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ing from trying to disentangle seemingly similar collectivity defini-
tions. To this end, we analyzed approximately 100 papers focusing 
on consumption collectives published in consumer and marketing 
journals, identifying eight primary dimensions (described next) on 
which collectivities vary: duration, appeal, access, dispersion, focus, 
orientation towards the marketplace, structure of resource flows, and 
heterogeneity. Importantly, these dimensions represent continuous 
and interrelated spectrums.

The first dimension, time, or temporal duration, refers to the 
manner in which collectives differ in how long they exist. On the one 
hand, some collectives are temporary and form for a constrained pe-
riod of time (e.g., Flash Mobs (Barnes 2006; Thorley 2009); Burning 
Man Festival (Kozinets 2002)). On the other hand, other collectivi-
ties are characterized by a prolonged lifespan (e.g., Apple Newton 
Community (Muñiz and Schau 2005)). 

The second dimension, appeal, refers to the degree to which 
collectives are attractive to consumers. Collectives with limited ap-
peal tend to only attract a small group of consumers. This some-
times results from the collectivity being oppositional to mainstream 
cultural ideologies and behaviors (Copes and Williams 2007), such 
as the voluntary simplicity community (Cherrier 2009). In contrast, 
other collectives are broadly appealing and tend to espouse values 
and behaviors aligned with mainstream society (e.g., the Tom Petty 
and the Heartbreakers brand community (Schau and Muñiz 2007)). 
Importantly, appeal refers to consumers’ perceptions of a collectivity 
at a single point of time: as collectivities evolve, so does their appeal. 

The third dimension, access, refers to the ease with which con-
sumers can join a collective. This is influenced by two factors: (1) 
barriers to entry related to the minimum requirements for member-
ship (i.e., obstacles consumers face in gaining entry to the collective 
(Von Hippel 2005)) and (2) the degree to which the collective en-
courages and facilities membership growth. The next dimension, dis-
persion, refers to the degree to which collectivities are localized (in 
person), dispraised (online), or hybrid (both on and offline) (Wind, 
Mahajan, and Gunther 2002). For example, river rafting communi-
ties (Arnould and Price 1993) typify a localized community, online 
communities typify dispersed groups (e.g., Mathwick, Wiertz, and 
Ruyter 2008), while the Hummer brand community is an example 
of a hybrid community (Luedicke, Thompson, and Giesler 2010).

Collectivities also differ in their focus: the degree to which they 
are centered on a brand, activity, or ideology. For example, the Saab 
community is brand focused (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001), the surfing 
community is activity focused (Canniford and Shankar 2007), while 
the Burning Man community is predominately ideologically focused 
(Kozinets 2002).

The sixth dimension, orientation towards the marketplace, re-
fers to the degree to which the marketplace plays a collaborative role 
in the collective. Synergistic collectives, such as the Harley-David-
son community (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), work collabora-
tively with the marketplace to achieve common goals. Oppositional 
communities, such as the Community Supported Agriculture com-
munity (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007) are countercultural in 
nature and oppose mainstream marketplace tendencies. Collectives 
also differ in how the flow of resources is structured. Fournier and 
Lee (2009), for example, discuss different community structures 
(webs, hubs, pools) representing where resources are stored, dis-
persed, and received. 

Finally, collectives differ in terms of heterogeneity. Specifi-
cally, they vary in the extent to which they exhibit diversity in how 
members orient towards the collective, especially with reference to 
the roles played within the collective, the meanings derived from 
membership, and the resources created within the collective (Fourni-

er et al. 2005; Thomas, Schau, and Price 2010). Communities can, 
therefore, be described as clusters of these eight dimensions, occupy-
ing a particular cultural space defined in relation to other communi-
ties. For example, the running community described by Thomas et 
al. (2010) would be characterized as an enduring, hybrid, activity 
focused community that is easy to join with broad appeal. It is also 
highly heterogeneous with diffuse resource flows and a synergistic 
relationship with the marketplace.

To date, consumption collective research has only explicitly ar-
ticulated the focus dimension. Assessing the theoretical implications 
of all the dimensions, as well as clusters of dimensions, illuminates 
areas for future research and aids our understanding of communities. 
To illustrate this, we classified each community discussed in extant 
marketing and consumer research along the proposed dimensions, 
focusing on how the community was conceptualized by the research-
ers in terms of the dimensions, and indentified under-researched ar-
eas that have important implications for consumer research. Overall, 
this classification helps reduce some of the theoretical ambiguities 
associated with consumption collectives stemming from the parallel 
development of multiple streams of related research. 

Refining and Extending the Concept of 
Brand Community

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Since Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) first articulated the term, 

brand community has been the subject of a lot of good research. It is 
much easier now to account for brand-centered consumer collectives 
and the value they produce. Still, ten years later, there remains a need 
for conceptual clarity. The term ‘brand community’ is over-applied, 
occasionally to the brink of irrelevance. If everything is a brand com-
munity, then nothing is a brand community. 

To illuminate the theoretical quandaries surrounding consump-
tion collectives, brand centered and otherwise, and to divine concep-
tual remedies, we draw upon seven years of research on the Adult 
Fan of LEGO (or AFOL) brand community. The AFOL brand com-
munity can be traced back to 1985 when a few adult North American 
LEGO enthusiasts formed the first LEGO Train club. Between 1985 
and the present, what began as a small scale offline group of loosely 
connected North American LEGO enthusiasts developed into a glob-
al community. The LEGO Group estimates that there are currently 
at least 40,000 active AFOLs around the world (the LEGO Group 
2009). These users interact in a variety of face-to-face and online 
venues (Bender 2010; Chrisman, Hanes, and Weisman 2009). 

Between 2003 and 2010, we engaged in a multi-site, ethno-
graphic research program to examine community development in the 
Adult Fans of LEGO community. We employed two ethnographic 
methods, participant observation and depth interviews. We observed 
AFOLs in face-to-face and online contexts. We participated in eight 
conventions in North America, Denmark and Germany. We observed 
AFOLs at smaller and local events such as visits to the LEGO facto-
ry and the LEGOLAND Park in Billund, Denmark, monthly LEGO 
user group meetings and locally arranged LEGO shopping trips. We 
closely followed several LEGO online forums, studying hundreds of 
conversation threads, and collecting profiles uploaded by members 
of the LEGO User Group Network (Lugnet.com). We conducted 25 
depth interviews with members of the community.

What we see in the AFOL community helps us understand the 
differences between the multiple forms of consumer collectives 
(tribes, communities, and subcultures). First, researchers need to ad-
dress the emic versus the etic issue involved in applying the label 
brand community. Researchers need to balance the etic perspective, 
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applying labels based on evidence of agreed-upon requisite markers, 
with the emic perspective, that is, what the community feels they are 
and why they feel that way. Some groups prefer to be labeled as a 
tribe or a subculture, possibly owing to the politics involved; being 
a subculture is more subversive and positions one against the main-
stream. Other groups prefer the term and form community. Some-
times, a group may prefer an inaccurate term. 

The LEGO data demonstrate that AFOLs are a community 
rather than a subculture or a tribe. The AFOLs brand community 
easily possesses the three markers of brand community (Muñiz and 
O’Guinn 2001). What we see in AFOLs is a community that is quite 
self-aware. They understand the significance of the form their collec-
tive assumes. Many members have pondered their collective and dis-
cussed it with other members, in both face to face and online settings. 
The discussions are often related to topics such as concerns about 
recruitment of new members, the overall wellbeing of the commu-
nity, and legitimization. Although most visible in cases of boundary 
drawing, we assert that self-awareness is an essential part of com-
munities’ processes of coming to terms with who they are and what 
their community is about. 

Second, researchers must understand the dynamism in these 
collectives over time. Communities change and evolve. For exam-
ple, as a community matures and attracts new members, it evolves. 
Neighborhoods and cliques can develop that have their own expres-
sion of affiliation and therefore also shape the nature of the overall 
collective. Although extant work does not preclude this possibility, it 
also does not address it very explicitly, either. 

In the AFOL community, we see three distinct and shifting 
development stages: a founding and early growth stage, a growth 
stage, and a midlife stage in which the community undergo changes 
in structure and organization. We see these developments being ini-
tiated by a series of crises that among other things have to do with 
growth in the number of members, new and different demands for 
community leadership and an increasing specialization in regards to 
brand usage. At the same time, we see how AFOLs eagerly embrace 
new information technologies and how these platforms offer new 
opportunities to interact and thus organize the community. We be-
lieve that insights into the way communities, tribes, and subcultures 
change and evolve can provide us with a much deeper understanding 
of what is distinct about each of the groups, but also how they may 
in fact be related. In further cultivating this perspective we believe 
that the work of organizational theorists (Greiner 1998/1972; Martin 
2002; Schein 1992) is an invaluable source of inspiration. 

Finally, conceptual clarity and depth must be achieved. It is es-
sential that we develop a typology that not only includes communi-
ties, tribes, and subcultures, but also forms of affiliation that are less 
involved or committed, that reflect different development stages, and 
that account for the changes and dynamics that the different types of 
affiliations undergo. We further assert that it is necessary to develop a 
typology for the different forms of brand community, tribes, and sub-
cultures. Fournier and Lee (2009) offer interesting ideas on different 
brand community forms, but their conceptualizations present some 
difficulties. Their categories are neither exhaustive nor exclusive. 
Based on their definitions, Apple could be said to exhibit character-
istics of both pools (shared goals and values) and hubs (admiration 
for an individual via the centrality of Steve Jobs). Moreover, it is not 
clear from their descriptions whether or not all three of their forms 
possess the three key markers derived by Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) 
from the sociology of community. Thus, it is unclear if these three 
forms are even brand communities. Still the notion of the source of 
the unity for the collective is valuable and should be included in any 
such typology.

Renewing Subcultural Ideology: Reclaiming Surf’s Soul

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Can a subculture’s ideology endure in the face of mainstream-

ing? Subcultures often undergo an “identity crisis” when they are 
mainstreamed (Schouten, Martin, and McAlexander 2007; Thomp-
son and Coskuner-Balli 2007), or when consumption practices as-
sociated with a subculture become popularized through commercial 
activities. Although mainstreaming results in increased interest in the 
subculture, tension also arises when members feel the subculture’s 
authenticity is undermined (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007; 
Schouten, Martin, and McAlexander 2007). In more extreme situa-
tions, the subculture’s power to provide the context for self-authen-
tication and authoritative performances is severely diminished as the 
subculture is no longer seen as an operant resource (Arnould, Price, 
and Malshe 2006). 

To date, research on how subcultures respond to mainstreaming 
has focused on exit (whereby original members leave the subcul-
ture), or loyalty (whereby original members stay within the subcul-
ture) (Goulding and Saren 2007; Schouten, Martin, and McAlex-
ander 2007; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007), resulting in 
tension, fragmentation (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007), and 
in some cases decline (Fox 1987). However, others have also im-
plicitly identified an alternate response where the enduring power 
of many counter-cultural images or subcultures can be explained by 
cultural entrepreneurship, or the ability of the subculture to rework 
mainstreaming threats into an evolving narrative that continues to 
work for the majority of members (Heath and Potter (2005)) (see 
Belk and Costa (1998), Kates (2002), and Kozinets (2001) for spe-
cific examples of “reworking”). Building on the seminal framework 
of Hirschman (1970), we highlight that the benefits to subcultural 
endurance of “voice with loyalty” strategies demand greater atten-
tion in research on subcultural processes (Holt and Thompson 2004; 
Humphreys 2010). 

Based on four years of ethnographic research in the Australian 
surf culture, we examine the means by which surfers ensure the en-
durance of the core ideology lying at the heart of their subculture. 
The ideological conflict at the heart of Australian surfing involved 
tensions between “soul surfers” (defined by their intrinsic love of 
surfing for its own sake) and “competitive surfers” (the latter of 
which were seen as the bearers of mainstreaming). Mainstreaming 
manifested itself within the community in three ways: breaching key 
performance norms, de-ritualization of subcultural performance, and 
the loss of object-indexicality. The tension arising from these three 
outcomes not only challenges the dominant ideology of soul surfers 
but also has a significant negative impact for all surfers as increased 
aggression on the beach and in the water leads to a collective “race-
to-the bottom” (Heath and Potter 2005) whereby everyone’s ability 
to achieve self-authentication is reduced. 

We identified managing dialectical conflict between opposing 
ideologies as being central to Subcultural endurance and renewal in 
the face of mainstreaming. For an ideological dominance to endure, 
soul surfers needed to find creative solutions to the following dia-
lectical conflict: freedom vs. anarchy; rebellion vs. conformity; and 
authenticity vs. fashion. To navigate these dialectical conflicts, soul 
surfers deployed four voice related tactics at the intra-, outer-, and 
inter-cultural levels to achieve three critical subcultural outcomes 
(threat identification, narrative updating, and attracting new recruits). 
These voice tactics were: creating new symbolic community bound-
aries (through emphasizing iconicity and indexicality), rewriting the 
motives of key subcultural actors (such as successful competitive 


