broader, more philosophical issues relating to

the nature of knowledg€unliffe 2010).Further to thisBryman ad Bell (2011)
define epistemol ogy as Ot hegardgdiasst i on of
acceptabl e knowlGuuiffed20l0)discassas hasv©ntglogyi ande . 6
Epistomologyare often conflated but are differamanethelesEpistemology

consicers broadeissues relating to the nature of knowledge, wbitgology is

concerned with the nature of reality.

Due to the nature of the research topic, an epistemological approach was adopted by
the researcher as the research topic deals with subjew@eings and social

phenomena associated with relationships between consumers and baireds
specifically, Leinster Rugby fans and the Leinster Rugby Br@adnders et al.

(2009) refer to two commonly used epistemological considerations in research and
these are positivism and interpretiviswhich will both be discussed in detail in the

following section.

3.3.2. Positivism-vs- Interpretivism
3.3.2.1. Positivism

Brand (2009) asserts thatgtivismis the mode of thought that most naturally falls
yrstfor discussion in any review of reseapdradigms Xinping (2002)claimsthat

positivist research has become an accepted parddrgoghout scientific research

EasterbySmith et al(2012)discuss how having a positivistic approach to research
suggestshat the world is external and therefore should be measured by objective

methodsa suggestion that is also made by Henderson (261t )assumptions of
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positivism are thatruthisanindeendent part of a whol e,
is objective/valudreed

Xinping (2002)details how psitivist research advocates identifying the problems,
putting forward theoretical hypotheses, and then using methods such as
experimentation or invéigation to test and verifiiypothesesBrand (2009) also
illustrates this in discussing how experimentation and verification of hypotheses

forms the basis of positivism.

Furthermore, Xinping (2002) goes on to discuss how positigitaches importance

to explaining matters by means of clear data, specific facts, and observable #ctions.
is argued that positivism tends to be used in research which will hara@@rasis on
quantifiable observations that lend themselves to statistical angdgaiaders, «il.
2009).Dealing with specific data and facts is the most appropriate approach for this

research giveits nature and for that reason interpretivism was also considered.

3.3.2.2 Interpretivism

Saundergt al. (2009) state thatterpretivismadvocatethatit is necessaryor the
researcheto understandlifferences between humans in our role as social actors.

This emphasises the difference between conduntisgarcramongpeoplerather
thanobjectsand this point is also made by Brand (2009) through discussing how
Interpretivism assumes all meanings are contextual. Kapoulas and Mitic (2012)
discuss how positivism helped test the truthfulness of observations and assumptions
that have emerged in matkey, and how the interpretivist approach helped to
contribute to gaining a better understanding of the phenomena in building new
theories and knowledge.

Bryman (2004) notethatadopting the interpretive paradigm naturally leads to
qualitative research ethods an idea that can also be seen in the writin§aafnders

et al. (2009when it is declared that data collection techniques most often used
include the use of small samples, in depth investigations, and an overall qualitative

approach to research agposed to quantitative.
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In summarycritical appraisal of the effectiveness of using eittasitivismor
interpretivism as the overall research philosophy for this progsbeen carried aut

It was found that positivism as an approach tend&t@an emphasis on

quantifiable observations that lend themselves to statistical &)alysle

interpretivism deals with smaller samples and@pth investigations to understand
differences between humans in our role as social afaesto the nature of this

research project and given that the main objective is to understand how people relate
to and communicate with each other and with brands, Interpretigishrosen as the
appropriate research philosophy. As previously mentionedprgtivism more often
involves the use of qualitative research methods as opposed to quantitative methods.
Both of these approaches will be discussed in detail to illustrate the reasons why

qualitative methods are more suitable for this research project.

3.3.3 Deductive and Inductive Approactesto Research

Saunders et al. (2009) discuss hodeductive approach to research involves the
developmenbf a theory and hypothesithen thalesignof a research strategy to test
the hypothesiswhereas an induiee approach involves the collection of data and the
developmenbf theory as a result of the data analysis. Deduction as an approach
lends itself more to positivism, and induction to interprevisti&smmentioned in the
previous section an interpretivispproach was undertaken in this research project as
interpretivismdeals with smaller samples anddapth investigations to understand
differences between humans in our role as social adtotis.this in mind, it was

clear that an inductive research aggarh should be taken as Induction emphasis
gaining an understanding of the meanings humans attach to events through the
collection of qualitative data, and a realisation that the researcher is part of the

research procegSaundergt al.2009).
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3.4 ResearchPurpose

As discussed previouslBurrell & Morgan (1979argue thathe research process

can be determined into three stages consisting of first determining the most suitable

paradigmto underpin the researctollowed by the selection of resehrc
methodology and finally choosing the research method to collect and analyse the
data.Having considered the philosophical framework of the rebe#ns necessary

to select the most suitable methodology for this stodyder tofulfil the research

aims and objectives.

Saunders et al. (2008nhcouragehe consideration of a research purposierms of
the questiorio be answered and research objectives to be fulfilled.classification
of research purpose most often usechiet r esear ch met hods b

threefold one oéxplandory, descriptive and exptatory.

3.4.1 Explanatory Research

Studies that establish causal relationships between varableescribed as
explanatory researadr can also be termed Causal reseaftie emphasiwith this
research method on studying a situation to explain the relationships between
variablegSaunders et al. 20Q9)

3.4.2 Descriptive Research

Reiss (2011) notghat cescriptiveresearchmodels are primarily about using
statistical methods to characterize features of the joint distribution ofTdsa.
approachdeally uncoves interesting facts, trends, practices, and puzzles that can
help shape existing marketing theories or prompt maaels.Robson (20023tates
thathe object of descriptive research
events or situation8According to Saunders et al. (2009) inecessary to have a
clear picture of the phenomena on which you wish ttecotlata prior to the
collection of the datawhen adopting a descriptive research approach.
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3.4.3 Exploratory Research

De Langhe & Schliess€2017) describe hovexplorative research aims to carve out

a new nicheandto successfully connect as many processes as possible that were
previously unconnected or did not even existis idea is mirrored by Robson

(2002) when itis assertedthata e x pl or at ory study i s a mea
happening;toaskquesigand t o assess pheSaondeesretal. i n a
(2009) explain that in usinghaxploratory researchpproachthe focus is initially

broad and becomes progressively narrower as the research progresses.

Of the research purposes proposed is $kction, the researcher utibsn

exploratory approach as the research is explorétpesigngiven thatlittle is

known about the social phenomenon under investigdtminster Rugby fans have
not been researched by many marketing stuydies offew examples includes

06 Co n n o r, mdardng an3Xporatory research approach is necessary as the
researcher is aiming to ask questions and assess a phenomena in a new light
(Saunderet al. 2009).

3.5 Quantitative -vs- Qualitative Methodologies

As discussed previously, an interpretivist research philosophy is adopted for the
present study, which therefore lends itself to the use of qualitative methods for data
collectionfor a number of reasons including the fact that Bishop (2014) discusses
how quantitative approaches are traditionally associated passitivist

epistemologies, while qualitative approaches are traditionally associated with
interpretive epistemologies. summary of the strengths and weaknesses of
quantitative and qualitative researoethodds detailed by Choy2014) ands
displayedn Fig3.5. A brief synopsis of quantitative and qualitative research
methods is discussed in tfwlowing two sectiors to clarify why qualitative methods

were most suitable to the research in question.
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3.5.1 Quantitative Research Methods

Quantitative is predominantly used as a synonym for any data collection technique or
data analysis procedure that generates or uses numericébdartalers et al. 2009)
Quantitative approaches are traditionally associated paiitivistepistemologies

(Bishop 2014)Positivism attaches importance to explaining matters by means of
clear data, specific facts, and observable actimrmaigh numerical or statistical

findings (Xinping 2002)

Given the nature of the researcthahd andkeeping in mind the purpose of the
research beingp ask questions and asseggianomenoim a new light (Saunders, et
al., 2009) quantitative reseah methods could not provide the data necessary to

answer the research questions stated in section 3.2.2.

3.5.2 Qualitative Research Methods

Qualitative research gescribed by Morgan and Smircich (1980pasapproach

rather than a particular set of techniques, and its appropriateness derives from the
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nature of the phenomento be exploredGummesso1i2005 describe qualitative

rescarccha8a conscious search for meaning and

This study iqqualitativebecause the research objectives require exploring the
behaviour of Leinster Rugby fans and al s
their behaviour and experiences as rugby fans; opinions which are anticipated to be
potentially filedwithss b j ect i ve i nterpretations on th
interpretation and understand by the primary researcher of these opinions, which

is a research goal that is effectively satisfied through adoption of qualitative research
methods, as dispfad insimilar studies of sports fan opinio(tsealy2012).

3.6 Sampling Methods

Saunders et a{2009) discuss how in order to answer aggearch questiores fulfil
researclobjectives, itwould beimpossibleto eithercollect or analyse all the data
availabledue to time, access and money restricti@asnpling techniques provide a
range of methods that enaltie researcher t@duce the amount of data nedtb
becolleciedby considering only data from a sgboup rather than all possiltases
to allow the researcher to make an inference about a popul@here are various
sampling techniques available, as summarised on Figg&neral, sampling
techniques can be divad into two typesonsisting oforobability or random

sampling and on- probability or nos random samplingTaherdoos2016).

Sampling
Probability Non-probability
| I I I I I
Simple Stratified Quota Snowball Convenience
random random
Systematic Cluster Purposive Self-
5 : . selection
el Multi- Extreme Homogeneous Typical
stage case case
Heterogeneous Critical

case

Fig 3.6: Sampling MethodsSaunders et al. (2009)
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3.6.1 Probability (Random) Sampling

Probability sampling means thextery item in the population has an equal chance of
being included inhesample(Taherdoos2016).Saunders et al. (2009) note that
probability sampling is most commonly associated with suhesed research
strategies wherthere is aneed to make infenees froma sample about a population
to answer research questohere are a number of different sampling methods

within probability sampling and these are detailed below:

1 Simple random sampling which means that every case of the population has
an equaprobability of inclusion in sample.

1 Systematic sampling is where every certain number of cases after a random
start a case is selected to be included in the sample.

1 Stratified random sampling is where the population is divided into strata and
a random sample is taken from each subgroup.

1 Cluster sampling is where the whole population is divided into clusters or
groups and a random sample is taken from these clusters.

1 Multi-Stage sampling is a process of moving from a broad to a narrow

sample, using a step by step process.

(Taherdoos2016)

3.6.2 NonProbability (Non-Random) Sampling

Non-Probability sampling is often associated with case study research design and
qualitative researc{lTaherdoos016).To answer research questsand meet
objectives it maybe necessarnp undertake an wdepth study that focuses on a small
number of casef®r a particular purposeas this woulgrovidethe researcher withn

informationrich studyandtheoretical insight§Saundert al.2009).
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Non-Probability Sampling therefore offegreater efficacyor the present study
given that a qualitative researghpaoachis adopted. There are a number of different

nonprobability sampling methods and these are detailed below:

1 Quota sampling is aonrandomsampling technique in which participants
are chosen on the basis of predetermined characteristics so ttedaithe
sample will have the same distribution of characteristics as the wider
population (Davi005).

1 Snowball sampling is aonrandomsampling method that uses a few cases to
help encourage other cases to take part in the study, thereby increasing
sample sizéTaherdoos2016).

1 Convenience sampling is selecting participants because they are often readily
and easily available. Typicallgonvenience sampling tends to biaaoured
sampling technique among students asine@gpensiveand an easy option
compared to other sampling technig@&skoff 1953).

1 Purposive or judgmental sampling is a strategy in which particular settings
persongr events are selected deliberately in order to provide important

information that cannot be obtained from other chojséesxwell 1996).

3.6.2.1 Purposive Sampling

Having considered many other forms of sampling to adopt for this research product it
is decided that a purposive sampling apprasieldopted. Saunders et al. (2009) tell

us that prposive sampling enablessearcher® select cases that will bestable

themto answetheirresearch questisrand to meetheir objectivesMoreover, his

form of sample is often used when working with very small samples to select cases

that are particularly informativend relevant to the stugieuman 2005).

3.7 Data Collection

In order to collect data relevant to answer the propossshrch questions of this
project a number of data collection methods veemesideredAs discussed
qualitative research methoedse chosen to be used in the process of this research

given that theare particularly useful for revealing the rich symbeliarld that
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underlies needs, desires, meanings and climzanets2002).Further to thisthe

most popular qualitative met hodamienad e f oc
e t h n o g Tha mdstysoitable methods of collecting data for this resemopbct

are the use of wdepth interviews, as well garticipant observation, specifically

netnography.

3.7.1 In-Depth Interviews

An interview is a purposeful discussion between two or more péwgtiean help
researches gather reliable data thate relevant to answering research questions and
fulfilling research objective@Kahn and Cannell 1957¢ollis and Hussey (2003)

assert thattiis impossible to treat people as being separate from their social contexts
and they cannot be understood withexwamining the perceptions they have of their
own activities This gives us an insight into why interviews are necessary to gather
rich qualitative datarhere are a number of different types of interviews including
standardised and nestandardisedrig 3.7.1outlines various interview approaches.
Within the nonstandardised types, sestructured interviews are also known as
qualitative r es e artandthe researeher will mwesalistof Ki n g
themes and questions to be coverdithatdata will be recorded by audio

recording the conversatig®aunderet al.2009).Due to the nature of data that can

be collected from senrstructurednterviews, itis decided that this data collection

methodis used by the researcher.

Six in-depth oneto-one interviews were conducted wltkinster Rugby fans,

utilising questions whiclpay particular attention tihepa r t i c opipiang,t 6 s
feelings, emotions and experienc&s.mentionedlata will be recorded by audio
recording the conversatipandtranscription of the interviews @mpleted

immediately aftethe interviews in the present studyanscribing the interviews
immediately after the interview maximised the likelihood that the interviewer would
remember the tone and interpreted meanaigghat the interviewee had to say,

which would benefit the quality of the data analysis and findiflgat said however,

Seale (1998) observes that what people say in interviews is not necessarily what they

do in practice.
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To address ik issue anéttempt to collect as much reliable data as possible, an
ethnographic approach data collectiomvolving participant observation on a
Leinster Rugby fan forum onlineiiscluded in the research desifgm the purposes
of triangulation Elliott and JankkeElliott (2003) note tk compatibility and
complementarity oparticipant observatioand interviewing in order to increase the

researcherods understanding of the settin

Interviews
Standardised MNon-standardised
| I
Interviewer-administered I |
questionnaires o
ne to one One to man
(Chapter 11) | | y
Face-to-face Telephone Internet and Group Internet and
interviews interviews intranet-mediated  interviews intranet-mediated
{electronic) (electronic)
interviews group interviews

Focus groups  Focus groups

Fig 3.7.1: Interview MethodsSaunders et al. (2009)

3.7.2 ParticipantObservation: Netnography

Muni z & OO0 Gdiscussrhatd have @nlupderstanding of brand
communities, it is necessary to observe their enactment in everydagdithaone
ideal methodological approach is ethnograptgzinets (2002) describes
ethnographyasan anthropological method that refers to fieldwiorkolving and, or,
but usually, observation and interviewing, in ordestiady the distinctive meanings,
practices and artefacts of particular social grogisnographysually entails
participation and observation in particular cultural areftas chosen as part of this
research project as ethnographic findings are generally of rich qualitative ¢ontent

thereby effecives a route towards answering this
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While ethnography is an important technique that focuses on the behaviour of the

people who constitute a market for a product or service, it is acomg&uming and

elaborate method that requires skill and substantial investments of researcher

resources (Kozirte 2002).For this reason, for the purpose of this research project it

made sense to adopt netnography as a data collection method.

Kozinets (2002) describegimographyas ethnography adapted to the study of online

communities. Netnography is fastegquires less travelndis less expensive than

traditional ethnographygut, it alsoprovides information on the symbolism,

meanings, and consumption patterns of online consumer gitdeyson et al.

(2003)share this positive view of netnography when gagtedout that using the

Internetfor structured observation offers researchers the advantage-of non

intrusivenesslt is for these reasons netnograpbgmployed as one of the data

collection methods used in this research project to investigatster Rugby fans in

an online environment. A Leinster Rugby fan forum as well as a number of social

media sites including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram were observed and relevant

findings recorded over a period of one momtduly.
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N\ 63,827 people follow this

Twitter

Videos

Fig 3.7.2: éinster Supporters Club Facebook Page
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3.8 Data Analysis
3.8.1 Quialitative Data Analysis

Whether a researcher decides to follow a quantitative or quaditgipmoach

depends on the researcherdés epistemol ogi «
2011).Specifically, qualitative data analyssadopted as the chosen inductively

based analytical procedure to analyse the qualitative(@asae2015).Therefore,

when analysing qualitative data, the researcher deals with meanings and not with

plain numbergGraue2015).

Data analysis is consideredo b e t he foRqoditativelreseardh h e el 0
(Gummesso2005).The effort to compress massive volumes of qualitative data into

few lines of text that must be illustrative, descriptive, explanatory and theory

inducing all at once is the challenge higaéive researchers encounter when making

their yndings pr es e2006)aAb sueh, the oesearchdrise¢he c e s (|

instrument of data analysis.

Two types of data require analysisthe present stugigata from participant
observation(Netnography)and interview datal he first stage of analysis involved
the researcher personally transcribing all interviews immediately after their
conclusion. The research then involved an inductive analysis approach to the
qualitative data collected. d&nings from the date summarised, categorised and
structured, according to identified themes, relating directly back to the research
objectives.

3.9 ResearchEthics Considerations
3.9.1 In-Depth Interviews

Informed Consent Shegfsee Appendix for a blank informed consent sheet
examplé@ were distributed to all 6 participants ofdepth interviews during this
research. T@reason for this was to explain that the information was being collected
for a research dissertation and to ensure thecpgaatitis happy for the researcher to

use any of their quotes in the findings and discussion chapter
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The necessity of lengthy and-depth explanations regarding research procedures
someti mes produced adverse effteect on par !
interviews and case studias has been noted in methodology litera{spoulas

2003).With that saidparticipantsor the most part were engaged in conversation

and happy to contribute their experieoethe sake of the research projédte

confidentiality and anonymity of interviewees is guaranteed during the present study

with all interview quotes anonymised.

3.9.2 Netnography

Permission from gatekeeperss requested in order to be able to quote members of
the online forum in the findings and discussion chapters. The anonymity of
participants who were observed online was ensured through the use of pseudonyms

when reporting and quoting on their activity.

3.10 Summary

To achievdhe research objective outlined in 3.2.1, a number of research questions
were formed, which when answered would result in the fulfilment of the research
objective. Given the nature of the research it was decidedrilinaerpretivist,
qualitative approach would be taken and that the data collection methods would
consist of indepth interviews and participant observation, or more specifically
netnographyThis chapter also providesjustification for the chosen research
methodologyanddiscusse theethics considered for this research.
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Chapter 4 - Findings
4.1 Chapter Introduction

This chapter presesithe findings fronmsix in-depth interviewss well as participant
observation of an online fan forumhe mainfindingsinclude the formation of a list

of characteristics of brand communities as presented by the marketing literature.
Further to this it was found that the behaviours and beliefs of Leinster rugby fans do
show that they are representative of a brardraunity as characterised by the
marketing literature. Moreover,-tlepth interviews reveal that some Leinster fans
reject the idea that they are part of a brand community even if they do exhibit the
aforementioned characteristidsh i s ¢ h a p t fellows broadly alongahie u r e
lines of the relevance of data to each of the research que3tionagh answering
these 3 research questions, the researcher assesses whether the objective of the
research project has been fulfilled, i.e. whether Leinster Rizgisyare

representative of a brand community.

4.2.Findings RegardingResearch Question 1

Research Question 1:

What are the key characteristics of a brand community according to
marketing research literature?

This research questias answered through secondary resedhtbugh the

exploration and consideration of the relevant marketing literature to date. Muniz &
O6Guinn (2001) provided the basis for
brand communities they suggest. Tisi€oupled with Brand Community Practices as
proposed by Schau et §009), in order to identify and define the key

characteristics of brand communiti@$at literature is summarised in Chapter 2
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4.3 Findings Regarding Research Question 2

Research Questiof:

Do Leinster Rugby fans dispthg characteristics of a brand community?

Once the characteristics of brand communities were determined through a review of
the marketing |literature (Muniz & OO6GuUiI ni
could compare findings from data collection against these characteristics in order to

answe research question 2.

4.31 Traditional Community Markers

Muniz & O0Guinn (2001) discuss how there
markers of a traditional community. These are Consciousness of Kind; Rituals and
Traditions and Moral Responsibilitigvidence of these community markers were

found in the obsemation of Leinster rugby fans and the details will be discussed

below.

4.31.1 Consciousness of Kind

As discussed in Chapter 2 Muniz & OO6GuUi n|
as the intrinsic connection that members feel toward one another, acalldative

sense of difference from others not in the commukfighin consciousness of kind

there are two subategories of community markers and these are sense of belonging

and shared attitudeBvidence of consciousness of kind was found through

obsevation of an online forum, in which the lyrics of a Leinster song were posted.

One of the online users obsertbdn replied to provide an insight into this sense of

collectivism:

Participant 14: fAWe are the skihmetseaLei nst
(allez les bleus); our women are at home complaining; raising our NAMA owned

roofs to heaven (allez le bleus); we are the skint Leinster supporters, so give us a
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pint; Give me a pint of plain! Because we are Leinster (Allez); because we are
Leinster( | ez bl eus) 0.

Participant 15: fABut were not skint, wer .
an alternative version for those of us in the stadium sipping our

mochal ochachinos?bo

Although the comment was humorous in intent, it still suggests that Leinster
supporters do believe that majority of their support does generally come from
affluent backgrounds, particularly Dublin 4, thereby inferring that anyone who is
0 s k is difterért from others in the communityhis is a clear example of a shared

attitude that Leinster fans exhibit.

Consciousness of kind can also be identified when speaking to Leinster Fans
individually as can be seen from the interviews conducted as part of this research.
One interviewee speaks of their love of the Leinster culture of play and identifies that
in paricular as something that sets Leinster Rugby aside from the rest.

AWe used to calll it Leinstertainment (Leli
through times where we should have been tougher, everyone calling us the ladyboys

and all, but on our day thaugby we used to play was beautiful. Free flowing,

exciting, when it worked it was 100 times better than what Munster were doing, even

if they were more successful over the col

This response illustrates the sense of commuaitgense fdbelonging,which was
built around a specific aspect of the team. The fact that Leinster played exciting
rugby delighted fans and helped them to align on the belief that this is how rugby
should be played, and not only that, but it showed them thathbketems showed
them how it shouldndét be played.

Both of these exampleshared attitudes and sense of belongihugtrate the

community feel among Leinster Supports, firstly the idea that there is a typical
Leinster supporter who is usually from Dub#f and well off, and that they identify
with a common idea about how rugby should be played, and those who do not

believe the same would not belong in the community.
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4.31.2 Rituals and Traditions

Rituals and traditionare the second marker of traditional communities and they
represent vital social processes by which the meaning of the community is
reproduced and transmitted within and beyond the comm(Miipiz & O'Guinn
2001).This is a theme that was often encouatiein interviews and also during
participant observatioRituals and traditions can also be subcategorised to social

practices and shared history and culiiMeniz & O'Guinn 2001).

One particular area of research that continued to come up was the mopmta
match day rituals and traditions as Leinster fans. In observing the fan forum, one

participant allowed the researcher to see one of the traditions of a match day setting.
Participant8:i Ar e you br i ngi n g thistme Gseod tinfsf!l @©d pus s

This shows that Leinster fans do indeed have a shared history and culture, and one
they are happy to recreate at future gatherings of the commMaityh days also
seemed to be the setting of other examples of activities which could be viewed as

ritualistic or traditionalas discussed by participants in interviews:

Interviewee:n Ah I | i ke a few pints before a gam

bef orehand, | do I|Ii ke to make it social
This sentiment was mirrored by more than one pedswoimg interviews:

Intervieweeii | t 6 s usually the s aumgerseyonatdi ne f or
straight to Paddy Cull ends. Grealhe at mospl
place is usually packed but thken 6s part
straight to the game and maybe Oil Can Harrys adter.

From this it is clear that Leinster rugby fans do exhibit the social processes by which
meaning of the community is transmitted, via the match day rituals such as
assembling in the same places befgames to associate witheanother, and also
wearing jerseys to show that they are part of the community and let people outside of

the community know who they are.
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4.31.3 Moral Responsibility

The third marker of community is a sense of moeaponsibility, which is a felt

sense of duty or obligation to the community as a whole, and to its individual
members (Muniz & O06Guinn 2001) . Protecti
threat is one facet of moral responsibility in action. Another isfisestance

community members provide to one another in their membership of the community

( Muni z & OO0 Bothiofrthese aciobslaje .evident when speaking to or

observing Leinster Rugby fans.

In observing the online fan forum, protection of the pmmity as a whole and the

responsibility of each membean be seen to be addressed in the following post:

Participant 7n Over the | ast while an undercurren
mild harassment has crept into a very small minority of poste@forum. We

cannot condone this in any way and we feel that it is something that could damage

the community that we have all contribut

This sense of moral responsibildpnd collective actiors also evident in the

interviews conducted as part of the research:

Intervieweefil dondt make it to many away games
effort to go. I 6m not an armchair suppor i
go to games as much psssible and obviously a lot less go to away games,

especially when theyore abroad. So, when
do to support the team, and probably som

supporters at the moment . 0

It is clear he interviewee feels a responsibility obligation to the communityo
support the team at away games even when that is not particularly suited to them,
moreover the community coming together on the online forum in a time of threat is

also a great exangof moral responsibility to the community itself.
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4.32 Brand Community Practices

As discussed in Chapter 2, Schau ef2009) conducted research in order to identify

a common set of valuereating practices in nine different brand communifiéir

aim was to compile an exhaustive list of practices common to the brand communities
studied and to situate those practices in the context of prior resBahzu et al

(2009) find that there are 12 valueeating practices which th@yganisanto four

thematic categorieSocial Networking; Impression Management; Community
Engagement; and Brand Us$eterviews and participant observation was conducted

to identify whether any of these practices are consistent across Leinster Rugby

supporters.

4.32.1 Social Networking

The first category of practices Schau e(2009) identified were Social networking
practices. These are practices that focus on creating, enhancing, and sustaining ties
among brand community membe8ocial networking among Leinster fans proved to

be a prevalent practice in the community and this was observed through netnography.
Various social media sites were observed including Facebookstadram. Below

can be seen an example of how Leinstes fatilise social media to interact with one

another to enhance and sustain relationships.

Amazing seeing the boys in
green do the business on the other side of the
world . Doesn't matter where the match is .
The green army follows
#greenarmy #ireland #irelandrugby #leinster
#leinsterrugby #irelandvsaustralia #rugby
#sydey #iloveireland #ilovethisplace
#rugbywin #irishrugby

Hahaha | can see myself in the
background...

© Q N

26 likes

Login

Fig4.3.2.1 Social Networking
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4.32.2 Impression Management

Impression Management practices are those that have an external, outward focus on

creating favourable impressions of the br@&dhau, et aR009).

This can be found in the action of Leinster fans and was observed in a number of

different areas. On the tme forum the following post was observed:

Participnt 5:A1 am an Ul st eduthlanrheadingtdowa® we ar e

Lansdowne tomorrow (with girlfriend in tgwAny Suggestions for food?
Participant ©6: ATry Far mer Bownes on Bat|l

Although the person asking the question was not actpathof the Leinster fan
community, one of the members still repligtich serves to not only help the person
in need of information who lies outside of the community, but also create a positive
impression of the fans in the online forum in particular and also the Leinster

community as a whole.

Another occurrence of Leinster fa@shibitingimpression managemeptactices

was observed through andepth interview:

Intervieweefi We t r y  noontuchtwith just buxs either, we like to meet the
travelling fans and have a drink with them. Same as the way the Irish soccer fans
have a good name abroad | think Leingses like to do thad

This is another example of Leinster fans engaging in aetvib create a more
positive impression of their community to people outside of the community.

4.32.3 Community Engagement

Community engagement practices as those
engagement with the brand commur{®¢chau, et aR009).Fig 4.32.3 shows an

example of community engagement observed online by a Leinster fan and his family

in which he meets a member of the team at an organised event. Community

engagement practices were also observed on the online fan forum when snember

offered lifts to fellow community members who they may not even know on a

personal level:

43



Participant1: A Thi s i s a cal l to people that tr
the province by any means necessary. Leo the Lion suggested this as an idea for
supporters who travel from around the province to home matches. If there's enough
interest, I'll set up a new area on the forum for people to either ask for or offer seats

in cars to other supporters. o

Participant 3: A | ' | | be abl e ngtothggames, butit couldse fioh |

Dublin or Navan depending on whether I'm working. But yeah sounds like a great

idea. 0

Great fun at the
@adidasrugby @leinsterrugby shirts. Can’t
wait to wearing the new gear in the South
stand this season. Particularly love the 12
counties map on the Green Jersey. Thank you
to @olscrugby for the invite #ShowYourMettle
#LiveLeinster #leinstertainment
#LeinsterRugby #12countyarmy

Jaysus you've some contacts Russell!

& Q A

26 likes

Log in

Fig4.3.2.3 Community Engagement

4.32.4 Brand Use

Lastly Brand Use practices are identified by Schau. é2@09) as specifically
related to improved or enhanced use of the focal biemd.can be seen through the
images obtained through participant observation on social reedmas Fig 4.3.4

which clearly showeinster rugby fans engagetime practice obrand use
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This is also a practice which can be observed on the online fan forum:

Participant 10: fAO0On our way to Edinburgh
anybody know where | could get some now that the Store in Donnybrook is closed,

neitherLi f e style or Elverys have them. o

Vanilla sponge Leinster Rugby
Jersey covered with fondant with fondant
lettering and logos #leinsterrugby
#vanillasponge #jerseycake #fondant

O Q A

12 likes

Log in

Fig4.3.2.4 Brand Use

4.4 Findings Regarding Research Question 3

Research QuestioB:

Do Leinster Rugby fans consider themselves to be part of a brand commut

To answer RQ3 the researcher, duringl@pth interviews with Leinster Rugby fans,

asked a specific question of the partici |
think you are part of a brand community?:«
proposé as the answers would provide the researcher with a clear framework of the
characteristics of brand communities, and an insight into whether Leinster Rugby

fans exhibit these characteristics.
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The aim of RQ3 howeves to investigate and understand whethanster Fans felt

as though they were part of Brand Communities. The reason for the inclusion of this
guestion was that the data collected during the research may suggest that Leinster
fans are representative of a brand community as proposed by thetintaliterature

but the attitude of fans towards brand communities would not be recorded.
Therefore, even if it was concluded that the Leinster fans appear to conform to the
characteristics of typical brand communities, the individual fans may notkieel |

they are part of a community, or vice versa.

All six in-depth interview participants were quizzed on their opinion regarding their
position as a brand community member and a mixed response was received. Some
participants, though they met the charastms of a brand community member felt

as though they were not part of a brand community. The responses will be discussed

further in the next section.

4.4.1 Positive Responses

It must also be mentioned that while responses may have been positiveabere
also some confusion as to what a brand communioise clarification was offered

by the interviewer in order to create a better understanding of the question.

One interviewee in particular saw themselves as part of a brand community as

Leinster Rugy fan:

AYeah definitely, |ike | dondt think aboi
clubs like Barca or United people are clearly more obsessed with the brand than

they are about the team. Like they want to be seen in the jerseys and #ila So,
certain extent | would say | 1like the Lei

i f t hat makes sense. 0

The interviewee makes a comparison betweelt-knownsports brands and
consumers proclivity to associate themselves these biamglgit in the response is
also that these consumers are more concerned with theds@amdextension of
themselvesthan the actual sports team itséle interviewee put themselves in this
grouping also, while offering a caveat that they do in fact care db@teamas well

as the brand itself.

46



One of the interviewees gave an interesting response to the question provided by the
researcher from the point of view of where the brand, and the sports team meet.

AfYeah probably. It hhionlkd e rf yyoouwdbdr eh aav es etaos «

the club and |l ove going to away games Wi
know there is a community atmosphere in the bars and everyone is great craic you

know? To be honest | 6 m theteamsselfraherthmarw mu c h

the brand but i1itds pretty much the same

Theintervieweerefencegshe community associated with Leinster rugby and

expresses their love and admiration for the organisation as a whole. It is then
mentioned that thbrand, and the team is hard to separate from each other from the
intervieweesépoint of view. It could be suggested that Leinster fans do not delineate
between the brand and the team or the organisation. It would appear that sports fans,
and in particulateinster rugby fans do not consciously acknowledge or identify

with the brand, even though subconsciously the brand itself may have an effect on

their attitudes.

1

1

This uncertainty surrounding brand commu.]

when speakig to another interviewee.

Al &m not 100% sure what that is but | thi
have all the scarves and jerseys and st ul
know | d6m a fan |ike. 0

From this response it is clear thiaé participant is a fan of the team and though may
exhibit the signs of a brand community member, is not particular sure whether they
would fit in the categorisation of a brand community memibés.interesting

however that they mention that people Woknow them as a Leinster fan, this

would suggest they are proud of the fact that they support Leinster Rugby, and

perhaps act in ways that promote this admiration of the team, i.e. jerseys and scarves.

Another interesting insight was offered by one & ithterviewees:

nEhH, Il dm not sure really, I kind of just

the brand itself more based around the team. If you mean the logo and jerseys |

woul dnot be too fussed about al |l t hat b uf
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whatthe difference is but | do use the fan forum and would go to most of the games.

So yeah | am part of a community anyway.

This interviewee acknowledges that they are part of a community, but not necessarily

associated with the brand.

4 4.2 Negative Respnses

Some of the interviewees elicited a more negative response to the suggestion of
whether they may be part of a brand community as a Leinster rugbhian.
response from an interviewee shows their dissatisfaction with possibly being referred

to as ébrand community member.

AEh, no, no | dondot, | donoé6t feel that I
asks me if 1 d&dm a Leinster fan |1 6d say ye:
|l suppose | would say yYyés hot @at s ea odi N
in psyche, as far as | know. On matchday
you feel a bit more of the sense of ideni

than an ongoing thing. So, in a sense do | feel like the teeibseand and my

involvement with the team separates me from my neigibourwoul d say no. o

The interviewee made it very clear that in their mind there is a difference between

the team and the brand. They suggest that they are a fan of Leinster team, but have
no major ties to the brand that represents the team. This admiration of the brand
increaes slightly on matchdays when they are wearing Leinster clothing or jerseys,
but they do not feel that their association with the Leinster brand separates them from

others who may not be Leinster fans.

Information collected from another interviewee follbthe same message, in that
they separate the brand itself from the team, in this they case they discuss how

culture is more important to them then branding:

ADo I think I d6m part of a brand communi t
brand itself.l mean when | first started supporting them they played exciting rugby

and they were kind of a classy team. | t 6

48



It is clear that this interviewdsegan to support Leinster rugby because of their style
of play ard the excitement that elicited in them.

4.4.3 FansConflicted about Whether they are a Brand Community

Leinster fans exhibit a mixed response to the iddzenfg a part of a brand
community. me interviewees & as though thegre part of a brandommunity,
and others fel as though branding was not something that came intodissiché

or thoughts or experience as a Leinster fan

Of 6 interviewees, feel as though they were indeed participants of a brand

community for a variety of reasons. Sefeelasthoughthe Leinster brands

actually as important to them as the team, whereas others identify themselves as part
of a community and describe their love of the team itself as the same as their love for
the brand.

The other 2 interviewedsel, even though they displayed the characteristics of brand
community members, that thayenot members of Leinster Rugby brand community
in their own mind. Both intervieweesdithatthe brand was separate to the culture

and separate to the team itself.

These findings suggest that no matter whether sports fans exhibit the characteristics
of a brand community, they may reject the idea of being a part of one due to their
understanding of branding and what they feel is important about being a fan of a

team.

4.5 Findings Summary

The main findings of this researchnsisted of the identification of a common set of
brand community characteristics. These were then used to ascertain whether Leinster
rugby fans are representative of a brand community. Findinggesugeinster fans

are representative of a brand community, however, the research finds that Leinster
Rugby fans are conflicted as to whether they see themselves as part of a brand

community, with a mixed response being received through interviews.
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Chapter 51 Discussion

This chapter will build on the key findings from the primary resedrgldiscussing

this findings with reference tiie literature revievin Chapter 2.
5.1The Formation of Sports Brand Communities

Professional sport generatggnificant amounts of revenue from a variety of sources
(Morgan & Summers 2005and as suglorgansations are trying to compete am
increasinglycompetitive marketin order to deso, organisationsnust try to manage

its resources efficient]yand st of one of these resourcesisthe gani sati onods
(Villarejo-Ramos & MartinVelicia 2007) As discussed in ChapterMuniz &

OO0 Gu i n nillugtrate bda) b r eompkfitige advantage may lie in the

facilitation of brand communitiesind how band communities form more

consistently when they are facing threatening competition in a hostile market.

The findings of this research serves to back up this idea as Leinster fans exhibit

loyalty to the team and also show unfavourable associations toMardsger rugby,

another rugby union club in Ireland. The competition between Munster and Leinster

has intensified over the years, and was evident in speaking with Leinster fans, and

through participant observatioBne interviewee discussed how the style o
Leinsterds play was just one thing that

fiYeah, we went through times where we should have been tougher, everyone calling
us the ladyboys and all, but on our day the rugby we used to play was beautiful. Free
flowing, exiting, when it worked it was 100 times better than what Munster were

doing, even if they were more successful

Muni z & OO06Gui nn GHr@ughGopppsitichitoscempetisg blarmsy  t

brand community members derive an imtpat aspect of their community

experience, as well as an important component of the meaning of the Thanid.
evident in the statement by the intervi e\
Leinster fan is looking to put distance between Leiretekrtheir rivals Munster by

observing how much more attractive Leinsi
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This idea is mirrored by Thompsé&nSinha (2008) as they find that brand
communities have been cited for their potential to engender a seoppositional
loyalty toward competing brandthe competing brand being Munster Rugby in this

case.

However, not all interviewees exhibited the same level of opposition to competing
brand, in this case Munster Rugby. One interviewee discusses how they in fact used

to support Munster Rugby before they shifted to supporting Leinster.

AMunst er tmaintdrastadtd aygrea degree around the turn of 2000, and

then | eventually foll owed Munsterds | oul
from then on Leinster began to have a bit of success themselves. | was conflicted at

the time because peopl&le me wh o -LeirsterdamsOntay hawe probably

been a bit in favour of Munster. o

This research as a whdiads that there is competition between Leinster and a
number of different rugby union teams, Munster in particular. As mentioned
previouslyMun i z & 006 G posihtinathfo@gh @opokition to competing

brands, brand community members derive an important aspect of their community
experienceand this is something that is visible in the study of Leinster rugby fans.
Mor eover , MunuggesttRat amdscommumtiesare more likely to

form in a hostile and competitivearket andyiven that Leinster rugby are situated in

a competitive market, it would suggest that Leinster Rugby may see the formation of
a brand community among their faasd this is what formed the basis of this

research which will be discussed in the next section.
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5.2 Leinster RugbyFans as a Brand Community

Chapter 4 presents the findings of this research project and answers the questions
posed by the researcher priorthe investigation. In order to answer RQ1 the
characteristics of brand communities were researched and identified in order to
compile a list of characteristics which could be used to measure prospective brand
communities against to see if they align. dhswer RQ2 Leinster Rugby fans were
studied via netnography anddepth interviews to see if they conform to the
characteristics identified in RQThis research finds that Leinster Rugby fans do
exhibit the characteristics of a brand communitp@posed by the marketing
literature (Muniz & Guinn 2001; Schau et 2009). As a whole, the Leinster fans
investigated exhibited the characteristics of a brand community, although there were
some instances where the actions or attitudes of certain @naahalign with the

marketing literature.

An example of this misalignment with the characteristics of brand communities can
be seen through the use of the brand as proposed by Scha2@d@), who

describes brand use specifically related to impred or enhanced use of the focal
brand.One of the Leinster Fans interviewed did not associate themselves with the
brand but rather the team and made this clear when speaking about how they identify

with Leinster Rugby.

Al kind of | us hotnessarilgniya adodt theabsandatself raone
based around the team. | f you mean the |
about all that but the team itself yeah.

The opposite can be seen with other Leinster fans who were observed through online
forums and social media. These fans show their intent to enhance their use of the
focal brand through the purchasing of Leinster branded equipment and merchandise.

fiOn our way to Edinburgh and wanted to get some Car flags, would anybody know
where | couldget some now that the Store in Donnybrook is closed, neither Life
style or Elverys have them. oo

Leinster Fans can be seen to show the characteristics and employ the practices of
brand communities. Each characteristic which was identified as a resusivedrary
RQ1 was observed and can be identified in the study of Leinster rugby fans, and
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these observations can be seen in Chapter 4. Leinster Rugby fans exhibit all the
characteristics of a brand community which serves to confirm the idea proposed by
Muniz& O6 Gu i Timampsam: &inha (2008}hat brand communities are more

likely to form in a hostile and highly competitive market.

5.3 Co-Creation of Value

McAlexanderet al (2002)discuss howiitical relationships include those between

the customeand the brand, between the customer and the firm, between the
customer and the product in use, and among fellow custoftermigh the triadic
connection between consumer, consumer and brand, an opportunity for consumers to
co-create value lies in the paipation of brand communitie$he finding of this

research serve to align with this statement, in that the triadic connection Leinster fans

have between themselves as fans and the brand, creates value in a number of ways.

ARJersey on, adcyd Gulrlagdghst. t@®r ePaatd at mospher
|l ads |l ove it. The place is usually packet

game. 0

It is clear that the interviewee feels that fellow fans, or consumers collectively co
create value through theirgsence and participation with the brand, which coincides
with the ideas discussed earlier put forwardPlopgsakornrungsilp & Schroeder
(2011)andMcAlexanderet al (2002)

5.4Brand Community Utility

Brand communities are capable of carrying out important functions on behalf of the
brand, such as sharing information, perpetuating the history and culture of the brand,
and providing assistance to customers with less allocation of resources provided from
the firm ( Muni z Thg us® 6f Gatnognaphy aléwedLfor the

researcher to observe Leinster Rugby fans on an online community to understand
their behaviour and attitudes towards the brand. This research finds that the online
community does carrgut important functions for the brand such as information

sharing and assistance to fellow community members.
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One member of the community seeks guidance from the forum when they have
difficulty with tickets, rather than contacting Leinster Rugby offigiall

AnSo, | ordered two tickets for the match
tickets today only to find | couldn't. | wonder can anyone help, or do you think | will
be able to sort it out at the ticketing office before the match. Would reallg@pte

advice. 0

AHad the same problem. Give Claire a call

confirmation email as well. She was a gr

The same can be seen when community members converse on how best to travel to

away matchewith the team:

ANormally | make my own way but might be
particularly as we woul d ;Pasticigantl2zh ome i f wi
AFlights available now via Aer Lingus fr
04131 pp. o

These two examples of conversations on the online community show that the
Leinster Brand Community does show its utility to timganisation andonfirms
Muni z & O6Guinn (2001)6s statement that |

important functions obehalf of the brand.

5.5 Fansd® Attitudes to Brand Communities

In chapter 2 the importance of fans was discussed in the success of sports teams as
they are increasingly being recognised as a crucial element of sports brands (Healy
2012; Pongsakornrungsif Schroeder 2011). As aresult, it is critical for sports

teams and organisations to understand their fans, as a loyal fan can enhance the brand
equity of a team (Kaynak et al. 2008). One important finding from this research that
may | mpact lhrgnedeguityais theeattitndé lseinster fans show towards the
suggestion that they are part of a brand community. There is a lack of marketing
literature in this area, and consumer attitudes towards being brand community
members may be a critical factor teams. As Gladden et al. (2001) state, athletic
success of a team may be fleeting, but a team should focus continually on their

commitment to customers.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusions Limitations and

Recommendations for Further Research

6.1 Conclusions

The overall researabbjectiveof this project was tadentify whether Leinster Rugby

fans were representative of a brand community. This objective was to be fulfilled by
answeringhe three researauestions proposeskt out inChapter 3. Firstly, a

comnon set of brand community characteristics were identified with reference to the
mar keting |iterature and a particular f o
(2001) and Schau et.&2009). Leinster Rugby fans were then investigated through
participantobservation and hwdepth interviews to identify common practices and
behaviours which could then be measure against the list of characteristics compiled
as a result of the literature review. This research revealed that Leinster Rugby fans do
exhibit the claracteristics of a brand community, through their attitudes and beliefs
which were observed though interviews and also their online behaviour which was
observed though netnography. It can be concluded as a result of this research that
Leinster Rugby fansra representative of a brand community, therefore, it is felt that

the research objective was fulfilled.

6.2 Limitations

Due to the fact that this research project was based on a small sample size it is
difficult to generalise the findings. Further tasthgiven the use of depth

interviews the possible presence of bias is something that must also be recognised.
Further investigation would need to be conducted into this research area in order to
avoid some of these issues, but time constraints was also something that limited the

researcher in this regard.
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6.3 Recommendations for Further Research

This studyodés findings focuses on whether
brand communityThere is a lot of potential to extend the findings in future research

to discover whether other Irish Rugby teams, Munster, Ulster and Connacht, exhibit

the same characteristidédoreover, as discussed in this project there is a lack of

literature in thearea of brand communities in Rugby. There is an opportunity to

perform further research into whether rugby fans exhibit the same behaviours and

attitudes to fans of other sports such as soccer or GAA.

The findings of the research also lead to an oppdytwhifurther research with

regards the fans attitudes to being associated as being part of a brand community.

This research finds that a number of Leinster rugby fans were conflicted at the idea

of being referred to as part of a brand community as oppgogdtd normal title of

6fané. This is an area with scope for fu
attitudes towards being part of brand communities, as opposed to simply speaking

about the characteristics and benefits of brand communitidsgfarganisation.
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Appendices

Appendix 17 Informed Consent Sheet National
Colleger

Ireland
Informed Consent Sheet

'Yy 9ELX 2N} GA2Y 2F 2KSGKSNI [ SAyaidSN wdAac
[ 2YYdzy Al @é

l, voluntarily agregatticipate in this research
study.

1 lunderstand that even if | agree to participate now, | can withdraw at any
time or refuse to answer any question without any consequences of any
kind.

1 lunderstand that | can withdraw permission to use data from mgrinew
within two weeks after the interview, in which case the material will be
deleted.

1 I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing
and | have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study.

1 lunderstand that participabn involves an idepth interview ranging
between 2030 minutes in length.

1 lunderstand that | will not benefit directly from participating in this
research.

1 1 agree to my interview being audrecorded.

1 lunderstand that all information | provide for thstudy will be treated
confidentially.

1 lunderstand that in any report on the results of this research my identity
will remain anonymous. This will be done by changing my name and
disguising any details of my interview which may reveal my identity or the
identity of people | speak about.

1 lunderstand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in the
NEaSINOKSNRAE RAAASNIIFGAZ2Yy @

1 lunderstand that under freedom of information legalisation | am entitled to
access the information | have providedaaty time while it is in storage as
specified above.

1 lunderstand that | am free to contact any of the people involved in the
research to seek further clarification and information.

Signature of Research Participant:

Signature of Participant Date:

Signature of Researcher:

Signature of Researcher Date:
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Appendix 271 Interview Transcript Sample

Interview Transcript Sample: Interviewee 2 (August 19, 2018)

Interviewer: First things first, when did you start supporting Leinster, was it as

a kid or later on?

IntervieweeNo, it was probably after the professional era, Munster initially got me
interested to a great degree around the turn of 2000, and then | eventually followed
Munsterds journey to Heineken cup succes:
to have a bibf success themselves. | think in 2008 they may have got beaten by

Munster in the Servrinal of the Heineken Cup. | was conflicted at the time because
peopl e | i ke meeinstdrfans maymhave pdobablp been a bit in favour

of Munster. From theon through their victories in 2009 and 2011, | was actually at

the match in Northampton and Twickenham. | suppose shortly after that time you

could say | would have been pure Leinster from then on!

Interviewer: Okay so like you said Munster seemed to ge/ou interested in
rugby union, but if you were to go and watch a Leinsterv- Munster match now,
would you be conflicted or Leinster through and through?

Interviewee:Oh, | would be totally Leinster no doubt about it. To be honest |

woul dn 6t dasaMunisterfan lavouldeay | started as an Irish rugby fan, all

my heroes were Irish. So, when Munster were becoming successful if you followed

Ireland, by extension you followed Munster. But once Leinster began to have

success, it was just on to thmrticular train and you found your identity and your
heroes in Brian O0Driscoll and Gordon D©O:

by brick to create the Leinster that | began to follow.

Interviewer: So just to go a bit deeper on that, doyoufeelashough youdr e ¢
Leinster fan because of geography? | s t hi

defining factor in who you would support?
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Interviewee!l think there is a certain mythology about Munster rugby that people

outside of Munster may gravitate towas . I dondt think Leinste
brand, Munster are steeped in history and Leinster are not quite, maybe in 50 years

they will be. Munster Rugby have beaten the All Blacks and so on, so | think to a

certain extent it is to do with geography yeah.

Il nterviewer: So, do you feel l' 1T ke 1 to6s i
history or tradition in order to have a good fan base? And do you feel Leinster

may be lacking this?

IntervieweeFrom a fans point of view if you have a heritage and hissrg club,

you probably have family members who would be more likely to recruit than if you

have to find your way to a team yourself. | came to Leinster myself on my own,

maybe through my peer groups but certainl
have been brought to Leinster matches as a boy | would have been a bigger Leinster

fan, so I 6d say yeah history plays a big

Interviewer: You mention peer groups, were your peers involved in stimulating
your interest in Rugby, and ultimately your eventual support of Leinster
Rugby?

Interviewee No, not particularly | would say my interest came from my Dads love of

Irish Rugby when | was growing up, and | sat on his knee and watched Ireland play
England. When theywon he was thrilled and when they lost he was distraught. From

then on even though | had no real involvement in the playing of the sport | always

loved it and obviously when Munster started to have success in the late 90s that

brought me into provinciaugby and then eventually into Leinster rugby as a result

of their success. | think if you were to say the two main drivers for fans are
geography and success, Il 6d still say | m:

have been as successful.

Interviewer: So, would you regularly attend Leinster matches now?
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Intervieweel 6 m not a season ticket holder now,
matches a year, and then | 6d certainly g°¢t
and Saracens and any big gamrethe Aviva, and kind of on an dmbc basis if an

away trip caught my eye. If there was a chance to go to a final like a Champions Cup
final |l 6d be interested. Through the yeal
predominantly the larger games and then justewat t he rest on the t e

Interviewer: So, | imagine the Leinster-v- Munster game is also a big one you

would be interested to go to?

Interviewee:Yeah well that can change | mean if you think now the way Scarlets
have played in the last feyears they have become one of the most attractive teams
in European rugby, so that would mean that you would have slight changes in that

you may have only used to look for Irish derbies, but now you may have Welsh

teams as well so you have the addedrinteat i onal feel to it. |t
rivalry will die off ités that others wil
I nterviewer: Do you think this emergence

explained would have the effect of creating more of a uniting f&fct among

Leinster fans as opposed to if they were playing another province from Ireland?

Intervieweel think the international aspect will strengthen support for teams, it just
adds to the sense of identity you feel with the team, so if there a tise in

competition from Welsh teams or even South African teams, there could be more of
a unity among Leinster fans then there would be if they were playing against our

neighbours Munster.

Interviewer: When you yourself are attending games, who would you gwith?
Do you have certain people you always go to games with or would you ask

random friends or family to attend with you?

Intervieweel 6d be more inclined to ask my f ami
have in the past asked colleagues from work orrdtlends, but usually family and

close friends would be who | would go to the games with.
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I nterviewer: Whatodos a typical mat ch day |

IntervieweeAh | | i ke a few pints before a game
beforehand, 1 do like to ake it social you know, make a bit of a day out of it,
especially i f we win! I think the bigges!
that | get overly excited about 1tb6s the
a Bri an OO0 DQeneraianoybulused to expegt to see some magic watching

him but anything that brings you close to that excitement is great it gives you things

to talk about and reminisce about, pre and after games yeno.

Interviewer: Is that excitement you mentionedthat you expect to see part of the
reason you enjoy watching Leinster, and is it something that sets them apart

from other teams?

IntervieweeAbsolutely | think now Leinster are renowned as a fast running fast
passing team, and | think it would be a shaintieey started to play the type of rugby
that Munster success in the past. So yeah, | do think the type of rugby they play is

important, to me anyway.

Interviewer: How do you follow the team, team news and updates etc? Do you

actively follow up onlatest news?

IntervieweeYeah, yeah, | 6d have a number of on
to date, also the Irish Independent i s a

regularly visit planetrugby.com which is an international forum but theresis Ir

forums on it. |l 6d be a bit more of a | url
bet ween the fans. Thereds a number of di i
the website, again | 6d use Twittevs | di |
more for info and purchasing tickets | wi
postmatch.

69



Interviewer: So, my next question is, as a Leinster Rugby fan, do you think you

are part of a brand community.

IntervieweeEh, no, no eéeldomntbat NI omomantt fof a b
Il ntervi ewer : Okay, so you wouldnoét feel i
Leinster Rugby brand, you feel 1t0s more
IntervieweeWe |l | when someone asks me i f |1 &m a
they asked i f | |l i ke the Leinster brand I
guestion. ltds not a predominant brand i |
maybe when youbére pulling on the jersey

buttha 6 s more just on matchday rather than
like the Leinster brand and my involvement with the team separates me from my

neighbour, | would say no.

Interviewer: Have you ever thought of Leinster Rugby as a brand?

IntervieweeN o I dondot t fiwall kes to the extéent tlzasif yau wére a n d
to say what defines the brand youdd say |
defines the brand. To me the brand means
about the weak forwards but the brilliant backs. To me | suppose what | would see as

the Leinster rugby brand, and what would separate it from other rugby brands is the

fact that there is a certain type of rugby that they play, and the fans have a certain
epectation for them to play that style of

in terms of a brand rather than a team yeno.
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Appendix 3: Netnography Responses

Online Fan Forum - http://forum.leinsterfans.com/index.php

Participant 1:iThis is a call to people that travel to Leinster games from around the
province by any means necessary. Leo the Lion suggested this as an idea for
supporters who travel from around the province to danatches. If there's enough
interest, I'll set up a new area on the forum for people to either ask for or offer seats
in cars to other supporters. o

Participant2:Ail can provide one | ift per week

moped that sharesthelLsin er col ours. any takers. o

Participant 3:A | " | | be able to give I|ifts if |
Dublin or Navan depending on whether I'm working. But yeah sounds like a great

idea. 0

Participant 3:iSo, | ordered two tickets for timeatch a few weeks ago and | went to
print out my tickets today only to find | couldn't. | wonder can anyone help, or do you
think 1 will be able to sort it out at the ticketing office before the match. Would really

appreciate advice.

Participant 4:fi H a Itk same problem. Give Claire a call. You will need to send her

your confirmation emai l as wel |l . She was

Participant5:il am an Ul ster man but as we are
Lansdowne tomorrow (with girlfriend ilowv) to cheer on Leinster against Bath. Any

Suggestions for food?

Participant6:ATr y Far mer Bownes on Bath Ave. o
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http://forum.leinsterfans.com/index.php

Participant 7.A Howe v er , over the |l ast whil e an

occasion some mild harassment has crept into a very smradrity of posts on the

forum. We cannot condone this in any way and we feel that it is something that could

damage the community that we have all

ul

C O

Participant8:A Ar e you br i ngi n gthisthieme? uGd ed tpiumes

Participant 9: AWith the game on the 23rd of October (Sunday) the best route |
found was Ryanair flight to Carcassonne (about 90 mins on the train from
Montpellier) on Saturday Morning followed by a Ryanair flight from Beziers on the
Monday (about 45 mins on the train from Montpellier) to Bristol and then an Aer
Lingus flight home from Bristol. This

Hopefully, it'll help some more of you get out to France

Participant 10:A0On our way to Edinbgh and wanted to get some Car flags, would
anybody know where | could get some now that the Store in Donnybrook is closed,

neither Life style or Elverys have them.

Participant 11:fiNormally | make my own way but might be tempted with a package

on thisone, particularly as we would be at home if we reached the@emi.

Participant 12:fiFlights available now via Aer Lingus from Cork to Nice return. Out
4t h, backo7th. 0113 pp.
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Participant 13: il didn't lose anything other than my voice, but | found a lteins

flag in the middle of the road between the Ibis and the Park Inn on Saturday evening.
| brought it home, just in case anyone is missing it. As it has obviously been kept for
a while, and as it looked like someone keeps it/kept it on their wall (théreac on

the corners), | figured someone might be missingeitme know if you know the

rightful ownero

Participant 14: iWe are the skint Leinster supporters
Coming from across the séallez les bleus)

our women are at home complaining

raising ourNAMA owned roofs to heavéallez le bleus)
we are the skinteinster supporters, so give us a pint
GIVE ME A PINT OF PLAIN

Because we are Leinstgkllez)

because we are Leinst@ez bleus) .

fi Bt were not skint, were from D4 and were load@duld wehave an alternative

version for those of us in the stadium sipping our mochalochachinos?
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Appendix 4 - SocialMedia Posts

#leinsterrugby #2019 #4stars

Beautiful shirt. Enjoy xx

LE‘NSTE )

RUGBY

© Q N

15 likes

Log in

* Follow

At the Leinster friendly, rugby
season is back on!!! #rugby #leinsterrugby
#gayrugby #¥emeraldwarriors

Best of luck and have a blast

Miss you guys.

© Q A

148 likes
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Great fun at the
@adidasrugby @leinsterrugby shirts. Can’t
wait to wearing the new gear in the South
stand this season. Particularly love the 12
counties map on the Green Jersey. Thank you
to @olscrugby for the invite #ShowYourMettle
#LiveLeinster #leinstertainment
#LeinsterRugby #12countyarmy

Jaysus you've some contacts Russell!

© Q AN

26 likes

Log in

Not a bad way to spend a
Wednesday @ #leinsterrugby #bankofireland
#championscup #pro14

© Q N

17 likes

Login
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SSANNIN

Getting the kids up close to the
two trophies Dylan is going to win in about 20

years time @ #Fguinne: prold
#europeanrugbychampionscup #leinsterrugby

cityspec
So we've decided on rugby have

we? H®

Log in
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