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is fragmented and transient, 2) tribes are not enduring subversions of dominant institutions, 3) tribes do not seek iconic brands as loci

for consumption experiences, and 4) social links within tribes are more important than what is consumed. Approaches to leveraging
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surfers), and de- and re-mythologizing cultural artifacts (such as 
clothing and surf boards). 

Our research highlights that subcultures are decidedly more 
resilient in the face of commercial co-optation or mainstreaming 
than is often depicted in the literature. To date, much of the literature 
has described the relationship between subculture and commerce in 
terms of conquest, “selling out”, and/or dilution, typically focusing 
on how subcultures have declined in terms of their wider cultural 
impact and as resources for members’ life projects, or how they have 
been reconstituted into new cultural realities through exit. In con-
trast, we contend voice is central to ideological endurance in subcul-
tures because consumers’ emotional bonds remain only as long as 
they can keep a narrative going. 

Consumption Communities

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
An unwelcome consequence of the resurgence of the concept of 

community in marketing and consumer research studies is the pleth-
ora of accompanying terms to describe these different forms and 
types of community. In this work, we clarify three of the most com-
mon community concepts to identify the difference between subcul-
tures of consumption, brand communities, and consumer tribes. In 
doing so, we focus on consumer tribes and articulate the distinctive 
characteristics of tribes, discussing the marketing implications aris-
ing from these characteristics.

Sub-cultures of Consumption. Early theories of subculture de-
scribed communities that developed strong interpersonal bonds, ritu-
alized modes of expression, and beliefs that precluded other social 
affiliations in order to subvert dominant institutions such as fam-
ily, schooling, and class politics (Goulding et al. 2002). Research in 
marketing contributed to this perspective by describing the “shared 
commitment to a particular product class, brand or consumption ac-
tivity” that often features within subcultural communities (Celsi et 
al. 1993; Schouten and McAlexander 1995 p. 43). Further research, 
however, has explained that unlike sociological studies of subcul-
ture, consumption communities rarely display political resistance, 
robust social structures, or firm gender hierarchies (Martin et al. 
2006). Moreover, consumers enjoy membership of a plethora of 
fragmented groups in which identity is constructed and discarded 
at will (Firat and Venkatesh 1995). Characterized as self-selecting 
micro-communities, these groups construct multiple trajectories 
of identity held together by temporary experiences and consump-
tion activities (Belk and Costa 1998; Kates 2002; Kozinets 2001; 
Schouten and McAlexander 1995).

Brand Communities. A popular means to describe such micro-
communities focused on brands is ‘brand community,’ a set of social 
relationships that are structured around the use of a focal brand (Mu-
ñiz and O’Guinn 2001). Shifting the emphasis away from consum-
ers’ reactions to alienating social structures, studies of brand commu-
nity suggest that the shared use of products and services structures 
interpersonal connections amongst likeminded individuals, as well 
as distinction from non-users of focal brands (Muñiz and O’Guinn 
2001; McAlexander and Schouten 1998; Schau et al. 2009). In 
particular, brand communities generate shared rituals and ways of 
thinking and traditions, as well as a sense of moral responsibility 
towards other members, and religious zeal towards the focal brand 
(Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Muñiz and Schau 2005). These charac-
teristics enhance the co-creation of value by consumers and firms 
by upholding brand values, maintaining appeal, increasing members’ 
affiliation and commitment to the brand and offering managers dia-

logue with loyal consumers (Brown et al. 2003; Fournier et al. 2001; 
McAlexander et al. 2002; Schau et al. 2009).

Consumer Tribes. Despite the theoretical usefulness and de-
scriptive power of brand community and consumption subcultures, 
recent research has found that many consumption communities do 
not locate their socialization around singular brands or activities. 
Rather, consumer tribes exist when members identify with one an-
other, have shared experiences and emotions, and engage in collec-
tive social action all of which can be facilitated through a variety 
of brands, products, activities, and services (Cova and Cova, 2002). 
What our research contributes to is to explain how these tribes form 
and how this interplays with marketing actions. 

Consumer tribes differ from subcultures of consumption and 
brand communities in a number of important ways (Cova 1997; 
Cova and Cova 2002; Cova et al. 2007). First, tribes are multiple. 
Unlike subcultures of consumption and brand communities, tribes 
rarely dominate consumers’ lives. Rather, they represent temporary 
escape from the stresses and pressures of the working week (Gould-
ing et al. 2002) and membership of one kind of tribe does not pre-
clude membership from other tribes or communities. On the con-
trary, tribal theory stresses the occurrence of flows between different 
identities under different circumstances (Bennett 1999).

Second, tribes are playful. Tied to multiplicity of membership 
and fluidity of identity, tribal consumption is often devoid of the 
long-term moral responsibility or religious zeal felt by members of 
a brand community (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Muñiz and Schau 
2005), or the respect afforded to social hierarchies and core products 
or activities exhibited in subcultures of consumption (Schouten and 
McAlexander 1995). Instead, value is placed on the possibility to 
invigorate passion and generate social links through deconstructing 
and reassembling marketplace resources (Cova et al. 2007).

Third, tribes are transient. Connected to these features of mul-
tiple identity and play, tribes emerge, and disappear as combinations 
of people and resources alter. This generates unpredictable and emer-
gent processes of consumption that may be critical and liberatory at 
one moment, yet at the next moment mean little beyond sensory in-
tensity and pleasure (Goulding et al., 2009). This playful acceptance 
of rapidly changing and contradictory meanings engenders a balance 
of power between consumers and producers that oscillates between 
manipulation and emancipation (Cova et al., 2007).

Fourth, tribes are entrepreneurial. Stemming from the possibili-
ties for play, and an empowered and emancipated attitude to the mar-
ket, are new paths for entrepreneurial ventures (Cova et al. 2007). 
Rather than relying on ready-made consumption resources, tribes 
regularly produce and customize market offerings (Kozinets 2001; 
2007). These practices of bricolage alter the power balance between 
marketers and consumers, as tribal members take the lead in dictat-
ing procedures of co-production (Shankar et al. 2006).

Tribes offer a useful means to describe communal experiences 
of consumption that differ from consumption subcultures and brand 
communities. Tribes are not enduring subversions of dominant in-
stitutions as subcultures often are, nor do they seek iconic brands as 
loci for consumption experiences like brand communities. On the 
contrary, within tribes, the social links established between consum-
ers–or consumer-to-consumer linking value– are more important 
than whatever is being consumed (Cova 1997). Moreover, unlike 
both subcultures and brand communities, community membership 
is fragmented and transient. These defining characteristics mean that 
the approaches to leveraging subcultures or brand community are in-
appropriate (e.g., Algesheimer et al. 2005; Holt 2004; McAlexander 
et al., 2002; Schau et al. 2009).
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Compounding this problem is a tendency for tribal thinkers 
to favor theoretical descriptions of the commonalities and ordering 
structures of tribes over methods of leveraging tribes. Some authors 
have conceived of tribes as marketing-proof, capable of eluding at-
tempts to manage or control them (Cova et al. 2007; Kozinets 2002). 
Others suggest that tribes are too fragmented, messy and illogical to 
manage effectively. Instead, managers are advised to acknowledge 

and respect the autonomy and integrity of a tribe (Cova and Cova 
2001). Our task therefore is to investigate and explain how consum-
ers form tribes in a manner that can be understood and replicated. 
In order to achieve this, we use communities of practice (Wenger 
1998; 2000) as a theoretical means to understand how consumers 
build tribal communities and learn to be tribal.


