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ONLINE BRAND ADVOCATES OF LUXURY FASHION ACCESSORIES 

P. KANTHAVANICH 

ABSTRACT 

This study observes brand advocacy and online brand advocates behaviours. The 

research is using a netnographic approach to uncover perceptions, behaviours and 

characteristics of online brand advocates within the framework of the loyalty 

ladder and online brand communities in the context of luxury fashion accessories, 

particularly handbags. The study analyses discussions, conversations and 

activities in four online communities. The findings show that brand advocates 

perceive hedonic values of luxury fashion accessories such as being a source of 

happiness, fulfilment and belonging. Frequent participation in discussions and 

activities with others brand fans in the online communities can increase advocacy 

level and love for the brands, and subsequently turn participants into active brand 

advocates. Positive word-of-mouth, recommending, defending and sharing love 

for fashion brands are the key online advocacy behaviours which are caused by 

love and passion for luxury fashion accessories. The findings also suggest that 

brand advocacy may not be a stable state depending on the favour and love of the 

brands at a particular point of time. Thus, brand advocates can exhibit advocacy 

behaviours for several fashion brands simultaneously. The study makes a 

contribution to brand advocacy by extending the loyalty ladder with the 

behaviours and characteristics of online luxury fashion brand advocates. The 

research provides insights to online advocacy which will be beneficial to both 

academic research and provide valuable feedback to brand managers. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Brand advocacy has become an important topic in recent branding/marketing 

literature and in the luxury fashion industry. Its significant role in customer 

relationship and brand loyalty has been discussed by marketers and scholars 

because brand advocates are powerful and effective communicators among 

consumers (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999). Brand advocacy is at the 

upper level of the loyalty ladder where customers highly commit and dedicate 

themselves to the brand (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999). Current 

research suggests that brand advocates are active brand loyalists who love the 

brand and have both positive attitudes and behaviours to the brand such as 

recommending the brand to other people and positive word-of-mouth (Kim et al., 

2008). Word-of-mouth (WOM) is ―the information transmitted by individual 

consumers on an informal basis‖ (Solomon et al., 2006, p.368). A recent study 

suggests that word-of-mouth recommendation is the primary factor which 

accounts for 20 to 50 percent of all purchasing decisions (Bughin et al., 2010). 

Consumers‘ WOM recommendations from trusted sources (particularly by brand 

advocates) have a growing importance and impact on purchase decision 

particularly when consumers are buying an expensive product for the first time. 
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They tend to seek more information and consider longer than they normally would 

do (Bughin et al., 2010).  

Previous studies show that brand advocates are commonly found within online 

brand communities because those networks are where people who love the brands 

and have similar interests come together (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; 

McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Muniz and Schau, 2005; Jang et al., 2008; Kim et 

al., 2008; Di Maria and Finotto, 2008). Active brand advocates tend to form 

discussions and activities about the consumption of the brands. They enjoy talking 

and sharing brand/product experiences. The genuine love of the brand from each 

community member increases the level of brand loyalty, commitment and 

ultimately transforms consumers into brand advocates.  

Online brand communities are rapidly growing and spreading widely, particularly 

in the fashion industry. The trend of organising online communities/forums for 

luxury fashion accessories is popular and becoming a part of everyday 

conversations in today‘s society (Simmons, 2008). In this study, luxury fashion 

accessories refer to high-end handbags and small leather goods such as wallets, 

coin purses, card holders and key cases. Many international luxury fashion houses 

have earned a great reputation from their handbags and continue to produce an 

extensive range of leather goods as their star products which are well-known and 

very desirable among consumers today. The high number of luxury fashion 

accessory lovers joining in virtual communities or following luxury fashion 

brands on Facebook and Twittter indicates love and passion in this type of 

product. They come to online fashion networks with a variety of purposes such as 

searching for the latest trends and products, exchanging brand stories/experiences 
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or wanting to talk to people with similar interests, but one common reason is that 

they want share their interest and love of the brands/products. With the popularity 

of online fashion communities and luxury fashion accessories, this research aims 

to apply the brand advocacy concept in the framework of online brand 

communities and in the context of luxury fashion accessories.  

The objectives of the research are:  

 To identify perceptions of luxury fashion accessories from a brand 

advocate perspective. 

 To identify characteristics and behaviours of online brand advocates. 

The study intends to fill research gaps as follows: 

1) The brand advocacy concept has not been specifically applied to luxury 

fashion accessory and online luxury fashion advocates. The large number of 

consumers who are obsessed with luxury fashion accessories particularly 

handbags and the number of online brand communities set up for luxury fashion 

consumption suggests that this is an interesting area worth exploring and a good 

context for this study.  

2) It gives a great opportunity to both scholars and marketers to observe 

and understand the characteristics and behaviours of the online luxury fashion 

advocacy.  

3) Previous brand community research (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001, 

McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Jang et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2008; Di Maria and 

Finotto, 2008) has been carried out in communities set up by brand owners but 
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this research focuses on online brand communities formed by consumers for 

consumers. It is an interesting information source to examine community 

members‘ behaviours and perceptions of luxury fashion brands because these 

communities consist of a free space for them to express their feelings, opinions 

and reactions to the brands. It also allows us to view the issue from a consumer 

perspective.  

4) The notion of postmodernism consumption affects consumer behaviours 

and attitudes such as a multitude of identities, multi-brand buying and a search for 

social bonds and interaction (Ehrenberg and Goodhardt, 1970; Firat et al., 1994; 

Goulding, 2003; Simmons, 2008). Nowadays, consumers, particularly brand 

advocates, take a more active role in consumption so they want to engage more 

with the brands/products through a variety of activities and express their love and 

advocacy behaviours to the public (Gambetti and Graffigna, 2010). 

To achieve the research objectives, the definition of brand advocates from the 

loyalty ladder (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999) is used as a guideline to 

define and distinguish online brand advocates from the other types of consumers 

within the online communities. Although the loyalty ladder indicates purchase 

behaviours and a level of loyalty of brand advocates, it has not been specially 

applied to the online context. The idea of the loyalty ladder suggesting one 

consumer should be loyal or an advocate to a single brand needs to be re-

examined with multi-brand buying behaviours in a luxury fashion context. Thus, 

the present study intends to apply brand advocacy in an online setting and aims to 

extend the understanding of characteristics and behaviours of online brand 

advocates. 
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Chapter 2: the literature review suggests that the brand advocacy concept firmly 

relates to brand love, brand loyalty, brand commitment, engagement and 

involvement (Traylor, 1981; Dick and Basu, 1994; Amine, 1998; Fournier, 1998; 

Fullerton, 2005; Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008; Bowden, 2009). These constructs 

may be distinct in their own right but in the context of this study they overlap and 

support each other to lead consumers to reach the advocacy level.   

Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework of the study 
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and involvement are key constructs to develop consumers to move up the loyalty 

ladder and then finally become brand advocates.   

The literature also brings in the concept of postmodernism to view brand 

advocates‘ perceptions and behaviours to luxury fashion accessories. The reason 

for looking at this study from a postmodernism perspective is that today‘s 

consumers have shifted their attitudes, perceptions and purchase behaviours to 

luxury fashion products. Nowadays, consumers perceive luxury fashion 

accessories as the objects that give them hedonic values rather than merely 

representing social status (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Wiedmann et al., 

2009; Truong, 2010). They also create and enjoy switching a variety of selves 

(identities, personalities, images) to suit various social contexts, thus they avoid 

being committed to a single fashion label and prefer to have a number of favourite 

designers (a set of preferences or multi-brand buying). This phenomenon is called 

―loss of commitment‖ to a single brand (Firat et al., 1994). Postmodernism 

suggests that consumers take a more active role in consumption and move away 

from individualism towards a search for social bonds and interaction (Simmons, 

2008; Gambetti and Graffigna, 2010). This drives them to join online 

communities to share their consumption experiences and this is the beginning of 

the development of the consumer-brand relationship (or engagement) as well as of 

an increase in the brand advocacy level (Fournier, 1998; Muniz and O‘Guinn, 

2001; McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Muniz and Schau, 2005; Jang et al., 2008; 

Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008; Simmons, 2008; Bowden, 2009). Postmodernism 

gives suitable explanations to the phenomenon and allows us to understand 

perceptions and behaviours of today‘s brand advocates.  
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Chapter 3: the methodology chapter explains that the study is based on 

interpretivism because, firstly, this research ties in with both the boom period of 

brand communities and the context of luxury fashion accessories. It focuses on 

observing the perceptions and behaviours of a particular group of consumers 

(brand advocates) who have strong love and passion for luxury fashion 

accessories. The findings and results explain perceptions and behaviours of the 

specific group of brand advocates from the four selected online communities but 

may not be able to generalise the behaviours of all consumers or be applied to 

other product types.   

The present research uses a netnography approach to collect data because it 

provides naturalistic data from the online communities. It allows the researcher to 

immerse himself in the brand communities environment to observe, investigate 

and participate in discussions, conversations and activities on the sites. 

Netnographic data will indicate the behaviours and attitudes of brand advocates 

based on their discourse.  

The four online fashion communities: the Purse Forum (TPF), the Fashion Spot 

(TFS), the Bag Forum (TBF) and ShoeForum (SF) are selected as data sources 

because they are where luxury fashion brand advocates gather to discuss and form 

activities about the luxury fashion accessories consumption. These sites are set up 

by consumers and aim to be a space for members to express and discuss their 

opinions. These communities deliver a high level of information transparency 

because a complete history of the discussions and activities has been kept in the 

archives of the sites (Xun and Reynolds, 2010).  



8 
 

The data collection is divided into two phases: phase 1 non-participant 

observation and phase 2 participant observation. Both phases are under the 

netnography approach aiming to obtain rich data that reflect the views and 

opinions of the community members on particular topics. Phase 1 is to solely 

observe and investigate the interactions and discussions among the community 

members. It aims to identify the initial perceptions of luxury fashion accessories 

as well as the characteristics and behaviours of online brand advocates. The 

observation also aims at three emerging themes: perceptions of luxury fashion 

accessories, multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context and brand advocate 

indicators. These themes are then taken forward to discuss with community 

members in phase 2 to find out how brand advocates really perceive luxury 

fashion items and the reasons why they display their supportive behaviours to the 

brands. Also using the evidence of multi-brand buying behaviours demonstrated 

by brand advocates appears to contradict the essence of the loyalty ladder that one 

consumer should be loyal and an advocate of a single brand. Phase 2 also intends 

to gain insights on the three themes mentioned above and to support the 

observational data.  

Chapter 4 presents and analyses the findings from the participant and non-

participant observations. It illustrates the extracts taken from the discourse from 

the community members and the replies received from the participant discussions. 

The quotes used are from the posted text conversations/messages which may 

appear in an informal online chat language and contain the name of luxury brands 

and names of the products. However, the extracts selected are easy to read and can 

be understood because they convey straight-forward meanings by using everyday 
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English language. The end of this chapter will synthesise two sets of data and 

draw out the shared meanings of the extracts and the shared keywords on the 

themes of the perception of luxury fashion accessories, multi-brand buying in a 

luxury fashion context and brand advocate indicators. The synthesis of the data 

also justifies the perceptions of luxury fashion accessories and the reasons behind 

their purchase behaviours and advocacy actions towards the luxury fashion labels.   

The discussion in Chapter 5 incorporates two sets of data from non-participant 

and participant observations to discuss the constructs reviewed in the literature 

(brand advocacy, brand love, brand loyalty, brand commitment, involvement, 

engagement and brand communities). These concepts are discussed from a 

postmodernism perspective. The perceptions of luxury fashion accessories are 

identified and explained from the brand advocates‘ view. Also it describes how 

love and advocacy behaviours are enhanced by frequent interactions and 

participation in activities/conversations with active brand lovers in the online 

communities. This chapter draws attention to the key factors such as love, self-

esteem and personal pleasure that encourage brand advocates to express their 

supportive behaviours to the public. It also discusses the reasons brand advocates 

avoid being committed to only one fashion label and why they prefer to have a 

number of designer brands to convey their multitude of identities (Firat et al., 

1994). It also argues that in the context of luxury fashion accessories, being brand 

advocates might not be a stable state because it depends on personal love, favour 

and attitudes towards the brand. The discussion chapter critically reviews the 

loyalty ladder framework in relation to current consumer behaviour and discusses 

the academic and managerial implications of the findings from this research.   
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Chapter 6: the conclusions chapter highlights the key findings of the study and 

suggests implementations for brand owners. It summarises the details of 

behaviours and characteristics of online brand advocates (see Figure 4.2) and 

brand advocates‘ perceptions of luxury fashion accessories as the contributions of 

this research. The conclusion points out that expressing and sharing love for 

fashion brands is a unique attribute of brand advocates which differentiates them 

from other consumer types. This section also states the limitations of the study 

and recommendations for future research.       
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

2.1 Definitions of brand advocacy and brand advocates  

Brand advocacy is an extreme form of loyalty (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et 

al., 1999). Peck et al. (1999, p.45) describe a brand advocate as ―someone who 

actively recommends you to others, who does your marketing for you‖. Brand 

advocate was first introduced by Christopher et al. (1991) as a type of consumer 

on the loyalty ladder. The concept was then brought back to the marketing 

literature by Pickton and Broderick (2005) who aimed to apply it in a recent 

marketing technique. The loyalty ladder is a concept of relationship marketing 

aiming to help marketers to categorise types of consumers by their relationship 

and loyalty to the brand (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999).  

   Figure 2.1: The loyalty ladder (Christopher et al., 1991) 

 

 

 

 

 
   Prospect 

  Advocate 

  Customer 

   Client 

  Supporter 
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The loyalty ladder (see Figure 2.1) categorises consumers into five groups. 

Prospect is ―someone whom you believe may be persuaded to do business with 

you‖. Customer is ―someone who has done business just once with your 

organisation‖. Client is ―someone who has done business with you on a repeat 

basis but may be negative, or at best neutral, towards your organisation‖. 

Supporter is someone who likes your organisation, but only supports you 

passively‖ (Peck et al., 1999, p.45). Pickton and Broderick (2005) change the term 

―supporter‖ to ―client‖ and further identify that this type of consumer is seen as a 

passive loyalist because they purchase repeatedly but do not actively advocate the 

brand. These definitions indicate the behaviours of consumers which are used as a 

framework to analyse the behaviours of online community members. Christopher 

et al. (1991) and Peck et al., (1999) further suggest that it is not enough to 

emphasise on making ―prospects‖ become ―customers‖ to generate repeat 

purchases because consumers who do not have a tight relationship with the brand 

and who may switch to other brands at any time should also be targeted. For this 

reason, the task of the loyalty ladder is to develop ―prospects‖ to upper levels and 

ultimately to become active and vocal advocates for the company (Christopher et 

al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999). Brand advocacy gains more interest and attention 

from scholars because today‘s consumers have turned away from advertising to 

searching for product information by themselves (Keller, 2007). They listen to 

recommendations from other consumers who use the product/brand more (Keller, 

2007). Unsurprisingly, current scholars expand the concept of brand advocacy 

further (such as characteristics, perceptions and attitudes of brand advocates) and 
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apply this concept from a physical environment to a virtual world (Kim et al., 

2008; Jang et al., 2008).    

Schultz (2000, pp.8-9) identifies primary characters/behaviours of brand 

advocates and classifies them into five segments: 1) Silent Loyalists, 2) Friends 

and Families, 3) Enthusiasts, 4) Early Adopters and 5) Mercenaries. Silent 

loyalists are seen as experts who only owe their loyalty to themselves and do not 

volunteer information unless they have been asked. Friends and families are seen 

as the first source to give suggestions but consumers need to find more 

information or experience the brand/product by themselves. Early adopters are 

people who want to be ahead of the trends and be credible enough so that others 

seek advice from them. Mercenaries are customers whose loyalty depends on 

marketing promotions, convenience and rewards. According to Schultz‘s 

definitions of brand advocates, enthusiasts consider themselves as an ―authority‖ 

because of their interest, extensive experience with the brand and so forth. These 

people like to meet and interact with others who have similar interests (2000, p.8-

9). They also sometimes act as market mavens (Solomon et al., 2006) who are 

proud to show their experience and expertise of the product type they are 

interested in. Wragg (2004, p.36-37) categorises brand advocates into four groups 

according to his study on behaviours of consumers with the cosmetic brand Esteé 

Lauder. Firstly, indifferent consumers who have no loyalty to a particular brand 

and often switch to other brands that meet their needs equally. Secondly, fulfilled 

customers who are happy with the product but have a functional rather than 

emotional relationship with the brand. Thirdly, committed customers who are 

loyal clientele but are inactive in terms of promoting the brand. Lastly, active 
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advocates who are committed customers with emotional bonds and have a high 

level of involvement. Their lifestyles mirror the brand values and they talk about 

their experiences. From these brand advocate definitions, the group of enthusiasts, 

the third segment of advocates by Schultz (2000), may be seen as synonymous 

with the active brand advocates (Wragg, 2004) because of the similarities in their 

positive behaviours, attributes and attitude to their loved brands. 

From the managerial aspect, brand advocates can be classified into two main 

groups 1) advocates who are appointed by the brand owners, 2) self-selected role 

advocates who voluntarily support the brand. The self-selected role advocates are 

the main focus of this study because they not only promote and tell other people 

their experiences but also are willing to form or volunteer to be members of the 

brand communities and frequently participate in or create activities about their 

loved brand such as sharing new information of the brand, exchanging opinions, 

experience and so forth. These inputs and active participations among members in 

the community develop the group cohesion, brand involvement, and subsequently 

a higher level of loyalty and advocacy behaviours (Casaló et al., 2008). Their 

supportive behaviours and contributions to the brand distinguish them from other 

types of consumer (Christopher et. al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999; Schultz, 2000; 

Wragg, 2004; Pickton and Broderick, 2005).  

The literature suggests that brand advocates develop their behaviours and attitudes 

from high levels of involvement, engagement, brand loyalty, brand love and brand 

commitment. Thus, importantly these constructs support the concept of brand 

advocacy.   
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2.2 Involvement 

Involvement has been defined as the general level of interest (Day, 1970), the 

strength of the individual‘s belief system (Robertson, 1976), a response reflecting 

an individual‘s sense of self-identity (Traylor, 1981) and ―an unobservable state 

reflecting the amount of interest, arousal or emotional attachment evoked by the 

product in a particular individual‖ (Bloch, 1982, p.413). Although involvement 

has a variety of definitions there is one theme in common, that involvement is the 

degree of interest and/or emotional attachment that a consumer has in a product 

(Kim and Sung, 2008). Involvement is an extensive area but this study regards 

this construct as a gateway to brand loyalty, brand commitment and brand 

advocacy.  

Kim and Sung (2008) revisit involvement theory and categorise this construct into 

two types: cognitive and affective involvement. Cognitive involvement refers to 

―the level of consumers‘ informational processing activities‖ (Kim and Sung, 

2008, p.507). Consumers purchase products because of their physical quality and 

functions. Affective involvement is ―the degree of consumers‘ emotional states 

evoked by an object‖ (Kim and Sung, 2008, p.507). For luxury items, affective 

involvement plays an important role in purchasing decision because luxury goods 

are viewed as hedonic products which are always associated with happiness, 

emotions, feelings and personal preference. The level of involvement is relatively 

high, particularly in fashion accessories, because the products relate to ―the 

unique set of attitudes and values that comprise an individual‘s self concept‖ 

(Warrington and Shim, 2000, p.763) In other words, it means that the wearers 
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regard this type of product as their personal belongings that represent who they 

are. In this case, luxury fashion accessories are classified as high involvement 

products because it connects to the users‘ identities and personalities and also 

gives them hedonic values such as happiness, increasing self-esteem and fulfilling 

desire. Involvement is a construct leading to brand loyalty and brand commitment 

because the previous research found that repeat purchase for a high involvement 

product was an indicator of brand loyalty and attitudinal loyalty (Quester and 

Lim, 2003). Based on these reasons, in the case of luxury fashion brand advocacy, 

involvement is a related concept to loyalty and commitment because of the nature 

of the product itself and the behaviours of being loyal and committed to brand 

advocates. 

 

2.3 Engagement  

In marketing literature, the term engagement is sometimes referred to as brand 

engagement or customer/consumer engagement, which means an individual‘s 

emotional connection with particular objects, products or brands in a specific 

context (Bowden, 2009; Hollebeek, 2011). It is ―as an ongoing emotional 

cognitive and behavioural activation state in individuals‖ (Gambetti and 

Graffigna, 2010, p.804). Thus engagement is a psychological, interactive and 

iterative process (Bowden, 2009; Brodie et al., 2011). In other words, it is two-

way interactions based on a customer-brand relationship which reflects feelings of 

confidence, integrity, pride and passion in a brand/product (Bowden, 2009, p.64-

65). Gambetti and Graffigna further note that engagement is seen as a synonym of 
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a similar concept of involvement (2010, p.804). Brodie et al. apply a concept of 

engagement in online brand communities and suggest that engagement is an 

interactive process which may emerge at different intensity levels over time 

reflecting distinct engagement states such as an increasing level of loyalty, having 

emotional bonds and commitment (2011, p.8).    

In the context of this study, brand advocates have high engagement with the 

brands/products because they love luxury fashion accessories and luxury fashion 

brands. They also integrate their personal identities with brand identities or use 

luxury fashion accessories as a means to express themselves and to fulfil their 

self-esteem. This type of engagement can be termed as self-brand connection 

which means that consumers include favourite brands as part of the self-concepts 

(Sprott et al., 2009). So brand advocates develop emotional bonds with the 

brands/products. They are proud to own and show off items from the specific 

brands they strongly love. Based on this, engagement has a similar concept to 

emotional or affective involvement because these two constructs are based on 

psychological and affective sides of consumer-brand relationships. The 

consequence of engagement with the brands/products leads to commitment, 

loyalty and ultimately brand advocacy. Brand advocates have high engagement 

with the brands and worship the brands publicly in the forums by positive WOM 

and recommending the brands. 
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2.4 Brand loyalty 

Brand loyalty is a broad area which has been extensively discussed in the 

marketing literature. This study focuses on brand loyalty as a key construct to 

explain the process of developing consumers to become advocates. As we can see 

from the loyalty ladder, the loyalty level keeps increasing along the way from 

prospect consumers to loyalty customers then finally reaches brand advocates 

(Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999). Brand loyalty is defined as ―a feeling 

of attachment to a certain set of brands‖ (Jang et al., 2008, p.62). It involves a 

consistent pattern of purchase of a specific brand over time and a favourable 

attitude towards a brand (Quester and Lim, 2003). Repeat purchase is viewed as 

behavioural loyalty while a favourable attitude towards a brand is called 

attitudinal loyalty or true brand loyalty (Amine, 1998; Kim, Morris and Swait, 

2008). In the case of fashion accessories, consumers develop their brand loyalty 

when the brand/product fits the personality or self image of the wearers (Quester 

and Lim, 2003). This study focuses on true brand loyalty because brand advocates 

not only repurchase the brand but also tend to have a positive attitude towards the 

brand as well. Also luxury fashion products are expensive so most consumers are 

not able to buy every item from the brand. But if they have attitudinal brand 

loyalty, they would buy the products from the brand whenever they can afford to. 

Thus true brand loyalty or attitudinal loyalty is a key characteristic that brand 

advocates should have because this indicates positive attitude towards the brand. 

It has been also suggested from the concept of the loyalty ladder that brand 

advocates have the highest level of loyalty (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 

1999).  
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For brand advocates, the consumer-brand relationship is crucial because it 

generates loyalty, love and passion for the brand, the core components of strong 

brand relationships, and subsequently affects them to show their advocacy 

behaviours (Fournier, 1998). This is the reason why brand love closely relates to 

brand advocacy and the other four constructs (brand loyalty, brand commitment, 

involvement and engagement).  

 

2.5 Brand love 

In the context of brand advocacy, brand love is closely akin to brand loyalty, 

brand commitment, involvement and engagement because all of these constructs 

are interdependent and are developed from interpersonal relationships between 

consumers and the brand (Fournier, 1998). Brand love is ―the degree of passionate 

emotional attachment a satisfied consumer has for a particular brand‖ (Bergkvist 

and Bech-Larsen, 2009, p.506). Albert et al. (2007) clarify the five characteristics 

of the construct of brand love: 1) the passion for the brand, 2) brand attachment, 

3) positive evaluation of the brand, 4) positive emotion in response to the brand, 

and 5) declarations of love towards the brand. These five characteristics also can 

be seen as the outcomes when consumers connect and love a particular brand a 

lot. In this study, self-connect, love and passion are the key components to form 

advocates because self-connect reflects the relationship between brand advocates 

and fashion accessories as these items represent their identities and personalities 

(Fournier, 1998). The enduring love and passion makes them feel that their 

beloved brands are unique, irreplaceable and feel something was missing when 
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they do not use the brands for a while (Fournier, 1998). The love and passion 

facet displays an intensive level of affective ties with particular brands which are 

normally found in brand advocates.  

Scholars claim that brand love is not only the cause of purchase intention and 

willingness to pay premium price but is one of the key antecedents that influences 

advocacy characteristics and behaviours i.e. self-connection, positive WOM, 

attitudinal loyalty, and recommending the brand (Fournier, 1998; Albert et al., 

2007; Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009). The previous research finds that hedonic 

products and self-expressive brands are associated with stronger brand love. 

Besides, consumers love the brand more when it enhances or reflects their inner 

selves (identities and personalities) (Fournier, 1998; Albert et al., 2007; Bergkvist 

and Bech-Larsen, 2009). Undoubtedly, brand advocates have a high level of brand 

love because luxury fashion labels are self-expressive brands and luxury fashion 

accessories are about self-concept representation, self-esteem boosting and 

hedonic benefits. 

 

2.6 Brand commitment 

Brand commitment is ―the pledging or blinding of an individual to purchase a 

particular brand. Then s/he is likely to formulate favourable attitudes towards that 

brand‖ (Grossbart et al., 1987, p.510). Robertson (1976, p.19) refers commitment 

to ―the strength of the individual‘s belief system with regard to a product or a 

brand‖. In other words, brand commitment is the behaviour and feeling that 

consumers tie with the brand. It is also an element of attitudinal loyalty (Olsen, 



21 
 

2007). Fullerton (2005) revisits the concept and claims that brand commitment 

has two components: affective commitment and continuance commitment. 

Fournier (1998) suggests that affective commitment (or emotional commitment) is 

formed by the consumer-brand relationship (or brand love) and it indicates the 

positive attitudes and loyalty that consumers have for the brand. Thus affective 

commitment is a strong driver of both repurchase and advocacy behaviour 

towards the brand (Fullerton, 2005).  Continuance commitment refers to being 

committed to the brand for a long time because some customers may not want to 

take a risk or switch cost to change the brand. Even though this behaviour makes 

consumers become attached to the brand it may not generate a motivation of being 

active advocates because they feel trapped in the relationship (Fullerton, 2005). 

This situation shows that affective commitment encourages positive attitudes and 

relates to brand love and attitudinal loyalty. Nevertheless, effective commitment 

exists as long as consumers enjoy and love their relationships with the 

brands/products (Srivastava and Owens, 2010). In the context of luxury fashion, 

brand advocates maintain affective commitment and are active as long as they 

love the brands and the brands continue to deliver quality products that portray 

their selves (identities, personalities) and fulfil their desire. These are important 

factors to make customers feel enthusiastic and be willing to become brand 

advocates.    
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2.7 Interlinking concepts of core constructs 

The literature suggests that brand advocacy stems from the major constructs of 

brand loyalty, brand love, brand commitment, involvement and engagement 

constructs. These five constructs are broad areas which have been extensively 

discussed in the literature from different perspectives. Therefore, this study has to 

concentrate only on relevant ideas and integrates them into the online brand 

advocacy and luxury fashion accessories context. The five constructs 

(involvement, engagement, brand love, brand loyalty and brand commitment) may 

have different terms and definitions but one theme in common is that they are 

built upon the relationship between consumers and the brands/products.  

Figure 2.2: The integration of core constructs to brand advocacy  

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 above illustrates how the five key constructs support each other. It 

shows that involvement and engagement are fundamental constructs that lead to 

brand loyalty, brand love, brand commitment and brand advocacy. Figure 2.2 

shows that the brand love, brand loyalty, brand commitment, engagement and 

involvement constructs are linked together where brand advocacy is the centre 
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because brand advocacy stems from those constructs. All five key constructs are 

foundations of brand advocacy. Each concept overlaps and reflects each other. For 

example, loyalty can be generated by brand love but at the same time brand love 

can be an outcome of loyalty as well. Long-term involvement and engagement 

create brand commitment and, similarly, being committed to the brands is a result 

of affective and enduring involvement and engagement.        

―Involvement is defined as the degree of psychological connection between an 

individual and a stimulus object such as product or brand‖ (Michaelidou and 

Dibb, 2008, p.85). This notion is similar to the concept of engagement (Bowden, 

2009). In the case of luxury fashion accessories, these items deliver identities and 

express a significant aspect of self, so brand advocates liaise with those 

brands/products by emotions, feelings and love (Fournier, 1998). This connection 

is equivalent to self-connection in brand love construct and is called affective 

involvement or engagement (Traylor 1981; Fournier, 1998; Bowden, 2009). 

Although the concept of involvement and brand commitment are distinct, in the 

context of brand advocate, ―affective motive‖ (Michaelidou and Dibb, 2008) 

generates a long-term attachment which is known as an enduring involvement 

(Michaelidou and Dibb, 2008) between the person and one specific brand, which 

subsequently becomes brand commitment (Warrington and Shim, 2000; 

Michaelidou and Dibb, 2008). Fournier (1998) also finds that consumers who 

have a high level of brand love profess brand commitment, particularly emotional 

commitment to the brand. Thus her study suggests that being emotionally 

committed to only one brand reflects an intensive level of love and passion for the 
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brand. This demonstrates that brand love and brand commitment are overlapping 

in the case of brand advocates.  

Brand commitment is a stronger level of emotional attachment to one specific 

brand than brand loyalty (Traylor, 1981). In other words, brand commitment is 

about the attitudinal commitment that a consumer has to the brand whereas brand 

loyalty is traditionally regarded as a behavioural aspect such as repeated purchases 

(Amine, 1998; Warrington and Shim, 2000). However, recent brand loyalty 

literature argues that behavioural loyalty (i.e. repeated buying) may change if the 

situation or selling conditions change. For this reason, current brand loyalty 

literature develops its concept and pays more attention to the attitudinal aspect 

because attitudinal loyalty is known as true brand loyalty which refers to a strong 

bond between customer and the brand that leads the consumer to brand 

commitment (Amine, 1998; Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008). True brand loyalty is a 

platform where a customer builds a more intensive personal relationship, 

involvement, attachment and commitment to the brand through the whole 

customer experience, brand community, and thus the consumer will reach the 

advocacy level (Fournier, 1998; Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 

2002, 2003; Mitchell, 2006; Kim et al., 2008). Additionally, true brand loyalty 

and brand love are interdependent because they are both results from deep 

relationships between advocates and the brand (Fournier, 1998, Bergkvist and 

Bech-Larsen, 2009). The high level of love urges brand advocates to show their 

supportive behaviours such as being committed to the brand, positive WOM, 

recommending the brand and defending the brand (Fournier, 1998, Bergkvist and 

Bech-Larsen, 2009).  
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The models from Traylor (1981) and Dick and Basu (1994) (see Figure 2.3) 

demonstrate how the core constructs overlap and how they can be integrated in 

the context of brand advocacy.  

Figure 2.3: Potential market segments (Traylor, 1981, p.55)  

 

 

 

 

The diagram above (see Figure 2.3) demonstrates the relation between product 

involvement and brand commitment. Luxury fashion accessories are seen as the 

products with high involvement and engagement because the products relate to 

the user identities and personalities. In the case of brand advocacy, it has been 

suggested that brand advocates have high emotional attachment to luxury fashion 

accessories which lead them to commit to the brand. Therefore, brand advocates 

should fall into the spectrum that both are high in involvement and commitment 

as shown in the diagram. This shows that the notions of involvement and 

commitment can be seen as overlapping in the context of this study.      

This model (see Figure 2.3) can also be applied in the brand love context because 

1) high level of brand love forms commitment (Fournier, 1998), and 2) there are 

similarities between the concept of brand love and involvement in terms of high 

connection between consumers and the products/brands (Albert et al., 2007; 

Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2008). Brand advocates have a high level of love (or 
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high emotional involvement or engagement) for luxury fashion accessories 

because the objects they choose represent their identities and personalities well 

and they perceive luxury fashion labels as self-expressive brands that they use to 

define who they are. This indicates that brand advocates have emotional and 

behavioural commitment to the brands which are the results of a high level of love 

and passion. Although we adapt this model in the context of brand love, brand 

advocates still fall in the same position where involvement, commitment and love 

and passion are at a high level.  

The model of relative attitude-behaviour relationship (see Figure 2.4) also 

suggests that brand advocates have both high commitment level and strong 

positive attitude to the brand (Dick and Basu, 1994). In other words, an intensive 

love for the brand makes brand advocates committed and supportive to only one 

brand. Figure 2.4 explains clearly that loyalty consumers are customers who are 

loyal to the brand in both behaviour and attitude.    

Figure 2.4: Relative attitude-behaviour relationship (Dick and Basu, 1994, 

p.101) 
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Figure 2.4 also shows a supportive idea that brand advocates should be highly 

loyal to the brand (which can be seen synonymously as brand commitment) and 

have positive attitudes towards the brand (which can be seen as high 

involvement). To analyse further, relative attitude and repeat patronage are the 

consequences of brand love. Brand advocates love the brands so they have a 

positive attitude. They also tend to purchase the brands repeatedly. It, once again, 

suggests that brand love involves loyalty and commitment theories as it can be an 

antecedent of loyalty and commitment behaviours.     

These two models (see Figures 2.3 and 2.4) demonstrate that although 

involvement, engagement, brand love, brand loyalty and brand commitment may 

be distinct and stand on their own depending on the view of authors, in the case of 

brand advocacy these four constructs are overlapping and support each other. The 

constructs are the foundations of brand advocacy and they suggest dimensions, 

characteristics and behaviours of brand advocates.      

 

2.8 Luxury brands and luxury fashion accessories 

From the psychological value, luxury goods ―function as a status symbol and as a 

highly involved consumption experience that is strongly congruent to a person‘s 

self-concept‖ (Fionda and Moore, 2009, p.349). Chevalier and Mazzalovo (2008) 

define luxury brand as ―selective and exclusive that has an emotional value for the 

customer, which gives the desirable attributes of being scarce and sophisticated‖ 

(pp. vii-viii). From a product perspective, luxury brands are ―defined in terms of 

their excellent quality, high transaction value, distinctiveness, exclusivity and 
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craftsmanship‖ (Fionda and Moore, 2009, p.349). Kapferer and Bastien (2009) 

describe luxury brand as the ultimate version of a range, marked by all the well 

known criteria of rarity, high price, sensuality, creativity, attention to detail, age, 

quality and imagination (p.40). Fashion accessories are a range of products 

designed to accompany clothing and to complete an overall look such as bags, 

belts, scarves and so forth (Jackson and Shaw, 2001, p.182). From these 

definitions, the meaning of luxury fashion accessories for this research is defined 

as the range(s) of products created by luxury fashion labels which still retain all 

aspects and attributes of the luxury products.  

For a clearer understating, scholars and marketers further identify various 

dimensions and characteristics of luxury brands/products such as having a distinct 

brand identity, global reputation, emotional appeal, iconic product design and so 

forth (de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; 

Oknokwo, 2007; Fionda and Moore 2009). Studies in luxury branding and 

components of the brand conclude that the key dimensions and characteristics of 

the luxury fashion brands are as follows: 

1. Clear brand identity. Clear brand identity and values differentiate and 

entice the consumers on both emotional and functional levels.  

2. Marketing communications. Fashion shows, advertising, direct marketing 

and celebrity endorsement are part of the marketing communications for 

luxury brands to increase brand awareness and relationship with 

consumers.  
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3. Product integrity. Product integrity in luxury fashion means product 

quality, craftsmanship, attention to detail, innovation and creativity. These 

components make the brand achieve a luxury status. 

4. Brand signature. Brand signature refers to iconic product and design which 

may have close connections to their heritage. Each luxury fashion house 

has a unique design cohering to the brand image from products, packaging 

to boutique interiors. 

5. Premium price. High price suggests the element of exclusivity and luxury 

attributes. It also creates a barrier of entry, protects excessive consumption 

of the brands/products and increases desire.  

6. Exclusivity. Exclusivity associates with luxury brand positioning. Many 

fashion houses strictly control the distribution and accessibility of the 

brands to ensure exclusivity.   

7. Heritage. Many fashion brands have a precious history which they intend 

to maintain and to incorporate in their present products.  

8. Luxury environment and experience. Today luxury brands go beyond 

merely producing distinctive products but also emphasise on providing a 

whole luxury experience to consumers. As soon as customers walk into the 

store or shop online, they must receive impressive service, feel special and 

more importantly be drawn into the brand‘s ambience/atmosphere 

(Okonkwo, 2007, Kapferer and Bastien, 2009).           
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The above dimensions and characteristics define luxury brands and luxury fashion 

accessories in this study. Although many global fashion houses extend their 

fashion accessories line from handbags, wallets to belts, every piece of their 

product should carry the distinctive dimensions and characteristics mentioned 

above, as well as retaining the luxury status, desirability and uniqueness quality to 

their consumers (de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Dall‘Olmo Riley et 

al., 2004; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; Oknokwo, 2007; Fionda and Moore 2009;).      

This study does not select any luxury brands in particular but these dimensions 

and characteristics would reflect and explain the reasons and behaviours of the 

brand advocates in luxury fashion consumption. For instance, a customer‘s deep 

appreciation of the rich history of a brand, unique product design and excellent 

quality drives this person to become a brand advocate.    

The relatively high number of members in luxury fashion accessories 

communities indicates that many consumers today are obsessed with luxury 

fashion accessories particularly handbags and shoes. There are a number of online 

brand communities set up for these product categories. From a marketing aspect, 

luxury handbags generate a large proportion in sales (Oknokwo, 2007). Many 

luxury fashion brands earned a great reputation from their leather products and 

still produce an extensive range of leather goods as their star product. For these 

reasons, the present research focuses on high-end handbags and small leather 

goods such as wallets, coin purses and credit card holders. This study investigates 

luxury fashion accessories consumption, branding, consumer behaviour and brand 

advocacy.  
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2.9 Brand loyalty, brand love, brand commitment, involvement 

and engagement in the luxury fashion accessory context  

Luxury fashion accessories are strongly perceived as symbolic items which 

express one‘s lifestyle and represent personality and identity. Therefore those 

products are categorised as high emotional involving and ego-involving objects 

(Laurent and Kapferer, 1985). For the nature of luxury fashion accessories and its 

important personal meaning to the user, there is a high ego-involvement in the 

person who regularly purchases those products, especially in the case of brand 

advocates (Traylor, 1981). Luxury fashion labels are considered as self-expressive 

brands which project one‘s inner self, thus love, loyalty and commitment are built 

upon the relationship between the users and the brands (Fournier, 1998; Albert et 

al., 2007; Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009). The brand love and self-brand 

connection generates long-term affective involvement then leads to attitudinal and 

behavioural commitments/loyalties. It also suggests that a high level of 

involvement, brand love, commitment and loyalty are seen as synonymous with 

brand advocacy. In the context of luxury brands, the model of brand commitment 

further identifies that luxury brand advocates are in a section where both product 

involvement and brand commitment are at a high level (Traylor, 1981; 

Warrington and Shim, 2000). Warrington and Shim (2000) further state that 

consumers in this section express strong commitment to the brand and show little 

interest in trying alternative brands. In contrast, luxury brand clienteles who have 

low commitment to one specific brand may be seen as loyal customers only 

(Traylor, 1981; Warrington and Shim, 2000). The model of Dick and Basu (1994) 

demonstrates a similar idea that brand advocates have a high degree of positive 
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attitudes and behaviours towards the brands. A high level of love and passion is 

the key reason for exhibiting advocacy behaviours such as positive WOM, 

recommending and defending the brands. These can be some of the brand 

advocacy characteristics that distinguish active brand advocates from passive 

loyal consumers. Nevertheless, fashion trend and fashion product life cycle may 

have an enormous effect on the love, loyalty and commitment because not every 

fashion house produces the products to match all clients‘ taste in every collection. 

Also the consumers‘ taste and preference may change over time or due to different 

personal life stages and occasions. Thus, it might be rare for a consumer to 

commit to only one brand. This is the reason why this study brings in the 

postmodernism aspect to look at today‘s consumers behaviours, their perceptions 

and consumption of luxury fashion accessories.  

 

2.10 Postmodern consumers and the effect of postmodernism 

consumption 

2.10.1 Self-concept and luxury fashion accessories 

The postmodernity effect changes the pattern of consumption, consumer attitudes 

and behaviours especially to luxury fashion accessory consumption and online 

communities (Firat et al., 1994; Gould and Lerman; 1998; Goulding, 2003; 

Simmons, 2008; Atwal and Williams, 2009). At an individual level, luxury 

fashion accessory has a strong link to self-concept because consumers choose to 

use these products to reflect their personality and identity (Solomon et al., 2006). 
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Customers form perceptions about the brands and compare these to their own 

value system. Then they select brands which match their values (Eisingerich and 

Rubera, 2010). However, self-concept is viewed as multidimensional which 

includes actual self, ideal self and social self. Therefore, consuming luxury 

fashion brands also provides opportunities for consumers to express how they 

would like to be/ be seen as well as to enhance social belonging via group 

membership (Solomon and Rabolt, 2009; Eisingerich and Rubera, 2010). The 

research of Wiedmann et al. also supports that ―consumers use luxury items to 

integrate symbolic meaning into their own identity or they may use the brands to 

support and develop that identity‖ (2009, p.631) Furthermore, the postmodern 

culture implies that consumers avoid commitment to a single lifestyle but instead 

they prefer to have the ability to switch images or create appropriate self-images 

in various social contexts (Simmons, 2008). The postmodern consumers create 

and enjoy multiple selves/ multitude of identities which may cause them to 

consume various brands as a means to express those personalities (Goulding, 

2003). The change of behaviours and attitudes of the modern consumer affect 

brand commitment and loyalty because consumers may not commit or be loyal to 

only one brand but instead they have a set of preferences (set of preferred brands) 

they enjoy to use (Simmons, 2008). This pattern of behaviour is called multi-

brand buying (Ehrenberg and Goodhardt, 1970). The idea of multi-brand buying 

is that consumers tend to buy several brands over time (Ehrenberg and Goodhardt, 

1970). This notion fits modern consumer behaviour well because today‘s 

consumers have multiple identities and they prefer to use a variety of their 

favourite brands to create their own style or to suit various social contexts. 
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Therefore, in the context of this study, the idea of multi-brand buying is seen as 

synonymous as having a ―set of preferences‖. While postmodern luxury fashion 

consumers enjoy developing individualised identities through luxury items/brands 

and interaction among peers, they are proud to show themselves in front of other 

consumers within the group/community (Simmons, 2008). This action can be 

developed to advocacy behaviours because the consumers start to talk about the 

brand and exhibit themselves as brand person. 

 

2.10.2 Hedonic value and luxury fashion accessories 

The consumption of luxury fashion accessories is linked to both personal and 

interpersonal aspects (Wiedmann et al., 2009). From an interpersonal (or a social) 

aspect, luxury consumption refers to a notion of social status representation, 

identities expression, symbolic consumption and conspicuous consumption (Firat 

et al., 1994; Goulding, 2003; Banister and Hogg, 2004; Arnould and Thompson, 

2005; Atwal and Williams, 2009; Wiedmann et al., 2009). These constructs are 

under the broad spectrum of consumer culture theory (Arnould and Thompson, 

2005). Consumer culture theory is an extensive area but this project only focuses 

on constructs mentioned above because they are associated directly with the 

behaviour and attitude of the consumer to luxury fashion consumption. 

Consumers use luxury fashion to make statements about themselves, to impress 

others and to develop a sense of belonging (Atwal and Williams, 2009; 

Wiedmann et al., 2009). These reasons represent the social value of luxury 

consumption (Wiedmann et al., 2009). 
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From a personal aspect, luxury consumption in the postmodern era has hedonic 

and emotional values to an individual (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; 

Wiedmann et al., 2009). Hedonic value becomes one of the major reasons for 

luxury consumption in postmodernism because postmodernity believes that 

consumers desire for sensory pleasure, fantasy, aesthetic beauty, excitement and 

experiences (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Wiedmann et al., 2009). Luxury 

fashion is always associated with glamorous and imaginative lifestyle, thus the 

consumption of this product category is viewed as a hedonic act (Hirschman and 

Holbrook, 1982). In other words, consumers use luxury fashion accessories to 

respond to their pleasure, desire for aesthetic or to fulfil their fantasy. 

Using/buying luxury fashion accessories is also a way to respond to personal 

aspirations, to boost one‘s ego, to create identities as well as a celebration of 

personal creativity, expressiveness, intelligence and fluidity (Atwal and Williams, 

2009; Wiedmann et al., 2009; Truong, 2010). These personal and interpersonal 

aspects well explain the behaviours of brand advocates. For instance, a brand 

advocate voluntarily refers the brand s/he loves to the others because 1) s/he 

wants to show that s/he owns the luxury item(s) and 2) s/he wants to impress the 

others that s/he has the knowledge of the brand. At the same time, talking about 

the brand s/he loves is a way to boost his/her ego because s/he feels proud of the 

knowledge s/he has. This example shows both personal and interpersonal reasons 

for this behaviour.  
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2.10.3 Brand Worshiping 

Today‘s consumers particularly active brand advocates are more confident to 

express their personal obsessions with brands through WOM and their identity. 

They are proud to declare themselves as brand fans to the public or to their peers 

by using products of their beloved brands. Belk et al. (1989) suggests that some 

consumers treat particular brands, objects or specific places with respect as if it is 

a religion. From brand advocates perspective, paying respect to the brands or 

brand worshiping is about having positive attitude and behaviours towards the 

brands. In this study, brand advocates pay their respect to beloved brands by 

having attitudinal loyalty, being committed and perceiving the brands as their 

lifestyle. These characteristics are expressed through advocacy behaviours such as 

buying and recommending the brands, spreading positive WOM and defending 

any negative news that will destroy the brands. In other words, brand advocates 

emotionally associate and attitudinally commit to particular brands/products with 

love and loyalty. They treat their handbags as sacred and meaningful artefacts. 

Active advocates also create rituals or activities such as gathering in brand 

communities and exchanging brand stories to liberate and promote their love and 

passion for the brands/products. This behaviour can be seen as a way to satisfy 

hedonic values of consumption of luxury fashion accessories as well.      

Kozinets‘s study of Star Trek communities (2001) suggests a similar notion that 

core brand fans create subculture and practices to share among their peers. They 

also use Star Trek to construct their identities. More importantly, extreme Star 

Trek‘s fans see the show as a religion and a way of life. They see Star Trek as a 
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utopian refuge that offers an ethnically and racially diverse crew living and 

working together. It is a symbol of social harmony. Similarly, extreme luxury 

fashion advocates religiously devote to luxury brands and incorporate brand 

identities to their identities. They are hungry to engage with all activities formed 

around their beloved brands. It is similar to Star Trek communities that brand 

advocates create social bonds and group cohesion within their peer group 

although they come from different backgrounds and never know each other 

before. They come to share a passion for luxury brands/products. Luxury fashion 

advocates want to build their online communities to become greater social 

networks which will satisfy their fantasies of luxury fashion accessories 

consumption.    

In addition, Kozinets‘s study of Burning Man festival (2002) discovers that this 

event brings people from various backgrounds together as a community. Burning 

Man festival is not based on consumption of particular brands/products. This 

festival rather focuses on anti-market and emancipation from consumption 

culture. The attendees of this event exhibit a strong sense of identity as Burning 

Man participants. They have shared social practices and rituals. Although Burning 

Man festival is anti-commercial, there are some similarities to Star Trek 

communities and luxury fashion accessories communities. The similarities are that 

Burning Man festival encourages the attendees to liberate themselves (self-

expression); to share communal practices; to create a sense of community and 

group cohesion. These ideas are the same purpose of consumption based brand 

communities (i.e. Star Trek and luxury fashion accessories communities) which 

allows members to express themselves as brand advocates and display their 



38 
 

passions for particular luxury brands. They share common interests in luxury 

fashion accessories and develop tight socially knit communities within their peer 

group. Like Star Trek and luxury fashion communities, Burning Man festival is 

about participants (community members) escaping from reality and living a 

fantasy or finding a ―place of comfort‖.            

O‘Guinn and Belk (1989) conducted research on a Heritage Village, a venue 

offering shopping mall, shops, amusement park and accommodation in a luxury 

atmosphere and consumption experiences. This paper suggests that visitors feel 

special, liberated and enjoy their consumption experiences at Heritage Village. 

They see this place as a luxury heaven where they can self-indulge and live out 

their fantasy. It is similar to brand communities of luxury fashion accessories 

because members feel free to share their obsession of luxury fashion items and 

celebrate their luxury consumption. Brand advocates together build brand 

communities as their ―dream world‖ where they enjoy living or engaging with 

activities related to luxury fashion accessories. It demonstrates their love, loyalty 

and commitment not only to the brands/products they obsessed with, but to the 

community and their peer group as well.                 

Above research gives initial ideas of brand advocates‘ feelings and perceptions of 

luxury fashion accessories as sacred objects. They worship their handbags with 

love and respect. They rather see the hedonic values of consuming luxury fashion 

accessories. This shows that there is high level of brand love, engagement, loyalty 

and commitment. More importantly, brand advocates enjoy and openly show their 

love, loyalty and their engagement with the brands/products to the public. 

Furthermore, brand advocates see brand communities as a ―place of comfort‖ 
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where they associate with similar minded people, share same interests in luxury 

fashion brands/products and talk in the fashion.      

2.10.4 Modern consumers’ behaviours  

Modern consumers want to play a more active role in the consumption. Gambetti 

and Graffigna state that ―postmodern consumers are looking for hedonistic and 

experiential aspects of consumption. They want to satisfy both the cognitive and 

emotional dimension and focus on the symbolic value of products and their ability 

to elicit pleasure, fun, engage with emotions and fantasies‖ (2010, p.802). Based 

on this reason, today‘s consumers become more active, more engaged with the 

brands and activities formed around the consumption of luxury fashion 

brands/products. They want to socialise with other consumers to exchange brand 

experiences/stories because they get pleasure from talking and engaging with the 

brands/products they love (Gambetti and Graffigna, 2010). Simply put, modern 

consumers are more active and enjoy developing their engagement with the 

brands through satisfaction, hedonic values and pleasure they receive from 

consuming their multiple favourite luxury fashion brands. They are proud to 

exhibit their love of luxury fashion brands in various ways such as declaring 

themselves as brand persons or having positive WOM. These behaviours lead 

them to become active brand advocates.  

Postmodernity is also where consumers move away from individualism and 

search for social bonds. Although postmodern consumers enjoy being unique they 

do not want to live in isolation. They are craving experiences that emphasise 

interactivity, connectivity and creativity (Simmons, 2008). This phenomenon 
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introduces the concept of neo-tribes, social networks and brand communities 

(Simmons, 2008). For this reason, online communities become popular among 

consumers especially in the luxury fashion world.       

 

2.11 Online brand communities  

The traditional marketing/branding focuses on talking to customers and creating 

an experience for customers. But now, luxury brand customers are building and 

maintaining their own communities to discuss the brand which they are loyal to 

and the experiences they are having (Harte, 2008). For this reason, the brand 

community concept has gained a lot of attention from scholars and researchers in 

the literature (for example, Muniz and Hamer 2001; Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; 

McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Muniz and Schau, 2005; Levy and Hassy, 2005; 

Hickman and Ward, 2007; Di Maria and Finotto, 2008; Thompson and Sinha, 

2008; Devasagayam and Buff, 2008; Jang et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2008; Schau et 

al., 2009).  

Brand communities are ―a specialised, non-geographically bound community, 

based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of brand‖ (Muniz and 

O‘Guinn, 2001, p.412). The idea of brand community was developed from 

branding, customer relationships, sociological theories of community and 

consumer behaviour. The major objective of brand communities is to create more 

loyal customers as well as to develop and maintain a closer relationship with 

customers (Levy and Hassay, 2005). The activities in brand communities direct 

customers to involvement, brand loyalty and brand commitment. These ultimately 
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develop loyalty customers to proactive advocates. In other words, brand 

communities are where customers can share brand experience in order to develop 

and increase their level of brand loyalty to advocacy. The interaction among 

customers who love the brand leads to the development of social ties and thus 

enhances positive attitudes to the brand (Levy and Hassay, 2005, p.62). There are 

two main types of brand communities: physical and virtual communities (Muniz 

and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002; Devasagayam and Buff, 2008). 

Physical brand communities are ―communities that interact in a predetermined 

physical location. The members of physical brand communities congregate and 

share consumption experiences in a predetermined location‖ (Devasagayam and 

Buff, 2008, p.21). But this research focuses on the second type of brand 

community which refers to virtual or online communities. Solomon et al. (2006) 

define virtual or online communities as ―a collection of people whose online 

interactions are based upon shared enthusiasm for knowledge of a specific 

consumption activity‖ (p.354). This kind of community ―meets in cyberspace to 

share consumption experiences and this community might have either evolved on 

its own or could have been facilitated by the brand owner‖ (Devasagayam and 

Buff, 2008, p.21). Kim et al. (2008) discover that online communities purely 

formed by consumers are seen as social networks where members voluntarily join 

the community to share their common interest and the love of the brand/product 

as well as exchanging information and experience of using the brand/product. 

Virtual communities are run by consumers and thus exhibit stronger social ties 

and greater influence on an individual‘s attitude and behaviour than those 

business transaction orientated communities can because the members have a 
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bond of trust and confidence in the information exchanged among the members. 

The trust and confidence in turn lead to an on-going long term relationship and 

commitment to the community (Kim et al., 2008, p.412).  

Armstrong and Hagel (1996) classify four types of online communities; 

communities of interest, communities of transaction, communities of relationship 

and communities of fantasy. Communities of interest bring people to interact and 

communicate with one another on specific interests. This type of community has 

high involvement and participation because community members exchange their 

views and opinions on the subject. The four selected communities: the Purse 

Forum, the Fashion Spot, the Bag Forum and ShoeForum are communities of 

interest because they are formed around the interests of handbags, shoes, and 

fashion accessories. Communities of transaction are mainly about buying and 

selling products, providing information related to the transaction such as price 

comparison. They are not communities in a traditional social sense because people 

come to the community only to seek information they need for making purchase 

decisions. They may not return to the community once the purchase is made. 

Communities of relationship are where people come together to share their 

personal life experiences, issues or problems such as cancer support communities. 

This type of community is very intense and can lead to formal and deep personal 

connections. Lastly, communities of fantasy are formed aiming to indulge the 

community members‘ imaginations and fantasies. They join the community and 

create their new personalities, identities or stories to participate with other 

members.   
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Online communities are great places that unite people from different backgrounds 

and culture with their shared obsession and passion. In this study, however, 

consumer culture differences is not a primary focus because the luxury brands 

investigated in this research are international brands with clearly portrayed brand 

identities that are perceived similarly by online community members. Also the 

globalisation and the internet homogenise members together and help community 

members to talk in a ―shared language‖.  

Previous research on brand community suggests that community members create 

online culture, values, norms, and rules that they accept and practice. The 

characteristic of online communities may not be much different from physical 

ones. The core characteristics of online communities are 1) consciousness of kind; 

2) sharing and celebrating rituals, tradition and brand stories; 3) integrating and 

maintaining membership; 4) weaving brand-consumers and consumers-consumers 

relationships; 5) moral responsibility (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et 

al., 2002; Devasagayam and Buff, 2008; Kim et al., 2008).  

1) Consciousness of kind is the connection that members feel toward one 

another (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). Even though some online 

members will never meet in the physical world they feel they know 

each other because of their shared interests, the love of the brand and 

their similar way of thinking which is the centre to bond them as a 

community. 

2) Shared rituals and traditions. Rituals are ―conventions that set up 

visible public definitions‖ (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001, p.413). 
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Traditions are sets of social practices which seek to celebrate and 

inculcate certain behavioural norms and values‖ (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 

2001, p.413). In the context of brand communities, rituals and 

traditions typically refer to the consumption experiences of the brand 

and the community‘s culture (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001, p.421). In the 

case of luxury brands, precious brand histories and traditions are very 

important to the brand because it is associated with luxury reputation 

and brand image. Community members of the brand are proud of the 

rich history and they intend to keep it alive. 

3) With the advantage of the Internet, online brand communities are 

accessible to consumers to join in the communities. Similar to 

traditional communities, existing members intend to keep their 

community alive by integrating new members to the group and 

retaining old members‘ loyalty level to the community and the brand 

(Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001).   

4) Brand communities are the places to enhance relationships between the 

brand and consumers and more importantly among consumers 

themselves. Nowadays, consumers or community members are the 

centre of brand communities, particularly communities that are not 

facilitated by companies, because they play significant roles in 

interaction and association with the brand, product(s), other consumers 

and marketers (McAlexander et al., 2002).  
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5) Moral responsibility ―is a sense of duty to the community as a whole 

and to individual members. This sense of moral responsibility is what 

produces collective action and contributes to group cohesion‖ (Muniz 

and O‘Guinn, 2001, p.424). In practice, this means members assist and 

help other members in their consumption of the brand.  For luxury 

fashion brand communities, moral responsibility includes urging 

members against counterfeits which may destroy brand image and 

reputation.   

Brand community characteristics can be applied to the nature of brand advocate 

because both members in a community and advocates have the sense of belonging 

as well as a long-term relationship with the brand. They highly admire the brand 

traditions, history and stories (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). In other words, these 

characteristics are traits of brand advocates and show the way they behave to other 

consumers and their beloved brand.  

In addition, Muniz and Hamer (2001), Hickman and Ward (2007), and Thompson 

and Sinha (2008) find oppositional brand loyalty behaviour among strong brand 

advocates. The oppositional brand loyalty is an adversarial view of competing 

brands which has been found among members in a brand community (Muniz and 

Hamer, 2001). The stronger the love to the brand the consumers have, the greater 

the chance for them to act against rival brands.   
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2.12 Correlation of brand advocacy and online brand 

communities  

The literature also suggests that the concept of brand advocacy is related to brand 

community because the affection customers have for the brand brings them to 

form/join a brand community. Although one brand community comprises various 

consumer types such as prospective customers, trialists, repeat buyers, loyalists 

and advocates, these consumers are led to a more intensive level of brand love and 

commitment and thus they move up the loyalty ladder (Christopher et al. 1991; 

Peck et al., 1999; Pickton and Broderick, 2005) to the level of advocacy by brand 

experiences, social interaction between brand-consumers/ consumers-consumers, 

communication and shared activities among community members.  

With a large number of members in a community, brand advocates are likely to be 

found within a brand community because it is where they can express their brand 

passion and interest with people with similar preferences, as well as show their 

positive support for the brand. A core objective of brand community is to increase 

loyalty, commitment and advocacy level by encouraging members to participate 

in activities in the community such as sharing brand experiences, opinions, and 

discussions (Levy and Hassay, 2005). These activities not only automatically 

process members to be more involved in the brand and to absorb full brand 

experiences but also develop social ties with other brand fans and positive 

attitudes to the brand. (Levy and Hassay, 2005).  

Harridge-March and Quinton (2009) propose a conceptual model (see Figure 2.5) 

which compares the loyalty ladder (Christopher et al., 1991) with the behaviours 
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of online community members. This model shows the engagement level of 

community members with their social network. The term ―lurker‖ means a person 

who observes the community in order to get himself/herself familiar with the 

community before s/he starts to communicate with the existing members 

(Harridge-March and Quinton, 2009). Newbies or tourists are described as those 

who start to have activities or participate in the community but do not commit to 

the community (Harridge-March and Quinton, 2009). Minglers are members who 

engage with the community activities occasionally (Harridge-March and Quinton, 

2009). Devotees are active members who contribute regularly and start to develop 

social and emotional bonds to the community (Harridge-March and Quinton, 

2009). Insiders are proactive in starting discussion topics and have strong social 

and emotional ties with the community. Celebrities have a high competence level 

and are prolific posters who devote time and energy to a community (Harridge-

March and Quinton, 2009). Evangelists are lead members of the community. They 

are involved in all levels and all activities within the community (Harridge-March 

and Quinton, 2009). They can be founders of the community.  

Figure 2.5: The loyalty ladder and social network contributor ladder 

(Harridge-March and Quinton, 2009)  
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This model can be adapted to indicate the behaviours of each type of consumer in 

brand communities. For example, prospect consumers come to online 

communities as lurkers to seek information about the product/brand before they 

make a purchase decision. Then they may develop their relationship with the 

brand and community members that potentially lead them to a deeper social tie 

with other members and a higher loyalty level to the brand.  

 

2.13 Participation and communication within online brand 

communities  

The advance in media and communication technology connects consumers around 

the world and makes online communities more powerful, enabling consumers to 

spread information wider. With this advantage, brand advocates are able to 

express/exchange their opinions on products via the Internet or online brand 

communities. This type of communication is known as word-of-mouth (WOM) 

communication which is very popular in the fashion industry. It comes in a variety 

of forms such as blogs, forums, online reviews, personal brand advocacy websites 

and so forth. Brand advocates can create a trend and make the brand they love 

even more popular and more desirable to prospective customers through these 

communication mediums.  

Nowadays, WOM from friends, brand advocates and brand community members 

becomes more popular as a trustworthy, reliable and influential information 

source that spreads fast and widely particularly on the Internet among online 

communities (Solomon et al., 2006; Trusov et al., 2009; Bughin et al., 2010;  
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Kozinets et al., 2010). This is because consumers have declining trust in 

advertisements (Keller, 2007). For this reason, consumers turn to the Internet 

space where it allows them to search for information, read comments or share 

their brand experiences and thoughts they have in the form of messages on online 

forums and so forth. Previous studies (Keller, 2007; Trusov et al., 2009; Kozinets 

et al., 2010) suggest that brand advocates engage in WOM as market mavens who 

are eager to help and have pleasure from telling others about the products, as well 

as wanting to connect with people to gather more information/knowledge on the 

brand which they are passionate about (Cheema and Kaikati, 2010; Moran and 

Gossieaux, 2010). 

Positive interactions, communication and information exchange among members 

within a brand community not only develops the group cohesion but also 

influences an individual‘s attitude and behaviour and generates positive outcomes 

to the brand such as enhancing an individual‘s level of commitment, loyalty, 

brand love and advocacy (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002, 

2003; Casaló et al., 2008; Jang et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2008). 

Although the brand advocacy concept is well acknowledged by professional 

marketers and scholars the research exploring and illustrating a clear 

comprehension of brand advocates‘ perception within the framework of luxury 

fashion accessory brands is limited. Thus, this research has two objectives: 1) to 

identify brand advocates‘ perceptions of luxury fashion accessories and 2) to 

identify behaviours and characteristics of online brand advocates. 
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Chapter 3: The Methodology  

3.1 Introduction 

The objective of this research is to explore the perceptions of luxury fashion 

accessories and to identify the behaviours of online brand advocates within the 

brand community framework. The love of luxury fashion items/brands draws 

consumers together to set up online communities where they can share interests, 

information, opinions and form activities around the brand they admire. Previous 

research suggests that online brand communities display increased loyalty, and 

exhibit and create brand advocacy behaviours (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; 

McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008; Jang et al., 2008). 

Online brand communities represent a rich source where one can find brand 

advocates to explore and observe their actual behaviours, interactions, perceptions 

and attitudes to the brand. This research focuses on online brand communities set 

up by consumers for consumers and without any commercial purpose. The 

reasons for focusing on this type of community are that 1) this study aims to 

explore and understand online brand advocates‘ perceptions and behaviours from 

their perspective. 2) This type of community is treated as a space for members to 

freely express their opinions about the brands so discussions on the site and 

behaviours of members are close to their actual thinking/feeling. 3) Brand 

communities facilitated by brand owners usually have transactional intention 

(Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; Devasagayam and Buff, 2008). 4) Brand 
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owners/companies cannot persuade or direct members‘ perceptions to the brand 

by public relation techniques. 5) Brand owners/companies are not allowed to do 

any promotional marketing to sway members‘ behaviours which create spurious 

loyalty (Amine, 1998; Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008). Based on these reasons, 

communities set up by consumers probably reflect actual behaviours of consumers 

and gives an opportunity for this study to see this subject through the eyes of 

community members. 

 

3.2 Epistemological approach to consumer behaviour research 

The nature of interpretivist research seeks understanding of the subject (Szmigin 

and Foxall, 2000). It also embraces understanding of what the researcher knows 

about the phenomenon of the study when s/he starts the research (Hudson and 

Ozanne, 1988; Gummesson, 2003). Then s/he is able to develop more 

understanding and knowledge of the topic through research progression (Hudson 

and Ozanne, 1988; Gummesson, 2003). This process is commonly known in 

interpretive research as pre-understanding to understanding (Gummesson, 2003). 

The researcher has an interest in luxury fashion accessories. Thus, in this study, 

pre-understanding means the researcher‘s interest in this product type and his 

personal experiences of luxury fashion accessories consumption before 

conducting the research. He embraces his pre-understanding in the study. He, in 

turn, develops more understanding of the luxury fashion consumption and the 

concept of brand advocacy through the research process. An interpretivist 

approach can be applied to qualitative consumer research as a way to view and 
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comprehend human behaviours based on a particular context and time as well as 

the environment they live in (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). It also suggests that the 

researcher is involved himself in the phenomenon to investigate and to understand 

the consumption experience (Szmigin and Foxall, 2000). With these fundamental 

concepts and similarities, direct and participant observation, ethnography and 

netnography are methods under the interpretivism umbrella because they all aim 

to understand human (consumers) behaviours from their perspective and within 

their world (context).  

Most previous studies in brand communities have featured a quantitative approach 

which arguably might limit the insight into a deeper understanding of attitudes 

and behaviours of online community members (Jang et al., 2008; Kim et al., 

2008). This research adopts a netnography approach to explore behaviours of 

brand advocates in the setting of an online community. The researcher participates 

in conversations/discussions on the forums (participant observation) to gain 

insight and clearer explanations/ reasons for some behaviours found from the 

observation phase (Brewer, 2000; Saunders et al., 2000; Kozinets, 2002; Babbie, 

2007; Bryman, 2008).  

The research objectives are to identify perceptions, behaviours and characteristics 

of online brand advocates which can be achieved by observing community 

members‘ interactions, conversations, activities and participating in the 

discussions. The study aims to identify perceptions, behaviours and characteristics 

of online brand advocates from their perspective, thus qualitative methods were 

applied to reveal the data from brand advocates who constitute a market for a 

product (Kozinets, 2002).  
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3.2.1 Interpretivism vs Positivism 

Interpretivism aims to study a specific phenomenon in a particular place and time 

(Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Interpretivist research is an emergent process aiming 

to describe perceived realities, motives, meanings, reasons and experiences that 

are bound with time and context (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988).  This project was 

based on an interpretivist approach to capture the flow of community members‘ 

experiences (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Contrastingly, positivism assumes that 

―a single, objective reality exists independently of what individuals perceive. 

Individual‘s perception is a real, concrete and unchanging structure. This reality is 

divisible and fragmentable. Therefore, precise, accurate measurements and 

observations of this world are possible‖ (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988, p.509). 

Positivists emphasise the scientific and quantitative methods aiming to generalise 

or to seek out general results/explanations that can be applied to large population 

(Hudson and Ozanne, 1988; Szmigin and Foxall, 2000). In contrast, interpretivism 

is ―identified with the use of qualitative methodologies in order to explore the 

relationship between consumers‘ subjective meaning systems and the symbolic, 

hedonic and aesthetic nature of consumption‖ (Marsden and Littler, 1998, p.9).  

This study explores the perceptions and behaviours of specific groups of brand 

advocates in a specific type of online brand community setting within a growing 

period of social networking. Hence, the perceptions and behaviours of community 

members are tied with time, environment and the context of luxury fashion 

accessories. Undoubtedly, the interpretivist approach is suitable for this study 

because 1) buying/using luxury fashion accessories is strongly related to symbolic 
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and hedonic consumption/reasons that drive advocacy behaviours. 2) The study 

only focused on a particular group of consumers who feel that the talking and 

using of luxury fashion accessories satisfy their hedonic feelings. 3) The result(s) 

and understanding(s) gained from the study explain the perceptions and 

behaviours of the specific group of brand advocates to luxury fashion accessories 

but the findings may not be able to generalise behaviours of all consumers or be 

applied to other types of products.          

With the aim of describing and interpreting online brand advocacy behaviour, 

suitable data collection techniques include netnography, observations of 

community members‘ behaviours and discourses and descriptive analysis of 

participant observations (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). The research process of this 

study was to capture the atmosphere and environment of online communities in 

order to understand and interpret certain behaviours of community members.   

An interpretivist approach is appropriate to this study because it offers a great 

opportunity for the researcher to follow the behaviours of and interactions among 

community members, as well as allowing the researcher to immerse himself in the 

online luxury fashion communities to investigate and identify brand advocates‘ 

behaviours and their perceptions of luxury fashion accessories (Brewer, 2000; 

Saunders et al., 2000; Bryman, 2008). So this approach improves the richness and 

depth of the data collected that the study aims to achieve.  
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3.2.2 Netnography: a research approach  

Netnography is a development of ethnography and is an observational 

methodology that allows the researcher to learn and to develop an understanding 

of the culture of a particular community (Brewer, 2000). It gives an opportunity to 

the researcher to be immersed in a community in order to be able to interpret 

behaviours, conversations and practices of community members (Brewer, 2000; 

Saunders et al., 2000; Bryman, 2008). This intensive observation offers the 

researcher a sense of the reality, spontaneous and natural aspects of the 

community because s/he spends time living among them (Bryman, 2008). In 

addition, netnography produces rich and insightful results (Flick, 2006; Kelly and 

Gibbons, 2008; Zickar and Carter, 2010).  

Netnography is an appropriate approach to this study because it provides 

naturalistic and interactional information from the online forums, as well as giving 

a great explanatory power that is based on the observation and participation of 

textual discourse and allows the researcher to observe and investigate the 

behaviours and attitudes of the online community in-depth (Kozinets, 2002, 2006; 

Xun and Reynolds, 2010). Also this method is flexible for observation and 

analysis, as well as giving an opportunity for the researcher to reflect on the 

quality of online discourse (Kozinets, 2002, 2006; Xun and Reynolds, 2010). 

Based on these advantages and suggestions for future research from professional 

online brand community researchers, netnography was chosen to be the method of 

the present research because it suits the nature of this investigation well (Kim et 

al., 2008).  
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It also allows the researcher to use his experiences of luxury brands, luxury 

fashion accessories consumption as well as the knowledge in brand advocacy 

from the literature. Entering the online brand communities as a netnographer gave 

him an opportunity to open, adapt and improve his understanding and knowledge 

of online brand advocacy and community members‘ behaviours. The data from 

the non-participant observations suggested the characteristics and behaviours of 

online brand advocates, the perceptions of luxury fashion accessories as well as 

how consumers think about brand commitment and loyalty to luxury fashion 

brands. However, in order to gain more insights and support the data, these topics 

were followed up in the participant observation phase by engaging community 

members in the conversations/discussions on those topics. Perceptions and 

behaviours of community members to luxury brands were viewed, interpreted and 

described based on the virtual community environment and within the booming 

period of social networks.  

 

3.2.3 Netnography and ethical issues  

Netnography may raise some ethical concerns, however, the nature of this 

research topic is not considered as a sensitive topic and it uses the information that 

is publicly available in the online forums to identify and understand the attitudes, 

influences and behaviours of relevant online consumer groups (Kozinets, 2002). 

The selected four online communities are open to the public and welcome to 

everyone who has an interest in luxury fashion accessories to join the 

communities; therefore, these communities are not secretive sites and information 
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on the sites is transparent and publicly accessible. A complete history of the 

activities, forums and threads are maintained as archives on the sites.  

The researcher subscribed and became a member of the four selected sites: the 

Purse Forum (TPF), the Fashion Spot (TFS), the Bag Forum (TBF) and 

ShoeForum (SF). He created a profile and used username ―champ‖ for all four 

communities. Although he did not announce his presence as a researcher the 

observations focused on publicly open forums/conversations where the members 

were well aware that their written messages/opinions were available to read in 

public space (Xun and Reynolds, 2010). Also using usernames is an alternative 

way of protection of their real identities.  

Although the later stage of this research was to participate in discussions all 

conversations between the researcher and members were made and displayed on 

communal boards where community members were well aware that their 

messages could be read by the public. The discussion topics or questions asked 

were not considered sensitive issues and they were themes that arose from 

previous conversations or existing discussions made by other community 

members. In other words, the topics selected to discuss further in this stage were 

to continue the existing or previous conversations of community members.   
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3.3 Research process 

Figure 3.1: Research process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 summarises the whole research process of this study which was applied 

from Kozinets‘s (2010) process of a netnographic research project. This section 

gives an overall research process with reflections on how an interpretivist 
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the role of the researcher at different research stages. Previous research of Belk et 

al. (1989), O‘Guinn and Belk (1989) and Kozinets (2001, 2002) also give 
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discussions/ engage in activities with community members to get more insight 

into the reasons for exhibiting positive WOM, recommending and defending the 

brands. The paper of Belk et al. (1989), O‘Guinn and Belk (1989) and Kozinets 

(2001, 2002) analyse ethnographic data by coding from texts, pictures, verbal and 

non-verbal information from community members. For this study, TPF, TFS and 

TBF are online forums where members communicate only by text and pictures. 

Therefore, this research focuses on thematic coding of text conversations, 

messages and pictures which are posted by brand advocates. The work of Belk et 

al. (1989), O‘Guinn and Belk (1989) and Kozinets (2001, 2002) well illustrates 

and explains stories, feelings and behaviours of specific tribes to the outsiders. 

Thus this dissertation aims to capture activities, discussions, sense of online brand 

communities and behaviours of brand advocates, then present findings with 

pictures and extracts from conversations of community members.     

The first stage of this research was to identify objectives and research area by 

reviewing recent marketing literature and research papers. It showed that scholars 

and practitioners are relatively highly interested in brand advocacy and online 

communities, particularly in the fashion industry. So this study aimed to identify 

online brand advocates‘ perceptions of luxury fashion accessories and their 

behaviours and characteristics. This study also wanted to understand and present 

the subject from the brand advocates‘ perspective. Therefore, interpretivism was 

the most suitable approach to pursue for the study.  

According to interpretivism, the research looks at particular groups of online 

brand advocates and treats each behaviour and perception of brand advocate 

equally valid (Ponterotto, 2005). Then the study drew out key themes to represent 
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perceptions, behaviours and characteristics of online brand advocates. The 

researcher spent 20 months collecting data during the boom period of online 

communities and social networking. Thus the study was firmly tight with time and 

contexts of online communities and luxury fashion accessories.       

Interpertivists believe that perceptions and behaviours are constructed in an 

individual mind; therefore, the way to discover them was to interact with brand 

advocates. By nature, perceptions, behaviours and characteristics might be 

difficult to explain or demonstrated by figures, thus a qualitative approach served 

the research‘s objectives well. To reflect the subject from the brand advocates‘ 

point of view, the researcher lived in online communities, then captured and 

described the experiences he had within the online world (Ponterotto, 2005). For 

these reasons, the netnography method was chosen.  

The researcher conducted a pilot study by non-participant observation (lurking). 

The data gained from this stage gave confidence that there was enough 

information within the selected online communities and community members, 

particularly brand advocates, to respond to discussions in the later stage of the 

research. The pilot study also supported that netnography was an appropriate 

method to gain naturalistic and insightful data that this research aimed for.           

As a netnographer, the researcher had opportunities to observe behaviours and 

interact with other brand advocates. Although he was new to online communities, 

he immersed himself in the online world and developed his role from a lurker 

(non-participant observer) to more engaged with activities and discussions such as 

revealing his fashion accessories purchase and giving opinions on particular 
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products from his own experiences to members who were buying the similar items 

(Kozinets, 2010). These actions were a way to make his presence known and 

integrate in the communities (Kozinets, 2010). It also helped him to build a 

relationship with existing community members. Bearing in mind this study was 

based on an interpretivist and netnography approach, the involvement and 

interactions between the researcher and advocates were essential because it 

allowed him to study this topic subjectively in order to uncover perceptions and 

behaviours of online brand advocates (Ponterotto, 2005).  

The research process was iterative because data was gathered throughout the 

period alongside a reflection on the literature as a guideline for the next research 

stage. The researcher took a role of non-participant observer in the data collection 

phase 1 to find perceptions, behaviours and characteristics of online brand 

advocates. Research phase 1 found other emerging themes of multi-brand buying 

and reasons for exhibiting advocacy behaviours too. Thus phase 2 participant 

observation was pursued to follow those themes and to strengthen the data from 

the non-observation phase.  

Phase 2, the researcher took a role as a community member to discuss themes 

emerging from phase 1. After spending time observing interactions among brand 

advocates, the researcher learnt language used in the online fashion communities 

thus he avoided using academic terms in discussions to keep the discourse natural.  

Data gained from both phases were matched. This was because the benefit of the 

netnography method gave naturalistic data close to actual perceptions, behaviours 

and characteristics of those brand advocates. After data collection and analysis, 
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the researcher looked at the data again to draw out discussion and conclusion for 

this study. The study achieved what the researcher aimed for. The netnography 

approach served the research‘s objectives well and the data received represented 

the actual perception, behaviours and characteristics of online advocates. But the 

discussions between the researcher and brand advocates could take steps forward, 

for example conducting online interviews/chats with a group of brand advocates 

to observe their instant interactions and responses.   

 

3.4 Online brand communities 

Previous research on virtual brand communities identifies three core elements of 

online brand communities: consciousness of kind shared rituals and traditions and 

a sense of moral responsibility (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). These core 

components were selected as criteria to select brand communities for this 

research. The Fashion Spot (TFS) at www.thefashionspot.com, the Purse Forum 

(TPF) at forum.purseblog.com, the Bag Forum (TBF) at www.thebagforum.com, 

and ShoeForum (SF) at www.shoeforum.com were selected because the sites and 

members have displayed a strong sense of community and all three core 

characteristics of brand communities are matched. The selected virtual 

communities also show a close relationship among members and many of them 

regularly logged in to participate in the conversations hosted on the sites. Also, 

these sites deliver a high level of information transparency because a complete 

history of forums, threads, replies and activities are kept as archives on the sites 

(Xun and Reynolds, 2010).      



63 
 

This research focuses on four virtual communities: the Fashion Spot (TFS), the 

Purse Forum (TPF), the Bag Forum (TBF) and ShoeForum (SF) because they are 

sources to gain an insight into the activities and behaviours presented by luxury 

brand loyalists and advocates. The sites are not facilitated by any companies 

which own the brands and aim to be a space for members to freely express their 

opinions and discussions. These sites state clearly in their community rules that 

commercial activities, (intention of) advertising any particular brands or any 

forms of marketing promotions from any companies are not allowed in the 

discussion forums. Any member who posts a message showing commercial 

purpose will be banned from the community and those kinds of messages will be 

removed immediately. These community rules ensure that the sites are kept free 

from companies and commercial purposes and maintained as consumers-for-

consumers sites.       

All four sites have current discussion themes, updated information on luxury 

brands/fashion products, high volume of activities, communication and 

interactions between members. These sites also offer sub forums categorised by 

brands and topics where members can participate in and post 

information/discussion related to the particular brand they admire. 

Community members can create ―threads‖ to start discussion on these brands and 

other members would view and ―post‖ back comments or opinions answering to 

the topic. Threads on these sites refer to new discussion topics and posts are 

replies from members to the thread/topic. Members log in by usernames and use 

their passwords to access the forums board. The sites display members‘ 

usernames, numbers of posts they have made, the time and date of the last visit 
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and the date of joining the community. Each member has his/her own profile 

containing background information including image (or avatar image), location, 

short description of personality, interests, and occupation. However, it is not 

necessary for members to fill in all of these details in profiles or to give their real 

identities. Members can send private messages to specific members if they want 

to keep their conversations private. Members also can add other members to their 

friend list and contact them by private messages. Private communication is often 

used when members want to set up a place and date to meet up physically in the 

group.  

The Purse Forum (TPF) is a free online fashion magazine and social network 

dedicated to designer handbags and can be extended to other fashion accessories 

such as shoes and fashion jewellery. TPF is a sister site of The Purse Blog that 

was founded by Meaghan Mahoney and Vladimir Dusil in February 2005. One 

year after, with its popularity and success, the founders of Purse Blog decided to 

create Purse Forum. The site currently has more than 170,000 registered members 

around the world and provides a daily editorial of latest and hottest designer 

handbags as well as encourages members to post discussions, exchange opinions 

and all activities related to designer handbags and other fashion accessories. The 

community has grown from merely being a handbag forum to knitting the 

community tightly (The Purse Forum, 2008).  

The Fashion Spot (TFS) is an online community owned and operated by 

TheFashionSpot, LLC based in Los Angeles. The site operates in a way similar to 

TPF by providing opportunities for members to discuss designer collections, latest 
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fashion trends, styling and to inform news in the fashion industry. It has over 

60,000 members worldwide (The Fashion Spot, 2009).  

In addition, the Bag Forum and ShoeForum sites were added to increase the 

variety of backgrounds of community members and to diversify information 

sources. This boosts the strength of the data for later analysis.   

The Bag Forum (TBF) is an online brand community that was started in June 

2006 by Jennifer Moreno and later four other co-founders joined by performing as 

site moderators. TBF forum stemmed from Bag Bliss, a designer handbag blog, 

that was created in November 2004 by Jennifer Moreno. Bag Bliss provides a 

daily handbag review. Its popularity then brought the founder to set up the forum 

space, Bag Forum, where it allows consumers to join and meet other members to 

share their interests in handbags. Although the site core moderators are based in 

the USA it has more than 26,973 world-wide members.  

ShoeForum (SF) is a sister site of ShoeBlog.com that is based in Seattle, USA. 

The forum section provides space for members to discuss and exchange 

information about shoes and the brands they admire. The shoeblog provides 

reviews of the latest shoes and trends as well as information and answers about 

shoes by 7 main bloggers of the site. These main bloggers also perform as forum 

moderators looking after the content of the posts and discussions. ShoeForum has 

30,191 members from different countries and the number continues to grow.  

TPF, TFS, TBF and SF sites have international members who come to share their 

interests and love for fashion accessories and fashion brands.  



66 
 

3.5 Data collection 

After registering to those sites, the researcher set up his profile and used a 

username ―champ‖. Observations were made in a series of visits to collect 

information of the communities, members‘ behaviours and to learn the 

community‘s culture including group rules, norms, values, practices as well as 

finding emerging themes and a framework to reflect on the literature. Dates and 

times of visiting these virtual brand communities were made randomly and based 

on convenience and were recorded in tables (see Appendix 1: Timetable of 

visiting). However, the researcher might have to spend a longer time or to log on 

more often on some sites because there were more new and updated activities 

going on. Some visits were longer because the researcher wanted to know how 

promptly and quickly the members responded to the discussions. This indicated 

the level of members‘ involvement in the communities and the brand. Table 3.1 

below is the example of a template used to record the details and ideas after each 

netnographic observation.       

Table 3.1: An example of template  

Template for data collection and data analysis 

 

Website(s) visited: The PurseForum (TPF), The Fashion Spot (TFS), The Bag Forum (TBF) 

 

Date of visit: 4 January 2011 

 

Time of visit: TBF 18.00-19.00 (1 hour), TFS 19.00-20.00 (1 hour), TPF 20.00-23.00 (3 hours) 

 

Summary after the visit 

 

Community members feel that they are part of the group and feel close to each other even they have never met before. 

Group bonding retains members in the community. It means that they maintain their loyalty to the brand. Many members 

buy luxury fashion accessories to reward themselves. This behaviour is called self-indulgence in a postmodernism 
consumption. Some members talked about their hedonic behaviours i.e. they lay all their bags down on beds and look at 

them to remind their memories and happiness. Many members like taking photos of their bags and post on the forum 

sharing with the other members. This behaviour is called self-exhibition. Personal self-exhibition is one of characteristics of 
postmodern consumers who like to express their personalities. The reasons of this behaviour can be that 1) they want to 

show off. 2) They love those items so much and want to share their appreciation of the products with the others. 3) They 
want to get compliment from the others in order to increase their self-esteem and happiness.   
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Key findings: group bonding, self-indulgence, hedonic behaviours, personal self-exhibition 

 

This study had two major research phases: the first phase was the non-participant 

observation of online brand community, and the second phase was to engage in 

conversations/discussions on the forum boards. The second phase was to 

investigate three key themes: perceptions of luxury fashion accessories, multi-

brand buying in luxury fashion context and brand advocacy indicator. These three 

themes emerged from the non-participant observations of conversations among 

community members and were selected to discuss further with the community 

members. The role of the researcher was defined as a non-participating 

netnographer in phase 1, then the role progressed to a participating netnographer 

in phase 2.  

 

3.5.1 Phase 1: Non-participant observation 

The objectives of the non-participant observation were: 1) to investigate the 

operation systems and environment of TPF, TFS, TBF and SF communities; 2) to 

observe the behaviours and interactions among community members; 3) to 

observe discussions/activities on the sites in order to identify the brand advocates‘ 

perceptions of luxury fashion accessories and the characteristics of their 

behaviours; 4) to explore the emerging themes relating to brand advocacy for the 

next stage of the investigation.     
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The researcher himself has knowledge, interest and experiences with luxury 

brands particularly about handbags and leather goods. However, he has never 

joined or participated in any online brand communities before he started out this 

study. He then developed his understanding of the consumer behaviours to luxury 

fashion accessories and luxury fashion brands from the literature and previous 

studies. Emerging from the literature and previous research, online brand 

communities are where brand loyalty, brand commitment and brand advocacy 

developed (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; Kim, 

Morris, Swait, 2008; Jang et al., 2008). Advanced technology and postmodern 

consumer behaviour make social networks and online communities internationally 

popular and they have become a part of our everyday life. Consumers join online 

communities to share, discuss, express their opinions on the topics that interest 

them.        

The researcher entered online brand communities (TPF, TFS, TBF and SF sites) 

as a netnographer because it was the most appropriate way to immerse himself in 

the communities and to gain natural and spontaneous insights of the behaviours of 

community members (Bryman, 2008). At this stage, he made a series of non-

participant observations (see Appendix 1) to get familiar with the online 

communities environment, to learn the community rules, to observe behaviours 

and interactions of online community members including discussions, 

conversations and activities on the sites. This process developed the researcher‘s 

understanding of the online culture and consumer behaviours in a postmodern 

period. Bearing the concept of interpretivism in mind, the behaviours and 

perceptions of members observed from the four online sites may be different or 
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similar to each other depending on the culture, practices and norms of each 

community.  

Non-participant observation on these sites gave the researcher an opportunity to 

learn, to understand and be familiar with community cultures, practices, values 

and rules. The evidence shows that members developed a strong relationship by 

regularly posting opinions, exchanging information and arranging informal 

physical group meetings. Due to this reason, building a good informal relationship 

with the community members makes them feel more comfortable and willing to 

participate in further discussion.  

All information, opinion expression/exchange and communication between 

members were posted in forms of narratives, written texts and sometimes 

including images. These messages are a great information source because they are 

actual words from members which represent their feelings/thoughts/opinions to 

the discussion topic or the brand. The language used to communicate is everyday 

English language but sometimes is mixed with abbreviations and technical terms 

used in the fashion industry. Besides, picture icons were sometimes added to 

emphasise and express their feelings. Abbreviations used are familiar and 

commonly understood among online chat users.    

The observation at this stage investigated two types of products, handbags and 

shoes, in order to understand and to compare whether there were differences in the 

behaviours and attitudes of members between these two groups. However, the 

observation showed that members from TPF, TFS, SF and TBF communities had 

similar behaviours to their loved brand. The discussions and activities in the shoes 
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community had similar content which was about recommending the products, 

sharing love for the shoes, revealing the latest purchases and exchanging product 

experiences. The observation found that members from the handbags community 

also participate in the shoes community. Community members treated their shoes 

and handbags similarly. Due to this reason, the way the community members 

behaved to shoes and handbags was very similar. The later stage of this research 

puts more emphasis on the handbags communities because there were more 

members within these groups and more activities/discussions on the sites that 

needed to be explored.     

 

3.5.1.1 Phase 1.1: Observation by brand framework 

The discussion topics and posted messages on the sites were analysed by using the 

brand framework (Keller, 2008) which emerges from themes, characteristics and 

dimensions of luxury fashion accessory online communities, as well as initial 

brand advocacy behaviours. Brand framework is relevant to this study because it 

guided the researcher to focus on the brand components (such as brand image, 

brand positioning, brand identity, brand awareness), brand love, brand loyalty, 

commitment, involvement and engagement. Using the brand framework to 

analyse the data adds another perspective to understand the perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessory, pattern of luxury fashion accessory consumption and attitudes 

of members towards the brands.  

A brand framework includes key components: brand love, brand loyalty, brand 

commitment, brand awareness, brand image, brand identity and brand positioning 
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(de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Rajagopal and Sanchez, 2004; 

Dall‘Olmo Riley et al., 2004; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; Okonkwo, 2007; 

Keller, 2008; Fionda and Moore 2009) were used as a guideline to analyse the 

data and information collected from phase 1 (non-participant observation). This 

framework reflects community members‘ perceptions of their favourite brands 

and their behaviours, and indicates the characteristics of brand advocates. The 

study focuses on the quality of the content of narratives/ discussions/ dialogues 

among the members. Thus, the messages investigated must show at least one 

brand framework component (brand love, brand loyalty, brand commitment, 

brand awareness, brand image, brand identity and brand position). This 

framework is appropriate to use because these are core components to build the 

brand advocacy. It reflects the characters, behaviours, attitudes and qualities that 

brand advocates should have. A logbook was used to record details such as date 

and time of visit, what topics and what findings were found after every visit (see 

Appendices 1, 2 and Table 3.2 below). The information/discussion on forums 

selected for analysing were printed on paper and kept as back-up evidence (see 

Appendices 3 and 4).  

Table 3.2 below shows the examples of coding the key words from the messages 

to reflect the brand framework. The messages demonstrate what consumers 

think/feel about luxury fashion accessories and are linked to the theoretical 

constructs from the literature. The coding process was further explained in the 

coding process section. 
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Table 3.2: Coding of brand framework 

Brand framework  Codes/ key words Examples  

Brand components  Brand identity 

 
 

Brand awareness 

 
 

Brand image   

 
 

 

Brand positioning 
 

Fatalefashion ―Alexander McQueen is the creation of modern, 

beautifully-crafted pieces‖. 27 May 2010 
 

jburgh ―I bet it is one of the Bombe bags from  

F/W 08 season‖. 3 February 2009  
 

Pinkmilk ―a Chanel girl is someone with classic timeless style. 

They also have a classic signature which makes them 
memorable‖. 29 April 2011 

 

carman kass ―I think Dior, Givenchy, Balenciaga and YSL are 
all equally prestigious‖. 01 March 2011 

Involvement Self-concept/self-connection Bag-terfly ―I would probably be a VP....a classic yet 

sophisticated kinda way‖. 23 August 2010 

 

Brand love Love and passion bay queen ―hiya ladies, so im a massive fan of a decent clutch 
bag and have 45 expensive designer clutches ranging from 

juidth leiber crystal bags right through the gorgeous leather 

bottega clutches...so yes, anything clutch is me!‖. 2 June 2010 

 

Brand loyalty Attitudinal loyalty 

 

 
 

Behavioural loyalty (repeat 

purchase) 

candace117 ―I love the immense history of LV, stuff like that is 

so neat. It‘s why I love designers...I like to own a piece of that 

history if I can‖. 3 December 2008 
 

DogsNPurses ―My first Bottega was the Nero medium 

Campana and I loved it so much that I now have 4 of them‖. 8 
June2011 

 

 

3.5.1.2 Phase 1.2: Observation by the loyalty ladder and social 

network contributor ladder  

After the observation in the light of the brand framework, another set of 

observations was made by applying the loyalty ladder and the social network 

contributor ladder (Christopher et al., 1991; Pickton and Broderick, 2005; 

Harridge-March and Quinton, 2009) to analyse the data and focused solely on 

members‘ behaviours. The loyalty ladder identifies types of consumers and 

indicates their behaviours to the brand/product. It gives an initial idea of 

behaviours and consumer types which may be found in the brand communities. 
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The social network contributor ladder was adapted from the loyalty ladder to the 

social network environment. It was more specific on behaviours and what 

community members do with their online communities (Harridge-March and 

Quinton, 2009). It also describes different types of community members and their 

behaviours which are useful for the observations because it focuses on how 

members behave, interact and participate in their online communities. The two 

ladders name and define types of consumptions differently but one thing in 

common is to explain the behaviours of consumers/community members in the 

brand communities. Both ladders are the guidelines to classify and distinguish 

brand advocates from the rest of the consumers. The messages extracted from the 

observations were coded with reference to the loyalty ladder and the social 

network contributor ladder frameworks. The key words (codes) were linked to the 

behaviours of the consumers of the two ladders. For example, the message from 

―znzngo‖ in table 3.3 showed the meaning that fitted into the code of 

recommending the brand. 

This analysis adds an extension of the loyalty ladder and the social network 

contributor ladder based on online communities setting and behaviours of 

community members to luxury fashion accessories. This additional information 

will be useful to both academic and managerial aspects and valuable to other 

researchers who wish to take a further study on this subject.         
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Table 3.3: Coding of the loyalty ladder and social network contributor ladder 

The loyalty 

ladder 

Social network 

contributor ladder 

Key 

behaviours 

Codes/key words Examples 

Brand 
advocate  

Evangelist/Celebrity  Active 
advocacy 

behaviours 

Recommending the 
brand/product  

 

 
 

 

 
Defending for the 

brand 

Showing supportive 

znzngo ―My sister liked my monogram 
Artsy so much and when the Empreinte 

line came out I immediately 

recommended for het to get it and the 
next day she bought it and luv luv 

[love] it!‖. 15 April 2011   

 
footlocker ―i don‘t want to see Hermes 

turning into LV. i don‘t want a 

monogrammed Birkin...hope the 
Hermes family can stay strong and be 

united‖. 24 October 2010 

Supporter  Insider/Devotee Attitudinal 
loyalty 

Brand love 
Positive attitude to 

the brand   

ariluvya21 ―There are so many other 
adjectives I could use to describe 

Hermes but I think we all agree that no 

amount of words can describe how 
absolutely marvellous this brand is‖. 29 

July 2010      

Client  Mingler  Repeat 

purchase but 
no attitudinal 

loyalty 

Equal brand 

opportunist 

boyoverboard ―I wouldn‘t ever feel like 

I was exclusively tied to one brand. I‘ve 
never been a person who shops at one 

particular store. I just happen to love 

LV more than any other brand but if I 
see something that I want from another 

designer I‘m quite happy to buy that 

too‖. 5 April 2011    

Customer  Newby/Tourist  Fist time buyer First purchase tabbyco ―I just recently purchased my 

first Goyard and I had to familiarise 

myself with all the styles before making 
a purchase‖. 12 April 2011  

Prospect  Lurker  Information 

seeking 

Information lurking Thenurse ―For months, I spent hours 

and hours reading about the different 

leathers and lurking in this forum‖. 28 
July 2010 

 

Table 3.3 above demonstrates key words and behaviours to analyse the data from 

the observations. The messages/discussions showed or had meaning that the codes 

appeared to capture. The messages represented feelings, opinions and behaviours 

of consumers which indicated what types of consumers they are. Then they can be 

categorised and grouped into types of consumers on the ladders. 

Given the nature of the products (handbags), most members are female who come 

from around the world and have interests in and vast experiences of buying luxury 

fashion accessories. Many of them regularly visit the sites to respond to different 

discussion topics with their personal opinions/experiences. However, age, gender 
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and nationality of members are not issues affecting the data interpretation process 

because 1) the focus of the present study is on their behaviours to luxury brands 

and luxury fashion accessories consumption; 2) all brands mentioned on the sites 

are global brands of which their luxury status and luxury brand personalities are 

perceived similarly across the world; 3) the selected online communities are  

international sites where members from different backgrounds understand and 

respect each other in the shared community cultures, rules, norms, values and 

practices.        

All chosen online sites have functions that allow the researcher to track all other 

posts (messages) made by a member. All posts from a selected member will 

appear when clicking on the username of the member then clicking the phrase 

―find all posts/threads by (member name)‖. This facility helped the researcher to 

observe the behaviours of the community members about how they 

reacted/responded to different discussion topics. This method was used to scan 

spurious behaviours and to make sure that members who have been observed had 

consistent advocacy behaviours. It also gave an opportunity to the researcher to 

revisit and to reflect on the data before discussing the findings (Brewer, 2000; 

Bryman, 2008). 

For example: ―OnMyMiNd04‖ is a member of TPF who joined the forum on 4 

September 2007 and has a total of 2,834 posts. This member posted a message 

that showed one aspect of advocacy. Other posts made by this member were, 

therefore, followed to check if his/her behaviours to the brand were consistent. 

This member showed his/her advocacy behaviours in other messages as well. It 
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also indicated that s/he is a potential online advocate who is worth following for 

further observations.  

Posts made by this member show different advocacy themes as follows: 

Table 3.4: Brand advocate profile 

Advocacy themes Coding extracts Messages from OnMyMiNd04 

Positive attitude the brand No one will come 

between me and LV 

―I have recently started dating someone and I told him that 

LV is my first boyfriend. No one will become between me 
and LV‖. 16 January 2011  

Defending for the brand That is not really a design 

flaw 

―I see your point, but there are plenty of LV bags that do 

have zippers. Those who buy the Neverfull know exactly that 

the bag is open-top, so that is not really a design flaw IMO 
[in my opinion]‖. 3 January 2011 

Loyalty  I was going to branch out 
more 

―I can understand how you feel OP [a member‘s username]! I 
love Monogram to death...In 2008 I decided that I was going 

to branch out more...‖. 19 January 2011 

Love and passion for the 

brand 

I love Monogram to death ―I can understand how you feel OP! I love Monogram to 

death...In 2008 I decided that I was going to branch out 
more...‖. 19 January 2011 

Sharing brand experiences I love the entire Louis 
Vuitton experience 

―I love the entire Louis Vuitton experience. The stores are 
beautiful, the products are timeless and the history is 

amazing. I just cannot get into any other brand. I want to be 

buried in a Louis Vuttion trunk‖. 3 January 2011 

Feedback to the brand I think it‘s time for him to 
collaborate with a new 

artist 

―No No and No! What is with Marc these days? I think it‘s 
time for him to collaborate with a new artist‖. 16 January 

2011 

Integrating new member Welcome, I hope to see 

you around in the forums 

―Welcome, Welcome, Welcome...What a great collection 

you have! I hope to see you around in the forums!‖. 20 

January 2011 

   

 

3.5.2 Phase 2: Participant observation    

The objectives of the participant observation were 1) to discover perceptions of 

luxury fashion accessories in depth, and 2) to follow the themes of multi-brand 

buying in the context of luxury fashion accessories. This theme was followed in 

discussion aiming to argue with the notion of the loyalty ladder that consumers 
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should be loyal or be advocates to one brand.  3) The third objective was to 

further explore the reasons for exhibiting active advocacy behaviours. 4) The most 

important reason for pursuing participant observation was to support the data 

collected from non-participant observation.   

Participant observation is a method used in ethnography to observe people in their 

natural social environment. It requires such involvement between the researcher 

and people who are being observed (Brewer 2000). Participant observation was 

the second step of the present research process. Although participant observation 

in this study was adapted to use in a different setting (virtual communities) it 

remains the same concept, principal and practice as it is used in ethnography. 

After learning and being familiar with the culture, practices and rules of the online 

communities, the researcher engaged in different activities, discussions and 

conversations with the community members, aiming to grasp a full online brand 

community experience and to gain specific data that the researcher wanted to 

explore. According to the culture and behaviours of selected communities, many 

members would ignore direct survey or may not participate well (i.e. late replies, 

spurious answers, manipulated behaviours). Therefore, the role of a complete 

participant (Bryman, 2008) or covert observer (Brewer, 2000) was chosen in order 

to give the researcher an opportunity to become part of the community quickly. 

The role also allows the researcher to receive data and responses more quickly. 

Data gained is more actual and closer to the members‘ true feelings/opinions.  

The researcher shared experiences and associated with community members but 

he maintained the balance between ―a community member‖ and ―a researcher‖ 
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status (Brewer, 2000). The issues of reflexivity and maintaining a professional 

distance are further discussed later in this chapter.  

According to the chosen community sites, all information and communications 

are based on texts and pictures. The language used in these four communities is 

natural language. Natural language does not only mean everyday life language but 

also refers to the language used to communicate in a particular social setting 

(Brewer, 2000). In this case, the natural language is English language used in 

everyday life mixed with fashion terms/phrases and names of product styles i.e. 

―Classic Flap‖ refers to a classic style of Chanel handbag with chain interwoven 

leather and Chanel logo closure on the flap. Messages posted were informal, easy 

to understand but were sometimes mixed with technical terms used in the fashion 

industry as well as abbreviations and icons to express emotion and feeling. 

Abbreviations appearing in messages were familiar and commonly understood 

among the online chat users such as ―IMO‖ means In My Opinion. However, the 

existing community members are willing to translate if there is any abbreviation 

that new members do not understand. Considering this pattern of communication, 

the researcher avoided the use of formal language and academic words in order to 

keep the communication and conversations natural.        

The main themes to be followed in the participant observation are: 

1. Perceptions of luxury brands. This theme investigated how community 

members perceive luxury fashion accessories. It also explains the 

relationship between luxury fashion items and the user.   
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2. Multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context. The reason for discussing 

theme was that brand advocates prefer to buy a number of brands they 

love (or have a set of preferences). But the loyalty ladder suggests that 

brand advocacy is about being loyal and an advocate to only one brand. 

Therefore, discussing this theme will critically review the loyalty ladder 

with current consumer behaviours in the fashion context.   

3. Brand advocate indicator. This theme investigates the reasons for 

becoming active brand advocates. It explores the reasons behind their 

advocacy behaviours such as recommending the brand, talking about the 

brand and defending for the brand. These behaviours were seen as 

significant advocacy behaviours because it differentiates active advocates 

from the passive brand loyalists.    

These three themes were selected to discuss with members on the forums in the 

Purse Forum, the Fashion Spot and the Bag Forum communities. The questions 

were posted as new threads by using informal language to keep its naturalness, 

friendliness so as to invite more members to share their opinions on the subject. 

All questions/discussions were posted on different dates to avoid asking too many 

questions at the same time and to monitor members‘ reactions and feedback to 

each question. All replies from the community members were saved and printed 

out on paper as evidence for another content analysis.       

Table 3.5 below shows the themes and questions asked to the community 

members with the dates. 
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Table 3.5: The themes and questions in the discussions  

Themes  Constructs/ key 

meanings of questions 

 

Question items  Discussions starting date 

1.Perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessories  

Self concept 

Self-connection 

Self-expression 
Hedonic values of the 

luxury items 

Love and passion  

Q 1: How do you perceive luxury fashion 

accessories? 

3 May 2011 

2.Multi-brand buying in 
luxury fashion context 

Brand commitment 
 

 
Brand commitment 

 

 
Brand loyalty 

 

Q 1: Do you commit to the only one brand? 
 

 
Q 2: Why do you or do not commit to the only 

brand you love? 

 
Q 3: Does buying the other brands mean 

disloyal to the brand you love? 

5 April 2011 
 

 
5 April 2011 

 

 
5 April 2011 

3.Brand advocate indicator Brand love 

Hedonic behaviours 
 

Brand love 

Hedonic behaviours 
 

Positive WOM  

 
 

Brand love 

Positive attitude to the 
brand  

Q 1: Why do you enjoy talking about the 

brand(s)? 
 

Q 2: What are the reason(s) to make you talk 

about the brand(s)? 
 

Q 3: Have you recommended the brands to 

the others? 
 

Q 4: Why and how do you defend the brand?   

9 May 2011 

 
 

9 May 2011 

 
 

14 April 2011 

 
 

25 May 2011 

 

The question items are based on the observational data from phase 1 and the 

theories of brand love (Fournier, 1998; Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009), brand 

commitment (Fullerton, 2005), brand loyalty (Amine, 1998) and involvement 

(Traylor, 1981).  Table 3.5 shows the constructs which are related to each theme 

and the reflection of the constructs on each question item.  

The objectives of discussing the first theme are to discover the brand advocates‘ 

perceptions of the luxury fashion accessories, and to use the data from the 

discussion to support the data obtained in phase 1. The reason for discussing the 

second theme (multi-brand buying) is to discover whether being committed and 

loyal to only one brand is a significant characteristic of the luxury fashion brand 

advocates. The third theme is taken to discuss with the community members 
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because it reveals the reasons why brand advocates exhibit positive WOM as well 

as recommend and defend the brand.    

 

3.6 Data analysis   

Data from a netnographic investigation has two elements: (1) the data copied 

directly from the communications between community members and (2) the data 

transcribed regarding the observations of the community members (Kozinets, 

2002). Furthermore, analysing online discussion messages needs to consider the 

meaning appearing or conveyed in the text (Xun and Reynolds, 2010). It is often 

found that message writers use capital letters, exclamation marks, emotion icons 

and acronyms to emphasise their emotions and increase the persuasive level in 

text (Kozinets, 2002; Xun and Reynolds, 2010, p.26). The language used may 

vary but mostly it is informal language mixed with terminologies that are used 

and understood in the fashion accessories communities. Data that met these 

criteria were suitable for further evaluation. However, conclusions were drawn 

from a small number of messages if these messages are contextually rich and can 

be interpreted with analytic depth and insight (Kozinets, 2002).      

 

3.6.1 Coding process  

The coding process of this study started from selecting the data (Brewer, 2000). 

The researcher concentrated on relevant data only which were related to four 

aspects of brand advocacy: involvement, brand love, brand commitment and 
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brand loyalty. All discussion topics on the sites were organised as threads which 

allow other members to read and reply. Thread headings were given by the 

member who started the thread and indicated the details, stories or the content of 

discussion of the thread. Brand framework (Keller, 2008), the loyalty ladder 

(Christopher et al., 1991) and the social network contributor ladder (Harridge-

March and Quinton, 2009) were guidelines for the researcher to focus on relevant 

data within these frameworks only. The researcher selected only the threads 

related to the research focus. For example, a thread ―Things you love about BV‖ 

was created by ―jmcadon‖ on 24 June 2011. The researcher followed this thread 

because the title indicated brand love which is one of the crucial factors for brand 

advocacy. After further observation of this thread, it was found that brand 

advocates gave various reasons why they love the Bottega Veneta brand. The 

answers did not only display love and passion for the brand but also showed self-

connection and brand loyalty.   

Then the messages selected were coded (Brewer, 2000; Flick, 2006; Bryman, 

2008). All information, opinion, expression, discussions among the members were 

posted in forms of written texts and sometimes included images. Therefore, 

coding was a crucial technique to analyse the data and evidence (Proctor, 2005; 

Malhotra and Birks, 2006). The study pursued a thematic coding procedure 

(Strauss, 1987). The coding process of this research was conducted manually. Key 

words, constructs and themes were coded to reflect the theories in the literature 

(brand advocacy, brand love, brand loyalty, brand commitment and involvement). 

Firstly, messages selected from the forums were analysed in an open coding stage 

(Strauss, 1987; Flick, 2006). In the open coding stage, the researcher read the 
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messages selected, then gave the key words such as identities or love to represent 

the meaning or the context of the messages (see Table 3.6). Then the coding 

process continued to an axial coding stage (Strauss, 1987; Flick, 2006). The 

researcher grouped the key words (codes) from the open coding into categories. 

The researcher used the constructs (theories) from the literature such as brand 

communities or brand love to label each category because it showed how the data 

supported the theories (see Table 3.6). For example, the key words (codes): 

consciousness of kind, shared ritual and traditions and moral responsibilities were 

grouped under the category of brand communities. In other words, this step was to 

attach the concepts to the key words. Lastly, the categories from the axial coding 

were drawn together under the major themes which are related to the research 

focus (see Table 3.6). For example, involvement, self-concept, self-connection 

and hedonic values were grouped under the major theme of perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessories which is related to the research objective of identifying brand 

advocates‘ perceptions of luxury fashion accessories. Table 3.6 below is an 

example of the coding process. 

Table 3.6: Coding process 

Themes  

 

Categories (constructs) 

(Axial coding)  

Codes/key words 

(Open coding) 

Examples  

Sense of brand communities Brand communities Consciousness of kind 
 

 

 
Shared rituals and 

traditions  

 

 

 

 
Moral responsibilities  

kmarney1 ―Sounds you are at the 
right place! We‘d love to see 

pictures!‖. 2 June 2010 

 
candace117 ―I love to immense 

history of LV, stuff like that is so 

neat. It‘s why I love designers...I 

like to own a piece of that history 

if I can‖. 3 December 2008  

 
Roxana ―ughh, I‘m getting so 

tired that we have to be on guard 

all the times for the fakes. I‘m 
glad you were able to catch it and 

I‘m truly thankful we have such 

a great experts here to help 
everyone out!‖. 4 February 2010    
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Themes  

 

Categories (constructs) 

(Axial coding)  

Codes/key words 

(Open coding) 

Examples  

Perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessories 

Involvement  

Self-concept/self-

connection 
 

 

 
 

Hedonic values 

 
 

 

 

Identities  

Personalities 

 
 

 

 
 

Love 

Happiness 
Memories representing  

Rewards  

Sentimental objects 
 

ladyhermes ―am an Hermès girl‖. 

3 October 2009   

 
self-connection can indicate from 

usernames i.e. MsBurberry, LV-

PRADAfanatic and Prada Psycho 
 

BagEssence ―Makes me smile 

every time I carry it‖. 24 June 
2011 

 

ariluvya21 ―I am in love with 
Hermes and I hope to pass down 

my Hermes collection to my 

daughters and grand-daughters, 
along with all of my love‖. 29 

July 2010   

Multi-brand buying in 
luxury fashion context 

Brand commitment 
Brand loyalty 

Brand love 

Commit 
Loyal 

Love 

Repeat purchase   

krawford ―Love, love love my 
BV bags. I have so many 

designer bags but my Bottegas 

are always my go to bag. I will 
definitely purchase more‖. 25 

June 2011 

  

Brand advocate indicator  Brand advocacy Positive WOM 
Recommending the 

brand 

 
 

 

Activities around the 
brand 

 

 
 

 

Defending the brand 

appleyap2718 ―I would definitely 
recommend to my friends. I 

actually did so and my friends 

bought 2 bags after that!‖. 10 
May 2010 

 

ongoing threads such as ―your 
Diors in action‖, ―Which Jimmy 

Choo bags are you carrying now, 

and for how long?‖ and ―TV 
shows with Hermes‖. 

 

thenurse ―personally I didn‘t like 
the article as it was so lousy 

written. I don‘t feel bad about the 
prices of Hermès bags. The 

article is just written in stupidity 

and without any references‖. 14 
June 2010    

  

Table 3.6 gives an overview of the thematic coding process which started from 

open coding the meanings of each statement with the key words (codes), then 

grouping each code under the categories (constructs) such as brand love, brand 

loyalty, brand commitment and involvement. Finally, relating categories to the 

key themes such as sense of brand community, perceptions of luxury fashion 

accessories and brand advocate indicator were coded.  
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3.6.2 Interpretation  

Interpretation is the process where the researcher attaches meaning to the data 

(Brewer, 2000). According to the nature of data interpretation and the 

interpretivist perspective, it is worth remembering that data are tied to the context, 

period of research, online community setting and methods used to collect data 

(Hudson and Ozanne, 1988; Brewer, 2000; Gummesson, 2003). After spending 

sufficient time in the online communities, the researcher enhanced his 

understanding and grasped the sense of the reality of the communities, experience 

and knowledge. The understanding and experiences of the four online 

communities (TPF, TFS, TBF and SF) were used in the data interpretation 

process. Based on this reason, the outcomes have high quality and a high level of 

convincingness (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993). The conversations or messages 

on the forums were in every-day language to demonstrate the meaning of what 

community members want to express. Texts appeared to have straight forward 

meaning with some uses of direct emotional expression words to stress meaning 

and feeling. In other words, those messages were meant as they were read for 

example ―I love the brand X‖, ―I‘m a brand X person‖ or ―I actually did 

recommend brand X to my friends‖. 

 

3.6.3 Reflexivity: being reflexive 

Reflexivity is ―to understand ourselves and our practices as researchers and to 

produce better accounts‖ (Bettany and Woodruffe-Burton, 2009, p. 663) In other 
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words, reflexivity is ―a bridge between interpretation and the process by which it 

is conveyed in text‖ (Brewer, 2000, p.127).  

The researcher has an interest in luxury fashion accessories so he could relate and 

understand the community members well.  After spending time in the online 

communities, the researcher had first-hand experience with the community 

members and his understanding of the reality of the communities and knowledge 

relating to the topic was enhanced. Although the researcher was immersed in the 

online communities and the research issue he was able to maintain his reflexivity 

because 1) the setting of this research was in the virtual world so the researcher 

could limit his professional distance from the members. Secondly, observations 

and communication between the researcher and community members (informants) 

were through written text so it gave both the researcher and members (informants) 

the opportunity to think before submitting the post. Lastly, all messages were kept 

in the archives so the researcher could retrieve to read and reread before any 

conclusion. To maintain reflexivity throughout the study, the researcher focused 

the non-participant observation under the constructs of brand framework, the 

loyalty ladder and the social network contributor and limited the scope of the 

participant observation within the areas of brand advocacy, involvement, brand 

love, brand loyalty and brand commitment.       

The researcher created a template to record data after observations. He filled the 

template with details such as date and time of visit, the site visited and thoughts he 

had after the visit (see Table 3.1 and Appendix 2). These templates were kept as 

records and were retrieved again before interpreting the data. This process 
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retained the reflexivity because it gave the research a chance to review the 

thoughts and comments he made.     

In this study, themes emerged from both the literature and the observation. This 

research demonstrates the themes reflected on the theories and the application of 

those theories in the luxury fashion accessory context.   

Some may question how the researcher ensures that data received or behaviours 

observed on the sites were not spurious. Firstly, the sites kept all threads and posts 

as archives that could be retrieved at any time. They also had a function that 

allowed the researcher to read all posts made by a particular member. This 

function allows the researcher to track the members‘ behaviours and reactions to 

other discussion topics. This was a way to ensure the consistency of members‘ 

behaviours to the brand they love and the reliability of data received from them. 

The example was shown in Table 3.4. Secondly, this research adopted the 

netnographic approach so that the data collected would have a high level of 

spontaneity, be natural and close to the reality (Bryman, 2008).  

 

3.7 Summary  

The research objectives were to identify the perceptions of luxury fashion 

accessories and to identify online advocacy behaviours within the brand 

community framework. Thus this study utilised the interpretivist approach which 

focuses on obtaining a deep and rich understanding of the perceptions and 

behaviours of online brand advocates to luxury fashion accessories. The 



88 
 

netnography approach was chosen in this study because it gave great opportunities 

for the researcher to observe and investigate the behaviours and perceptions of 

online brand advocates in-depth based on their textual discussions/conversations.    

The four online brand communities (TPF, TFS, TBF and SF) were selected 

because these sites provide a rich data source where one can find brand advocates 

and explore their actual interactions, behaviours and perceptions to the brands. 

These sites have become tight knit social networks and showed a strong sense of 

online communities in which members developed their informal relationships 

among themselves and with the brands. Community members did not only display 

their love and loyalty to the brands through advocacy behaviours i.e. positive 

WOM, recommending and defending the brand but they also expressed their 

opinions and feeling towards the brands. These data were beneficial to the study 

to investigate the issue from the consumer perspective.  

The data collection process involves two phases: phase 1 was non-participant 

observation and phase 2 was participant observation. Both phases were developed 

under the netnography approach aiming to gain insights from brand advocates. 

The objectives of phase 1 observation were 1) to learn the online brand 

communities‘ rules and how community members interacted with each other. The 

second objective was to explore and understand the perceptions and the 

relationships between luxury fashion accessories and brand advocates. Thirdly, 

the objective was to identify the characteristics and behaviours of online brand 

advocates. Phase 1 consists of a series of observations made in light of the brand 

frameworks, the loyalty ladder and the social network contributor ladder. The 

observational data from the brand framework indicate how brand advocates 
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perceived luxury fashion accessories and how those items are associated with the 

brand advocates. The observation made in light of the loyalty ladder and the social 

network contributor ladder frameworks identified the characteristics and 

behaviours of online brand advocates. The first phase observation also identified 

three key themes: 1) the perceptions of luxury fashion accessories, 2) brand 

commitment and brand loyalty to luxury fashion brands and 3) brand advocate 

indicator that led to the discussions in phase 2 participant observation.     

Phase 2 participant observation engaged community members to further discuss 

and give their opinions on the above mentioned three themes emerging from 

phase 1. The objectives of phase 2 were 1) to strengthen the data on the topic of 

the perceptions of luxury fashion accessories which are previously obtained from 

phase 1. The data coming out from the discussion under this theme verified the 

brand advocates‘ perceptions of luxury fashion accessories; 2) to follow the 

emerging issue of brand commitment and loyalty to luxury fashion brands. The 

answers gained from the discussion under this theme explained the reasons in-

depth that today‘s consumers enjoy having different looks thus they avoid 

committing to a single fashion brand. The third objective was to reveal the reasons 

for exhibiting active advocacy behaviours (positive WOM, recommending and 

defending the brand). Although phase 1 found evidence of the advocacy 

behaviours, the reasons behind those actions were not clear. Therefore this 

process aimed to find out the factors that make brand advocates recommend, 

defend and spread positive WOM. Lastly, all data gained from phase 2 were used 

to strengthen and support the observational data from phase 1 before drawing out 

the discussions and the conclusions.   
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The findings from the two phases would provide netnographic data that came 

from the observations of text conversations and the participation in discussions 

with community members. The data would represent the opinions, feelings and 

behaviours of the brand advocates from their point of view.        
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Chapter 4: Findings and Data analysis 

4.1 Introduction 

This research pursued a netnographic approach to collect data. The data collection 

process was divided into two main research phases: 1) non-participant 

observations and 2) participant observations. The non-participant observation 

phase explored and investigated the behaviours of community members by 

analysing discussions and messages posted on the sites. The observations were 

made in a series of visits with the aim to apply brand framework, the loyalty 

ladder and the social network contributor ladder to the data analysis. The first 

phase finds the evidence indicating the perceptions of brand advocates to luxury 

fashion accessories. The findings also show the relationships between luxury 

fashion accessories and the users, which include self-concept/self-connection, 

involvement, levels of engagements with the brands, brand love and hedonic 

values, as well as identifying behaviours which in turn extend the loyalty ladder 

and the social network contributor ladder in the online luxury fashion community 

context. The first phase found three emerging themes: the perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessories, multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context, and brand 

advocate indicators.   

The second phase, participant observations, aimed to gain insightful data from 

community members focusing on three emerging themes developed from the non-
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participant observation phase. The themes brought to discuss were: 1) the 

perceptions of luxury fashion accessories, 2) multi-brand buying in a luxury 

fashion context and 3) brand advocate indicators.  

The data collected from the non-participant observation phase reveal how brand 

advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories, and how those items are related to 

them. Although the findings from non-participant observation indicate some 

reasons behind the advocacy behaviours, the further discussions in the participant 

observation phase would clarify and support the findings gained in phase 1.  

 

4.2 Findings and data analysis from phase 1 non-participant 

observation 

The first phase of the research was made in a series of non-participant 

observations (see Appendix 1). The observation findings and data analysis from 

research phase 1 are presented in five subsections:  

4.2.1) relationship between luxury fashion accessories and oneself;  

4.2.2) levels of engagement with the brands;  

4.2.3) analysis by brand framework;  

4.2.4) brand communities and emerging themes;  

4.2.5) analysis by the loyalty ladder and the social network contributor 

ladder.   
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4.2.1) Relationship between luxury fashion accessories and oneself indicate the 

initial perceptions of brand advocates to luxury fashion accessories and reveals 

the relationship between brand advocates and luxury fashion items. The data 

represent an individual consumer‘s feelings, brand love, reasons for consuming 

luxury fashion accessories and the connection between oneself and the luxury 

items. Thus, the data are analysed in terms of important areas raised in the 

literature such as self-concept/self-connection, involvement, brand love and 

hedonic values demonstrating the context of luxury fashion accessories.     

4.2.2) Levels of engagement with the brands capture different levels of 

engagement of brand community members, particularly active brand advocates. 

The data demonstrate that active online brand advocates do not only support the 

brands within an online community but they also display their advocacy 

behaviours in their real lives too.       

4.2.3) Analysis by brand framework analyses the content of the data collected 

from observations using the brand framework. It focuses on the data in terms of 

brand identity, brand awareness, brand image and brand positioning (de 

Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Okonkwo, 2007; Keller, 2008). This 

analysis adds another perspective to investigate how brand advocates perceive 

their beloved luxury brands. Analysing the data using the brand framework also 

suggests that brand communities possibly develop consumers to become brand 

advocates.  

4.2.4) Brand communities and emerging themes present data from the brand 

framework analysis but it merely focuses on the connection between brand 
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communities and brand advocacy. It aims to explain the behaviours and 

characteristics of the online luxury fashion brand communities. The section 

compares the concept of brand communities described in the literature and 

behaviours of community members investigated in the present study. The section 

also presents the data which indicate the advocacy behaviours and the 

development of consumers to become brand advocates.    

4.2.5) Analysis by the loyalty ladder and the social network contributor ladder 

analyses the data within the frameworks of the loyalty ladder and the social 

network contributor ladder. The findings add details of the behaviours of the 

community members to the existing models. The loyalty ladder was introduced to 

focus on the loyalty levels and purchase behaviours of each consumer type 

(Christopher et al., 1991). For example, a prospect consumer demonstrates an 

interest in the brand/product but has not yet purchased, whereas a brand advocate 

insistently consumes and supports the brand. The loyalty ladder is an opening step 

to understand the characteristics and behaviours of brand advocates.  

The social network contributor ladder is an adaptation of the loyalty ladder in the 

social network context. Therefore, the way the members behave to their 

community is similar to what they do to the brand. For example, Lurker is 

someone who is interested in joining the community but s/he wants to gather more 

information before subscribing. This behaviour is similar to the prospect 

consumer who needs more information on the product/brand before buying. With 

the similarities in behaviours, figure 4.1 shows comparisons of behaviours of 

consumers (online community members) on the loyalty ladder and the social 

network contributor ladder.     
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Figure 4.1: Comparisons of behaviours of the two ladders (Christopher et al., 

1991; Harridge-March and Quinton, 2009)    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 demonstrates the similarities in the behaviours of the consumers on the 

loyalty ladder and social network users. The middle column draws out the shared 

behaviours which were found from the observations. This figure clarifies the 

behaviours of consumers in the contexts of luxury fashion accessories and online 

communities.     
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4.2.1 Relationship between luxury fashion accessories and oneself  

Self-concept/Self-connection 

Self-concept refers to an individual expression of who the person is and who s/he 

wants to be (Solomon et al., 2006). Luxury fashion accessories are closely 

associated with the wearers because these items portray the aspects of self, 

identities and personalities. In other words, it helps the wearers to deliver their 

self-concept. Undoubtedly, using luxury fashion accessories does not only convey 

the user‘s personalities and lifestyles but this also develops a relationship between 

the users and the fashion objects called self-connection (Fournier, 1998). In the 

context of fashion accessories, self-connection and self-concept are similar 

because they are about the relationships between the consumers and the 

brands/products based on reflection of the self (Fournier, 1998, Solomon et al., 

2006). Community members have their preferred brand(s) to match with their 

personalities and lifestyles. For example,  

peaceonearth ―I like Gucci a lot, it‘s the modern classic. I can wear my Gucci 

handbag with pair of jeans and look very casual and wear the same bag with a nice 

dress and look so elegant and chic‖. 17 May 2010 

papertiger ―I like to change my style everyday but it‘s all me, just like Gucci is 

always different but always Gucci‖. 18 May 2010 

Bag-terfly ―I would probably be a BV...a classic yet sophisticated kinda way‖. 23 

August 2010 

Yikkie ―I enjoy wearing a designer bag to complete my look/outfit. And LV fits the 

bill perfectly!‖. 2 January 2011 
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The above posts show that these members love the brands because they can 

express their identities, personalities and lifestyles through the brands. As we can 

see from the statements above saying that ―I would probably be a BV‖, ―LV fits 

the bill perfectly‖, ―it‘s all me, just like Gucci‖. These phrases demonstrate a 

connection between the brands and the wearers which is called self-connection 

(Fournier, 1998). 

Some members used the brand names as a part of their usernames because they 

feel that the brand matches their identities.  In addition, they want to declare 

themselves to others as a brand person and the love they have to the brand. For 

example, some members have usernames as ―Balenciaga-boy‖, chanel_luv‖, 

―Dior Junkie‖, ―guccidiva‖, ―LVDevotee‖, ―Pradagal‖, ―chanellover‖, 

―MsBurberry‖ and so forth.    

Postmodernism explains how today‘s consumers shift their behaviours and 

attitude to fashion accessories. Previously, marketers viewed that fashion related 

items are chosen to convey a single identity and personality of the wearer, but in 

the postmodern perspective consumers create and enjoy multiple identities 

(Goulding, 2003). They prefer to switch their images to suit various social 

contexts (Simmons, 2008). Nowadays, consumers have more responsibilities and 

duties in their lives. Thus, they may have more than one identity or image to 

reflect in different social contexts. For example, one consumer is a manager at the 

office. She can also be a wife at home as well as a good shopping buddy to her 

friends. With these different identities, she may want to use practical handbags for 

work, elegant clutches for evening events with her husband and casual tote bags 

on shopping trips with friends during weekends (see extract below).  
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happybag ―I carry full size bags during the work week and smaller crossbodies on 

the weekends‖. 20 June 2010  

This is the reason why many consumers prefer to have a set of favourite brands to 

convey their multiple identities because each fashion brand offers them different 

looks, personalities and images which the users may want to achieve. 

Unsurprisingly, the concept of postmodernism clearly explains the relationship 

between fashion accessories and oneself, particularly the reason why consumers 

prefer to have different brands (or a set of preferences) to project their various 

identities in different social contexts.    

SMKelly ―Back in the days right after college and my first job in finance, I was 

very much the Chanel classic type. But then I reached 35 and realised I hated 

accounting and finance and totally switch careers to become a writer and editor for 

beauty magazines. So now, Balenciaga bags are my faves [favourites]. Still classy 

when they need to be, but rocker/punk and edgy also. Just like me‖. 28 April 2011  

thedseer ―As to Bal vs. BV, I love that both are light and that they have so many 

colours. I love that BV does so many interesting things with leather and 

reinterpretations of classic styles. My BVs seem [to be] more dressy and my Bals 

seem [to be] more casual and younger but all are classic shapes and styles that I see 

myself carrying for a long time‖. 17 August 2010   

These messages demonstrated that today‘s consumers have a variety of 

personalities, identities and images. For example, the message from ―SMKelly‖ 

showed how her preferences of the brands are developed over the periods 

depending on her careers and her personalities. Also the message from ―thedseer‖ 

expressed her love of the two brands because they both match her multiple images. 

She used Bottega Veneta bags when she wanted to look dressy and used 
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Balenciaga bags when she wanted to look casual. Therefore, using a variety of 

brands is a way to express their identities. It is common in the fashion accessories 

context that one consumer has a set of preferred brands which they can switch 

from one another depending on the occasions and their moods.    

 

Involvement  

Involvement refers to a level of psychological connection between an individual 

and a brand, subsequently the connection becomes long-term attachment and 

brand commitment (Michaelidou and Dibb, 2008). Luxury fashion accessories are 

high involvement products because they highly connect with the emotion, feeling 

identities and personalities of the users. The findings show that most community 

members have relatively high involvement or engagement with the brands and 

products. Luxury fashion community members felt that luxury fashion accessories 

were desirable objects that would enhance their image and more importantly they 

would fulfil their desire. Members perceive luxury fashion items as dream objects 

and this perception can become an obsession. For example,  

indi3r4 ―dreams do come true. I‘ve never thought that this beauty will be mine. 

Only in my dreams! But guess what, dreams do come true‖. 10 June 2010 

This member posted the message with pictures of a newly purchased Marc Jacobs 

handbag and stated ―my dreams do come true‖ to express an overwhelming 

feeling to own her dream bag. There were 68 replies and many members wished 

to own that bag too. It showed that luxury fashion accessories can be dream 

objects to many consumers.  
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There was another post declaring an obsession with Chanel handbags.  

jessiephy ―I [have] been having this addiction since last Nov...And it has never 

stop [stopped]! I can‘t stop looking forward to the new collection and I can‘t stop 

going into the shop!‖. 14 May 2010  

The above message has the word ―addiction‖ which means that the member was 

highly involved in the products and brands emotionally, which became an 

obsession. Obsession is another word to describe an intensive love and passion 

that consumers have for the brand as well (Fournier, 1998). The brands and luxury 

handbags have so much meaning to them because it fulfils their desire and gives 

the users hedonic feelings. A high level of involvement with the luxury 

items/brands was shown directly in many members‘ usernames as mentioned 

earlier in the self-concept section i.e. ―pradagal‖ is a username which suggests 

that the person is much involved with the Prada brand. Some members had 

enduring involvement with the brand which in turn was developed into a long-

term brand loyalty. For instance,  

joyceluvsbags ―All my life since I can remember I‘ve always loved Gucci. From 

the vintage pieces to the latest and greatest‖. 13 May 2010 

sarahguz ―I can say that since I got my first LV when I was 11 (I saved up my 

allowance for months), I never went back to the cheaper brands!‖. 16 March 2010 

These messages displayed an enduring involvement with the brands from the 

phrases ―since I can remember I‘ve always love Gucci‖ and ―since I got my first 

LV when I was 11‖. Love and loyalty have been developed over a long period and 

have formed a tight relationship between the users and the brands. 
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Brand love 

Brand love is a feeling of love and passion that consumers have to the 

brands/products (Fournier, 1998). It is a key construct to motivate brand 

advocates to form positive attitudes towards the brands/products and to express 

their love through advocacy behaviours i.e. recommending and defending the 

brand. Messages declaring love of the brands by community members are often 

found.  

Alundpr ―I love Hermes‖. 5 April 2011 

OnMyMiNd04 ―I have recently started dating someone and I told him that LV is 

my first boyfriend. No one will become between me and LV‖. 16 Jan 2011 

BagLovingMon ―I love my Gucci items. I will never part with them‖. 1 January 

2010 

These statements clearly express the intensive love and passion that brand 

advocates have towards the brands. It is common that the community members 

mentioned the word ―love‖ or sent messages reflecting the feeling of love in their 

conversations throughout this research. It is because they have self-connection 

and they truly adore the brands/products. Besides, luxury characteristics of the 

fashion accessories/brands provide even more pleasure, fantasy and hedonic 

values for the users, thus it is unsurprising that these advocates appreciate and feel 

joy consuming the products/brands. Brand love is a factor supporting brand 

advocates to maintain their relationship with the brands. At the same time, they 

automatically increase the degree of love and passion for the brands over a long 

period of their involvement (enduring involvement). Their intense love and 
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passion of those brands/products has been built upon satisfaction, affective 

involvement, fantasy fulfilling, desires and admiration which together affect the 

consumers to have positive attitudes and become brand advocates.   

 

Hedonic value 

Consuming luxury fashion items is always associated with social status, symbolic 

consumption and conspicuous consumption (Firat et al., 1994; Goulding, 2003; 

Banister and Hogg, 2004; Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Atwal and Williams, 

2009; Wiedmann et al., 2009). For example, there was a thread asking why 

members on the site carry LV. 

LVadict424 ―I use their wallets, shoes, and cases [hard-sided luggage] for 

STATUS. I love the look on my friends faces (even though a few of them also have 

LV). I think that is why most people get LV anyways [anyways]‖. 3 December 

2008 

Veelyn ―I‘m not gonna [going to] lie, I like it when people are like, ―Ohh she has 

LV‖ I like to be noticed every now and then‖. 8 January 2008 

Puneater ―im [I am] totally for the Status/Brand name and Designs‖. 6 December 

2008 

The above messages suggest some reasons for using luxury items from a social 

aspect. The phrase ―for the status‖ is shown in the texts indicating that the users 

wanted to show their status in the society through these items. Thus it is 

undeniable that buying luxury fashion products is firmly associated with 

conspicuous consumption and social status representation. Furthermore, 
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postmodernism views luxury consumption from the individual aspect that it gives 

hedonic and emotional values to the users (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; 

Wiedmann et al., 2009). Postmodernity adds another perspective to luxury 

consumption by considering an individual consumer‘s feelings to luxury items. 

This also reflects the relationship between the luxury objects and the users. The 

posts below show the hedonic reasons and feelings that consumers had with their 

luxury fashion pieces. 

LVDevotee ―they just feel great and are a delight to carry and use!‖. 8 January 

2008 

angelasofia ―I just feel like it‘s my own little piece of luxury...it makes me feel 

special to have something so classy on my arm‖. 4 November 2009 

HeavenAF ―Everytime [Every time] I look at one of my bags I smile‖. 2 January 

2011 

These messages contain expressions such as ―feel great‖, ―feel special‖ and 

―delight to carry‖ which clearly demonstrate that luxury fashion accessories give 

happiness to the owners.  

These extracts mean that using luxury handbags is a way to present or show off 

their social status. However, postmodernism views buying luxury items as a 

hedonic consumption (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982). Brand advocates rather 

feel that these items also provide pleasure and happiness to them. They buy those 

bags because they want to indulge themselves. From the observations, many 

members admitted that they bought luxury fashion accessories for both social 

status reasons and hedonic values.      
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To analyse further, hedonic value indicates the perceptions of brand advocates to 

luxury fashion accessories. This group of consumers perceive that luxury fashion 

items do not only fulfil their desire but they also have emotional bonds with the 

items. Many of them feel that those products are their rewards to represent success 

and to increase their self-esteem. So they adore and are proud of owning it. We 

can see from the phrases ―reward myself‖, ―a celebration of success‖, ―a trophy‖ 

and ―a badge of success‖ in the extracts below.   

thanks six ―Each of my LV is a treasure, a ‗trophy‘ I reward myself with for 

putting up with all the work‖. 3 January 2011 

momtok ―some nice bags and nice jewellery feel kinda [kind of], sorta [sort of], 

like a celebration of our success‖. 3 January 2011 

 Ishcat ―I think it IS a nice sense of accomplishment to be able to wear LV‘s like a 

badge of success! Absolutely!‖. 3 January 2011 

LVGLITTER ―my Vuitton‘s my way of rewarding myself for working hard and 

being a good person‖. 3 January 2011 

The extracts suggest that brand advocates perceive these products as valuable 

items in terms of tangible and intangible attributes. They are willing to pay 

premium prices because they believe that those items will last a long time and 

have good quality. Also it will satisfy their feelings. Using/collecting luxury 

fashion items is their fondness. They are proud to own the products and show 

them to other community members because they reflect their achievement, 

lifestyle, taste and more importantly improve their self-esteem. These perceptions 

will be further discussed later in this chapter.  
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4.2.2 Levels of engagement with the brands 

This section captures different levels of engagement with the brands of online 

brand advocates. The levels of engagement demonstrated here start from personal 

identity connection with the brands to the more active and intense levels such as 

engaging in activities formed around the brands in a physical world.    

 

Brands as identity symbol   

The observations found that active brand advocates have a high level of 

engagement. The term engagement in this dissertation refers to an individual‘s 

emotional engagement with both the brands and luxury fashion accessories; 

therefore, it has similar meaning to self-brand connection or affective involvement 

(Bowden, 2009; Sprott, et al., 2009; Gambetti and Graffigna, 2010). Brand 

advocates choose to express their love of the brand by using brand names as 

usernames. This action shows that the person deeply engages with the brand and 

is proud to declare himself/herself as a brand person. For example,  

 

Illustration 1: Profile‘s picture of a member username ―Prada Psycho‖ 

Prada Psycho joined the TPF community in July 2006. This member uses the 

picture of film star Meryl Streep posing with a Prada bag in a world-wide famous 
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film ―The devil wears Prada‖ in 2006. This member chose this photo to represent 

herself because it clearly displayed the Prada logo on the handbag and was taken 

from the movie which involved Prada in the title. This reflects a high level of 

engagement with Prada. This member has also made a total 17,691 posts so far. 

This member started 126 threads (discussion topics) and made 180 posts (replies) 

under the Prada forum. Those post numbers, profile photo and ―Prada Psycho‖ 

username indicate activeness and high level of emotional bond (or engagement) of 

this member to the brand.  It also reflects that this member is proud to use Prada 

as a symbol of her identity. This behaviour shows that consumers engage with the 

brand by integrating their own identity and brand‘s identity together.  

 

Proud to show off 

Brand advocates are confident and proud of the brands they love. They want to 

exhibit themselves to the public or in front of their group. This act is known as 

personal self-exhibition (Simmons, 2008).  Brand advocates enjoy posting and 

invite others to post pictures of their latest purchase or their luxury fashion 

accessories collection. For instance, ―hunniesochic‖ started a thread ―come & 

share your November 2011 purchases‖ in the Chanel forum. The thread had 

32,028 views and 210 posts displaying comments or pictures of their Chanel 

purchases within November 2011.  

hunniesochic ―It‘s November already! C‘mon [come on] ladies & gents...show us 

the goodies!‖. 1 November 2011 
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bjorn ―Omg [oh my god] I love love your clutch!! So pretty! Congrats with the 

purchase‖. 1 November 2011    

H-Angel ―all drool worthy! pls [please] share where you got the clutch from. I 

have been trying to get one too‖. 1 November 2011 

hunniesochic ―I enjoy looking at your purchases!!! amazing as always!‖. 1 

November 2011 

Sharing photos of their Chanel purchases reflects that these advocates emotionally 

engage with Chanel and are proud to show off. The other members show their 

engagement by leaving messages to appreciate and congratulate the purchases 

such as ―all drool worthy! pls [please] share where you got the clutch from‖, 

―Omg [oh my god] I love love your clutch!! So pretty!‖ and ―I enjoy looking at 

your purchases!!! amazing as always!‖. The use of exclamation marks or 

repeating the word ―love‖ stresses their strong feelings and excitement in their 

messages. These extracts suggest both high levels of brand love and engagement.  

The observations frequently found that more active brand advocates exhibit 

themselves as brand persons. This behaviour shows a more intense level of 

engagement because they reveal themselves and declare that they love the brands 

in public. For instance, there are plenty of ongoing activities inviting brand 

advocates to post photos of themselves wearing the products from their favourite 

brands. The photos below are pictures of Hermès advocate from TPF and 

Balenciaga advocates from the TFS community.  
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Illustration 2: Picture of Ciao Bella (member of TFS) with her Balenciaga bag   

Illustration 3: Picture of fatcat2523 (member of TPF) with his Hermès bag 

 

This evidence shows that brand advocates highly engage and are proud to tell the 

public by their pictures that they love the brands.  

Another example is momoftwins, a Louis Vuitton advocate, posting pictures of 

her extensive LV collection.  

momoftwins ―I suppose I‘ve become an addict. I cannot stop buying. I have never 

shared pictures of my belonging before, but finally photographed everything and 

wanted to share with all of you. I will narrate as I post pictures here too‖. 2 June 

2011    

LVjudy ―your collection is STUNNING! CONGRATS!!!‖. 2 June 2011 

FreshLilies ―Oh my goodness, please post more! Love your collection‖. 2 June 

2011 

emilykj ―OMG [oh my god], loving this thread! I am seriously living vicariously 

through your collection here‖. 2 June 2011 

The above extracts are some of their conversations admiring LV bags. The capital 

letters and exclamations were used to stress their feelings such as STUNNING! 
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CONGRATS!!!‖. This example does not only show engagement level but also  

shows that brand advocates encourage each other to buy more items from their 

loved brand as a way to increase the handbag collection in their wardrobe. This 

behaviour increases the level of engagement with the brand.  

 

Religiously worship the brands 

Extreme brand advocates may love one particular brand more than others. They 

worship the brand religiously and devote themselves to all activities formed 

around the brand. The researcher has been observing a member named Sydspy 

who regularly and actively posts his messages, comments, pictures and attends 

physical Hermès meetings. The evidence suggests that Sydspy can be considered 

an extreme Hermès advocate because he made all 3,343 posts solely to Hermès 

forum since he joined TPF community in 2009. He posted photos showing his 

love for Hermès bags. Later he also is obsessed with other Hermès fashion 

accessories such as leather bracelets, belts and scarves. He also frequently attends 

Hermès group meetings in Sydney and enjoys to shop at Hermès boutiques in 

different countries. The evidence indicates that he extensively grows his advocacy 

and passion for this brand. 

Sydspy ―...after have been lurking in the background enjoying the site of the 

lovely members‘ H treasures...I would like to share my joy with you lovely people. 

Thank you for letting me share. 27 October 2009  
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 Illustration 4: Sydspy‘s Hermès bags collection 

 Illustration 5: Sydspy and his Hermès bracelets, scarf and a mobile phone case      

 Illustration 6: Sydspy and his Hermès watch and bracelets 

 Illustration 7: Sydspy posts his Hermès shopping trip in Bangkok  

 

Above photos demonstrate that Sydspy use Hermès to construct his identity and 

religiously devote himself to this brand. Although he participates only in Hermès 

group and wears mainly Hermès products, there are a couple of his photos 

sighting him with items from other brands. This shows that extreme brand 

advocates who support and buy only one particular brand are still a minority.    

 

Active brand advocacy: from online to physical world 

Active online brand advocates not only display their brand advocacy within online 

communities, they also show their support of the brand in the physical world too. 
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For instance, ramblingdoll exhibits the love of Chanel by taking photos of store 

window displays and shares the pictures with other community members.  

ramblingdoll ―Imagine that Chanel lovers: 12 gigantic store windows dedicated to 

CHANEL only!...There are simply stunning. So I decided that this morning, I 

would get up early to avoid tourists and the usual crowd to go and take lots of 

pictures and share this event with you, Chanel lovers!‖. 13 November 2011   

The extract stating ―I get up early to go to take lots of pictures and share this event 

with you‖ clearly demonstrates that active advocates put effort and simply get 

pleasure by engaging with the brand and sharing it with other advocates.    

Active brand advocates extend their friendships to a physical world and arrange 

group meet-ups in their areas. The meetings are to gather brand fans for 

socialising purposes such as having a meal or shopping trip.  

For instance, miacillan, a Hermès advocate, went on a shopping trip in Paris with 

a friend from the TPF community and revealed all her purchases from the brand to 

community members. 

miacillan ―I just came back from Paris last week. It was purely a shopping trip 

with another tPFer (TPF community member) friend. LOL! (laugh out loud) So 

you can imagine how *crazy* we went...I‘m so thrilled to share my joy with you‖. 

25 June 2010 
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Illustration 8:  miacillan posted picture of Hermès purchases from a shopping trip with a friend from the TPF community  

The above example shows that brand advocates extend friendship to the physical 

world and make efforts to go aboard just for shopping for the favourite brand. The 

photo above proves that brand advocates both support the brands by their WOM 

and being actual purchasers. Moreover, the extract ―I‘m so thrilled to share my 

joy with you‖ shows that brand advocates want to share their love of the brand 

with the others.         

Another example, Hermès advocates set a series of group meetings such as in 

Hong Kong, Singapore, Sydney and London. The attendees choose to wear 

variety of Hermès products to declare themselves as core fans of the brand and 

take photos of their Hermès accessories which later will be posted on the online 

sites as well. The pictures below are meetings of Hermès advocates in Hong 

Kong. 

 

Illustration 9: Picture of Hermès advocates‘ outing with Hermès bags on their laps. 
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These behaviours and actions show the intense level of engagement and brand 

advocacy. Although these communities are online, the observations suggest that 

active brand advocates act and treat each member as if they are real friends in a 

physical world. They choose the internet as a medium to connect with other brand 

advocates and to share their love of the brands/products. In the online community 

context, brand advocates express their advocacy and feelings by posting pictures, 

using brand names as part of their usernames, using expressive phrases, words, 

exclamations, abbreviations and arranging group meetings. Their efforts and 

devotion clearly reflect the love of luxury fashion accessories brands. 

 

4.2.3 Analysis by brand framework 

Analysing the data in terms of the brand framework adds another aspect to know 

how community members perceive luxury fashion brands. The focus is on key 

components of the brand: brand identity, brand awareness; brand image and brand 

positioning (de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Keller, 2008). 

Additionally, this analysis demonstrates a significant connection between brand 

communities and brand advocacy. The findings show that consumers can be 

developed to become brand advocates through brand communities. The findings 

from this analysis support the brand communities‘ literature and the findings will 

be described further in section 4.2.3 Brand communities and emerging themes. 
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Brand identity  

Brand identity is an important factor to distinguish one brand from the others. All 

global luxury brands project very clear and distinctive brand identities to 

consumers. Although the brand extends their products from clothing to fashion 

accessories, each item must be stamped with uniqueness and identity of the brand 

(de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Rajagopal and Sanchez, 2004; 

Dall‘Olmo Riley et al., 2004; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; Okonkwo, 2007; 

Keller, 2008; Fionda and Moore 2009). Members in communities were clear 

about the identities of the brands referred to on the sites because they were actual 

brand fans and they used these brands to match their identities and personalities. 

This means that they must understand what the brands represent. The statement 

below demonstrates that the community members, particularly the brand 

advocates, know the identity of their loved brand. 

ariluvya21 ―Hermes pieces are elegant luxury, ravishing designs, exquisite beauty, 

sumptuous leather, timeless and ageless‖. 29 July 2010  

Cate14 ―BV‘s genuine craftsmanship and understated luxury‖. 24 June 2011 

Advocates and brand fans had a clear understanding of the identities of the brands 

i.e. Chanel is very feminine, sophisticated and high class; Hermès is an ultimate 

luxury, simply elegant, timeless and excellent in craftsmanship and Bottega 

Veneta is a work of art, classic and understated luxury.  
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Brand awareness 

Brand awareness is ―related to the strength of the brand node or trace in memory, 

which we can measure as the consumers‘ ability to identify the brand under 

different conditions (Keller, 2008, p.51). Most members had good brand 

awareness particularly to the brand they admired because they were the core 

loyalty clients of the brand who loved and used the brand themselves. They also 

had good knowledge on all backgrounds, history and stories of the brand. There 

was evidence showing that these members knew much about the brand such as 

threads about identifying handbag brands from pictures, authenticating items from 

pictures especially when a member wanted to buy items from eBay and providing 

extensive information of all fashion accessories for each brand. The example of 

the conversations below show that some brand advocates immediately recognised 

the products from the brand s/he loved when seeing the picture. ―Floria‖ posted a 

question with a picture of a celebrity with the handbag she was seeking for more 

information.   

Floria ―Hello, Ladies! Recently found an old picture of Nicole with this amazing 

suede bag...Cannot sleep since then. Gotta [got to] know the name of this bag. Can 

somebody help me out with that?‖.  28 June 2010  

bunnybunny replied ―oh gosh, I love this bag. It‘s Costume National‘05‖. 28 June 

2010 

The above conversation shows that the brand advocate who was a core brand fan 

was willing to supply information on the brand instantly. Their appreciation and 

interest in the brand drives brand advocates to seek more news and information on 

the brand such as latest products, current prices and comments on the product, and 
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then share them with others. This is a reason why brand advocates can be a useful 

information source for other consumers.    

 

Brand image and brand positioning  

Luxury fashion houses are closely associated with luxury status and reputation. 

Thus brand image is a key component for them to maintain in order to make the 

brand desirable all the time. Brand image refers to ―consumers‘ perceptions about 

a brand, as reflected by the brand association in the consumer‘s memory. Brand 

associations are other informational nodes linked to the brand node in memory 

which contains the meaning of the brand for consumers. Associations come in all 

forms and may reflect characteristics of the product or aspects independent of the 

product‖ (Keller, 2008, p.51). Once again, a luxury brand must have a distinct 

positioning and retain their luxury status to keep desirable quality with the brand 

(de Chernatony and Dall‘Olmo Riley, 1997; Dall‘Olmo Riley et al., 2004; Moore 

and Birtwistle, 2004; Okonkwo, 2007; Fionda and Moore 2009).  

Members had positive perceptions of the brand they loved and perceived that their 

preferred brand is luxury, desirable and matched with their personalities and 

lifestyles. There were threads particularly discussing the brand image of some 

luxury brands such as Gucci and Louis Vuitton. Due to the popularity of these 

brands, some members were concerned that these luxury items were too available 

and were widely used everywhere. Exclusivity and uniqueness are always 

associated with luxury brands/products and are directly linked to the brand image. 

However, it seems that luxury items are often seen and are consumed more in 
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larger cities and wealthier societies. An issue of losing the preciousness of the 

brand was discussed extensively among the members because they were afraid 

that the luxury image of their beloved brands would be diluted. Showing concern 

and being supportive are important aspects of the characteristics of brand 

advocates because they admire the brand and want to keep their loved brand 

famous with great reputation and exclusive image.  The conversation below was 

started by a brand fan showing concern about the Louis Vuitton monogram 

canvas. The replies from the other LV lovers were positive and insisted that the 

monogram canvas was still desirable.    

vinolady ―Is the monogram losing its classic appeal?‖. 4 March 2010 

apprilshowers040 ―I have not heard this type of negativity towards the monogram‖. 

4 March 2010 

Forsyte ―I Love love the monogram logo in LV. No matter what anyone says...it‘s 

beautiful to me‖. 4 March 2010   

There were examples of two major threads discussing the brand image. First, ―is 

Gucci a luxury brand?‖ (the discussion was started by ―darkknight11‖ on 13 

August 2009). This thread received 131 replies. Most of the replies were from 

Gucci fans and most answers agreed that Gucci was a luxury brand because of its 

rich history, craftsmanship and well designed products. Some members felt that 

the question offended their feelings because they loved and adored this brand. 

This led them to defend the brand which is a key brand advocacy behaviour. 

Below are some messages from the conversations under this thread. 
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darknight11 ―Is Gucci a luxury brand??? but lately i have been reading and hearing 

a lot about how gucci is just ‗another regular‘ brand, cause it has huge markdowns 

and every second person owns a gucci!!‖. 13 August 2009  

bonny_montana ―Of Course Gucci is a Premier luxury Brand. And no matter how 

many sales it has had, has and will have...It will always be a Luxury Brand‖. 16 

August 2009 

jellyunicorn123 ―Gucci is def a luxury brand...Besides, if it wasn‘t a luxury..no 

celebrity would want to wear it and you wouldn‘t be seening [seen] it soo [so] 

much in magazine and such‖. 26 August 2009  

Another example was a thread asking ―do you feel like Louis Vuitton is too 

available?‖ (started a thread by ―OnMyMiNd04‖ on 5 May 2010).  

OnMyMiNd04 ―I personally feel as though Louis Vuitton has WAY too many 

stores for a luxury brand designer...What this means to clients is that their products 

are mass produced to the BONE. I believe that Louis Vuitton is too available for 

just anyone to buy something at their boutiques‖. 5 May 2010 

Jilly ―It doesn‘t really matter to me how many people have LV bags and that there 

are many stores...Even though I have LE bags, I feel just as special carrying my 

mono speedy‖. 5 May 2010 

MOWCAM ―I love carrying LV, and love seeing LV being carried. I like it when I 

see another person carrying it, as it is beautiful to me. I don‘t mind when I‘m being 

surrounded by beauty‖. 5 May 2010 

Kburns2000 ―I don‘t think it is too available but it is very popular (which doesn‘t 

matter to me at all). I just buy what I love and [this] makes me happy‖. 5 May 2010   

The members did not think that Louis Vuitton was too available. The extracts 

such as ―I love carrying LV and love seeing LV being carried‖ and ―I feel just as 
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special carrying my mono speedy‖ convey positive attitudes towards the brand. 

According to them, more people carrying LV bags is not considered negative to 

the brand image but oppositely it reflects that LV is famous and very desirable for 

many consumers. LV products are still precious items which they still want to buy 

more of.  

These two discussions indicate that the luxury brand image is connected to the 

level of love that consumers have to the brand. If their love to the brand is high, 

they tend to perceive the brand as luxury and desirable. It does not matter to them 

that more people use the product of the same brand. This shows another key 

aspect of brand advocates, that their love and support to the brand is very strong.  

 

4.2.4 Brand communities and emerging themes 

The observations in light of the brand framework also show that consumers can be 

developed to become brand advocates through brand communities. This leads to 

further analysis to identify online advocacy behaviours in section 4.2.4 Analyses 

are performed by using the loyalty ladder and the social network contributor 

ladder. 

In this section, the findings demonstrate the connection between brand advocacy 

and brand communities. It gave insights to the concept of online brand 

communities, particularly identifying dimensions and characteristics of luxury 

fashion accessories communities. It also reveals how community members behave 

to each other as well as allowing the researcher to immerse himself in the culture, 
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values and practices of luxury fashion accessories communities. More 

importantly, the findings suggest that community members encouraged each other 

in order to tighten their relationships both among themselves and with the brand 

which ultimately developed them to become brand advocates. For instance, a 

thread ―Things you love about BV‖ asked Bottega Veneta fans to give their 

reasons why they love this brand. Another activity ―I want to get to know my new 

pals better‖ encouraged community members to introduce and tell details about 

themselves which brought them to feel closer as friends. The example activities 

and threads were set up by the community members to invite the other members 

to participate to increase their closeness and love of the brand.  

Brand community is where consumers come to meet, exchange information, 

discuss various topics but most important is that they automatically develop their 

brand loyalty and show their advocacy behaviours (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; 

McAlexander et al., 2002). The observations reveal some fundamental 

characteristics of brand community: consciousness of kind, shared rituals and 

traditions and moral responsibility (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). The data found 

from this research has similar results which support the concept of brand 

communities and members‘ behaviours proposed in the previous studies of brand 

communities such as Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002, 2003; 

Devasagayam and Buff, 2008; Kim et al., 2008.  

The characteristics of brand communities help members to enhance their positive 

attitudinal and behavioural loyalty and brand advocacy.      
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Consciousness of kind 

Consciousness of kind is feelings and connections members have towards one 

another (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). Members meet other members in cyber 

space but they feel the connection between one another because they all adore a 

particular brand and it brings them together. The relationship on the sites can be 

developed up to the point that members arrange physical group meetings. The 

relationship among members on the site becomes closely knitted especially the 

ones who have stayed in the community for a long time and regularly participate 

in activities with other members.  For example, each TPF member has a ―friend 

list‖ which members can add other members to keep themselves updated. This 

shows the development of the relationship among the community members.     

For example, the extract of the conversations below is to introduce oneself to the 

community and an existing member greeted him/her with a warm welcome. 

bay queen ―hiya [hi] ladies, so im [ I am] a massive fan of a decent clutch bag and 

have 45 expensive designer clutches ranging from juidth leiber crystal bags right 

through the gorgeous leather bottega clutches...so yes, anything clutch is me!‖. 2 

June 2010 

kmarney1 ―Sounds like you are at the right place! We‘d love to see pictures!‖. 2 

June 2010 

The above conversation shows that new members can introduce themselves to the 

community and would usually receive a warm welcome from the existing 

members. There is no barrier to integrate new members to the group because they 
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feel they have common interests in luxury fashion accessories. They are willing to 

integrate into the community.    

 

Shared rituals and traditions  

Brand history is always associated with luxury brands.  A long and rich history 

gives a precious image and makes the brand more prestigious. Luxury fashion 

houses are always proud of their history, heritage and traditions. Most luxury 

fashion accessories brands mentioned on the sites have a long history. Most 

members acknowledge and appreciate the history of the brand. For example, 

Louis Vuitton fans claimed to love the brand because of its precious brand history.  

Jubelee ―I absolutely love the brands history‖. 13 October 2008  

candace117 ―I love the immense history of LV, stuff like that is so neat. It‘s why I 

love designers...I like to own a piece of that history if I can‖. 3 December 2008 

The above messages show that rich brand history tends to add meaning to the 

brand. As we can see ―Jubelee‖ and ―candance‖ stated ―I love the brand‘s history‖ 

and ―I like to own a piece of that history‖. It means that the brand advocates 

appreciate and associate themselves with the precious brand history. They intend 

to keep the history, traditions, expertise and know-how of the brand alive. They 

also want to share brand stories with other consumers. This behaviour is one of 

the key brand advocacy behaviours because they automatically promote the 

brands.      
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Moral responsibility 

Moral responsibility refers to two main missions: 1) integrating and retaining 

members, and 2) assisting community members in the proper use of the brand 

(Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). In the luxury fashion accessories context, 

encouraging members to use the brand properly means to protest against using 

and buying counterfeits.  

Older members give a warm welcome to new members who are interested in the 

brand but the new members are still new to the brand and want to know about the 

products. Older members will provide advice and information on products from 

the brand to the new members as well as encouraging them to purchase their first 

item from the brand. For instance, a thread started on May 12
th

, 2010 by a member 

whose username is ―goodtaste‖ shares her grateful feeling to find a place to share 

her love of LV. Other existing members welcomed her to the group and to the site 

and said she would love it there. 

Members show intention to retain other members in a community and their loyalty 

to the brand. Some loyalty customers do not like the products and are thinking to 

leave the brand.  

For example, a member who started a discussion that she should give up Gucci 

and choose Louis Vuttion because she did not like the Gucci bag she has recently 

bought and she liked no Gucci bags at the moment. However, there were replies 

from Gucci fans showing their intention to maintain this member‘s love with the 

brand.  
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Mimster ―I truly think it is just the style you don‘t like...Maybe give it a few more 

weeks and see‖. 13 May 2010  

Another member also showed his intention to maintain that member in the Gucci 

community by sending a message saying  

Balenciaga-boy ―I don‘t think you should totally give up on Gucci because I think 

they have some amazing bags‖. 15 May 2010    

Also there is evidence showing that most members are against using counterfeits 

and feel that these products destroy the brand image. They posted negative articles 

from newspapers about the counterfeit products and encouraged each other not to 

buy/ use any of those items.  

devoted7 ―ebay has removed the item! that‘s awesome that we‘re catching all these 

fake bals [Balenciaga]!‖. 29 April 2009 

CeeJay ―ABSOLUTELY HORRIFIC FAKE...just pathetic!!! It doesn‘t even 

REMOTELY look like a Balenciaga bag!!!!!‖. 1 June 2009 

The above actions showed the brand advocacy behaviour which makes them 

different from passive loyalty customers. Brand advocates are willing to protect 

the brand and urge other consumers not to use counterfeits because it will damage 

their loved brand. Brand advocates are proud of the brand and feel special to own 

its products, so being against counterfeits is a way they can defend the brand.    
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Group influences 

Group influences affect an individual‘s behaviour and attitude. It is often seen on 

the forums that community members exert an influence upon newer members. For 

instance, a member who uses the username ―vintage4me‖ claimed 

―The Purse Forum has led me to a Chanel addiction...After I discovered The Purse 

Forum I found I really need a Chanel bag than another and finally a 3
rd

. Please stop 

me before I go crazier‖. 13 May 2010 

One of the replies reads  

chanel_luv ―welcome to the club! I can‘t agree more‖. 13 May 2010 

All replies of the thread welcomed this member to the group and agreed that the 

TPF community led them to be addicted to this brand.  

A set of conversations below also showed that the group influenced members to 

buy the product that they like. 

lovemyolive ―I am going to buy my first lv [Louis Vuitton] wallet and need some 

advice for all of you experienced lv people!‖. 24 May 2011 

Milady ―go with zippy wallet‖. 24 May 2011 

cindy05 ―Zippy, Lots of card slots and separate compartments‖. 24 May 2011 

LVuittonLuvr ―I believe the Zippy will suit your needs perfectly. Don‘t get the 

Brazza. It gets kinda [kind of] bulky if you have several cards in it‖. 24 May 2011  

The first example demonstrates that community members have an influence on 

new members and other existing members. They lead members in the group to 

have more passion with the brand. An increasing level of passion for the brand 
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appeared to happen because members encouraged each other to appreciate the 

brand, and to boost emotions and affection they have to the brand. This leads to an 

increasing level of brand loyalty too.  

Group influences also form opinion leadership when a member asks for advice. 

As we can see from the second example, brand advocates know the products of 

the brand well and they act as opinion leaders to anyone who asks for 

recommendations. Their opinions are valuable inputs especially for ―prospect 

consumer‖ and the first time buyers because brand advocates have experience and 

know a lot about the products. Their suggestions can convince other consumers. 

This is clearly one of the behaviours of active brand advocates.     

 

Oppositional loyalty 

Previous research suggests that strong loyalty in the brand community can create 

oppositional loyalty which means members behave against competitor brands 

(Thompson and Sinha, 2008). The study of Hickman and Ward (2007) discovers 

that brand communities may provoke negative views of rival brands which affect 

brand advocates to have destructive behaviours to the other brands. The 

observations did not find any clear evidence of oppositional loyalty on either site. 

Although a few members said they do not want to purchase anything from the 

particular brand because of some bad experiences they never left any destructive 

messages to the brand or tried to convince other members to hate the brand. 

Perhaps it is because all topics posted on the sites are available for reading for all 

members so they avoid posting anything that can be offensive and may make 
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them lose friendships or be banned from the community. Another reason is that 

most members appear to understand that to love or hate one brand depends on 

personal preference and reasons. They also do not prevent anyone from having a 

number of favourite brands because they seem to understand that consumers want 

to have a variety of luxury fashion accessories in their wardrobe. For these 

reasons, there is no strong message/act targeting to destroy one particular brand.           

 

Sharing brand and product experiences  

The observations show that most members would share experiences they have 

about the products and brands to other members. The product quality is one of the 

major factors to create customers‘ impression and to develop loyal customers. 

This topic is regularly discussed among the community members. Many members 

are impressed by the quality of products and want to share this feeling with others. 

But some are disappointed in the quality which may lead them to decline their 

loyalty or love for that particular brand.  

Experiences with the brand, service and products are the key for luxury fashion 

accessories. Posts about how they have been treated by sale assistants are often 

posted. Services and after sale services can increase or decrease loyalty and love 

for the brand. If customers feel that they have been treated poorly, they may seek 

another brand that provides better services. For instance, some community 

members expressed  

lilmountaingirl ―I personally won‘t buy Gucci because I hate the way they treat 

their customers‖. 13 May 2010 
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renayamasaki ―I vowed never to shop with Gucci EVER after trying to return a 

product that I purchased from them and they claimed it was a fake. I have never 

EVER felt so humiliated over materialistic goods, and their terrible service was 

beyond imaginable‖. 13 May 2010 

After sale service is also often discussed on the site and it is one of the reasons to 

maintain consumer loyalty and good experience with the brand. Luxury fashion 

accessories are expensive and have special meaning to brand users. Most 

consumers want to use these products for a long time so they want to be assured 

that the brand has a good after sale service policy. 

 

4.2.5 Analysis by the loyalty ladder and social network 

contributor ladder frameworks 

The observations in light of the brand framework provide an initial data of brand 

advocacy behaviours. However, to identify behaviours and characteristics of 

brand advocates further, the present research applies the loyalty ladder and the 

social network contributor ladder as the frameworks to focus on the behaviours of 

the community members and analyse the data. This set of observations and 

analysis aims to reveal the behaviours and characteristics of brand advocates. 

Then data were integrated to the existing models of the loyalty ladder and the 

social network contributor ladder. The additional part of the model concentrates 

on the details of the behaviours and characteristics of online luxury fashion 

accessories brand advocates.   
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The loyalty ladder and the social network contributor ladder are guidelines to 

analyse the behaviour of online community members in this study. These two 

models classify consumers by their behaviours and provide definitions of each 

type of consumer on the ladders. This research attempts to extend these models 

with the details of behaviours and characteristics of online brand advocates 

particularly within the context of luxury fashion accessories.      

Figure 4.2 on the next page is an integration of the two existing ladders with 

additional details of online behaviours found from the observations. Although the 

focus is on brand advocates, the data also reveals behaviours and characteristics of 

other types of consumers on the ladder. Discussions, conversations and activities 

among community members were chosen to illustrate the members‘ behaviours 

and more importantly to provide examples of the brand advocacy behaviours in 

the online luxury fashion brand communities.  
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Figure 4.2: Behaviours and characteristics of online brand advocates 

Behaviours and characteristics of online 

brand advocates 

Purchase behaviours of 

consumers 

Types of consumers by the loyalty ladder/ 

the social network contributor ladder 

Behaviours and characteristics of online luxury 

fashion accessories community members  

Seeking information; Creating relationship with existing members.  Prospect/Lurker 

 

Not yet purchased 

Sharing love and passion for the brand; Active loyalty; Attitudinal 

loyalty; Supporting the brand; Recommending the brand; Forming 

activities; Searching and sharing information from outside sources; 

Defending and supporting the brand; Supplying information; Giving 

advice and opinion; Positive WOM; Showing positive attitude and 

behaviour; Giving feedback to the brand; Sharing product experiences 

and consumption; Personal self-exhibition; Telling and sharing hedonic 

behaviours;  Group integration and bonding.  

 Repeat purchase; No attitudinal loyalty to the brand; Passive 

observations by non-participating brand lovers. 

Experiencing the product; Searching more information of other products 

from the brand; Blending into the community; More participating 

activities. 

Customer/ Newby or Tourist 

 

Supporter/ Mingler 

 

Client/ Mingler 

Advocate/Evangelist or 

Celebrity Insider/ Devotee  

Passive loyalty 

Repeat purchase 

Trialist/First time buying 

Brand insistence/Actively 

advocate 

Attitudinal loyalty; Supporting the brand passively; Repeat purchase. 
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According to figure 4.2, the first group on the ladder is Prospects. Prospects refer 

to prospective customers who have not yet bought the product but have showed 

intention or interest in the product/brand (Christopher et al., 1991; Pickton and 

Broderick, 2005). This group of consumers want to learn and seek more 

information on the brand before they make a purchase decision. This behaviour is 

called ―information lurking‖ in the online community (Harridge-March and 

Quinton, 2009).  Luxury fashion accessories are expensive. Although community 

members are familiar with luxury brands, some of them are first time buyers who 

want to confirm their decision by asking for advice and reading discussions. For 

instance, 

viewing ―I‘m new here, Help me with first Hermes. I‘m super new to Hermes and 

always thought nothing here would be within my budget, until I saw the Herbag 

zip. I‘ve done a search about it and fell in love...Do you guys think it‘ll be a good 

choice for my first H bag? Or are there other H bags around that price range?‖. 27 

April 2011  

The extracts ―help me with first Hermes‖ and ―are there other H bags around that 

price range‖ show that ―viewing‖ is a prospect customer who came to online 

communities to seek or lurk information on the brand/product before they 

purchase. Existing members can give their advice and information which can 

build a relationship between new members and existing members too.  

Another example below shows a consumer who was the first time buyer and new 

member to the community and built a relationship with the existing members 

while she was asking for opinions. 
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tigerkitty ―Hello ladies, Any ideas for the very first bag? I really like the new 

mademoiselle black patent and debating between the classic strap or the 2.55 

strap...Beside those two, any other good choice? Thanks for your advice‖. 5 April 

2011  

Chrisy ―Have you visit[ed] the store yet? You should. I had my mind set for my 

first Chanel and walk out with something entire different. Chanel is addiction. You 

will end up getting both 2.55 and classic straps, just matter of time. This happened 

to me. Between the two, I vote for 2.55 strap‖. 6 April 2011  

theteabox ―The jumbo classic flap in caviar. Worth the investment. Will be 

durable, versatile and last a life time‖. 6 April 2011 

tigerkitty ―Thanks everyone for ideas. I‘ve decided on the JM blowing bag in black 

patent with classic strap. Will pick up the bag this Saturday, can‘t wait‖. 7 April 

2011 

queenofchic ―Congrats [congratulations]! Can‘t wait to see your pics‖. 7 April 

2011 

tigerkitty ―picked up the bag and took some pictures!‖. 8 April 2011 

newmommy_va ―It‘s a beautiful choice of your first Chanel! CONGRATS 

[congratulations]!!‖. 8 April 2011 

According to the extracts above, ―tigerkitty‖ was a first time buyer (and thus 

belongs to ―customer‖ on the loyalty ladder). Her text ―any idea for the very first 

bag‖ indicates that she has never owned or had any experience with Chanel bags 

before. However she stated further ―debating between the classic strap or the 2.55 

strap‖ which implies that she did some research on Chanel bags and has narrowed 

down her choices to two styles. The lack of experience with the brand has led her 

to ask the community members whom she believed to be experts of Chanel bags. 
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In return, these Chanel brand advocates actively supplied information and 

recommendation about the products. Furthermore, the relationship between 

―tigerkitty‖ and other Chanel brand fans involved in the conversation continued 

after she had made the purchase decision. She continued communicating with 

them by posting what bag she had bought and she has continued to participate in 

other discussions on the Chanel forum.        

The second group of consumers on the ladder is customer. Customer refers to 

someone who purchases the brand just once or for the first time (Christopher et 

al., 1991; Pickton and Broderick, 2005). In the context of social networks, 

―customers‖ are seen as ―newbies‖ or ―tourists‖ because they start to participate 

with other members but do not commit to the community (Harridge-March and 

Quinton, 2009). ―tigerkitty‖ is a good example of the first time customer or 

newbie because she came to the Chanel group asking for advice then stayed on to 

exchange the experience she has had about the brand with other members.  

Another example below shows the member ―ayengel‖. This member purchased 

her first Goyard bag and kept communicating with the other Goyard fans. She 

improved her relationships with the group and the brand and she finally bought 

her second piece from Goyard. She posted these messages with photos of her 

bags.      

ayengel ―I‘ve been lurking on this forum for some time and admiring all your 

beautiful Goyards. A few weeks ago I was in Paris and got this beauty!‖. 12 

September 2010  

ayengel ―I went to Barneys in NYC today and I saw this beauty. My second 

Goyard for spring‖.  8 May 2011 
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With a personal fondness for luxury fashion accessories and love of the brands, 

some members such as ―tigerkitty‖ and ―ayengel‖ bought a product from a 

particular brand only for the first time but they would keep communicating with 

other members to share their experience of using the product and to seek more 

information on the latest items. These behaviours possibly lead them to develop a 

deeper relationship with other community members and the brand itself. This also 

potentially leads them to purchase from the same brand repeatedly and the level of 

brand loyalty would increase.  

The third group is client or mingler. This group of consumers purchase from the 

same brand repeatedly but they may not have attitudinal loyalty to the brand 

(Christopher et al., 1991; Pickton and Broderick, 2005). In other words, clients 

buy from the brand repeatedly for cognitive reasons not affective reasons (Kim, 

Morris and Swait, 2008) For example,  

lexis.s ―I am thinking, again, Should I get one more Classic Jumbo before price 

increase? I already bought 2 Classic Jumbo these past week because the soon-

coming-price-increase panic...Should I get another one or just settle for the many 

bags I have already own?‖. 22 May 2011  

The extract shows that member ―lexis.s‖ bought Chanel bags and wanted to buy 

more bags with the same style because the price will increase. These purchases 

were made for rational reasons. This example shows that some members purchase 

the brand without attitudinal or affective loyalty to the brand. They purchase the 

items for other reasons such as being tempted by marketing promotions. 

In the context of the social network contributor ladder, these consumers engage in 

the activities within the community occasionally (Harridge-March and Quinton, 
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2009). They only read online discussions but do not participate in or reply to those 

threads. This can be indicated by the number of members who have viewed the 

discussion and the number actually replying. Another example is a thread started 

by ―chameleon20‖ on 21 March 2011 to discuss about the quality of Prada wallets. 

This topic has been viewed 357 times but there were only 9 replies. These figures 

indicate that many members had read this discussion but most of them were not 

active Prada brand advocates who wanted to take part in the discussion.  

Clients or minglers may be viewed as equal brand opportunists because they are 

not specifically tied to one brand. However, the more they involve in the 

community and communicate with other brand fans in the community, the greater 

the chance they would develop their attitudinal loyalty. The extracts below 

demonstrate how the third group of consumers (client/mingler) developed love 

and loyalty to a particular brand.  

vintage4me ―When I was young I bought Gucci bags when I got a little older it was 

Vuitton purses after I discovered the purseforum I found I really need a chanel than 

another and finally a 3
rd

...reading this forum leads to new addictions‖. 13 May 

2010 

bfali ―Chanel is super addicting!!!! Welcome!‖. 13 May 2010 

princessOM ―OMG [oh my god] we are twins..I am a Chanel addict as well...This 

only happened to me recently...I now found myself not only collecting vintage bags 

but also vintage clothes...it is turning out to be an expensive hobby!!!‖. 14 May 

2010  

As the extracts show, ―vintage4me‖ tended to buy bags from different brands until 

she started to get involved in the Chanel forum. Her love and loyalty to the brand 
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has been improved.  She has admitted in her statement ―reading this forum leads 

to new addiction‖. This quote means that she becomes obsessed with this brand 

after she has engaged with Chanel group members. She also declared an 

improvement of attitudinal loyalty to the brand from her quote ―I really need a 

Chanel than another‖. This conversation shows the transition of a consumer to 

become more loyal to a particular brand by participating in the brand community. 

It also supported the literature that brand communities are where people who 

admire the brand come together, so it is unsurprising that they enjoy talking and 

supporting each other to enhance love and loyalty to the brand.    

The fourth group is supporter or insider/devotee. Supporters are different from 

clients because they have attitudinal loyalty to the brand while clients buy from 

the brand repeatedly because of cognitive or calculative reasons such as discounts 

(Amine, 1998; Kim, Morris and Swait, 2008). Supporters are viewed as passive 

loyalists who like the brand and repurchase the brand but they are not as proactive 

as active advocates. In other words, they do not show their advocacy behaviours 

to other people. This behaviour distinguishes brand loyalists from brand 

advocates. In the context of social network contributors, insiders and devotees are 

members who regularly participate in the community activities and have started to 

develop their attitudinal loyalty to the group. This group of consumers may have 

similar behaviours to Minglers but the development of their social relationship 

and emotional tie to a particular brand would lead them to become more proactive 

with the brand and communities. For example, ―BabyG‖ is a member on the TPF 

community. Her profile shows that she joined the community in April 2008 and 
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has made 501 posts in total since. Then she made her first reveal of her purchase 

on 24 April 2010.  

BabyG ―i [I] used to just lurk around in front of my laptop and drool over all your 

lovely items! and now i [I] present my first ever reveal!‖. 24 April 2010 

Her statement ―i [I] used to just lurk around‖ shows that she has been in the 

community for some time and has been developing her relationship over the 

period. Then she participated more actively by revealing her first purchase from 

the brand to the others. This demonstrates that her engagement with the brand and 

the community has increased to a higher level.    

The top group of consumers on the ladder is brand advocate. In this study, groups 

of advocates have similar behaviours to Evangelist, Celebrity, Insider and 

Devotee. Although Harridge-March and Quinton (2009) give slightly different 

definitions to these types of community members, in the context of brand 

advocacy, they are seen as synonymous with the brand advocates because they all 

devote time and energy talking/discussing about the brand(s). They all have 

proactive behaviours such as showing support, enthusiasm and devotion to the 

brand. They are willing and enjoy participating in the activities organised about 

the brand. Based on these reasons, Evangelist, Celebrity, Insider and Devotee are 

grouped as brand advocates in this study. 

Table 4.1 shows the advocacy behaviours in terms of members‘ messages and 

activities. 
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Table 4.1: The extracts of online advocacy behaviours 

Online advocacy behaviours  Examples messages from community members 

Attitudinal loyalty Alundpr ―I love Hermes, but can‘t afford all I wish I could have‖. 5 April 2011 

good life ―I totally love H but realistically you can‘t buy everything from them and also, 

I‘d need an oil well to pay for the H bills‖. 5 April 2011 

Engagement  Bag-terfly ―I would probably be a BV...a classic yet sophisticated kinda [kind of] way‖. 

23 August 2010 

Positive attitude to the brand OnMyMiNd04 ―I have recently started dating someone and I told him that LV is my first 

boyfriend. No one will become between me and LV‖. 16 Jan 2011 

Positive WOM dinitegrity ―you can never get out from BV wallets from now on. The leather is just so 

divine and strong!‖.4 May 2011  

hotshot ―they are quite extraordinary...truly amazing..it is like carrying a piece of art on 

your arm‖. 9 February 2011 

Defending and Supporting the 

brand 

silkstarh ―thanks for posting this news, but it is horrible horrible news indeed. I agree 

with everyone else‘s posts here...I am praying the Hermes family stays strong in their 

devotion to their ancestors‘ vision and labours and does not let this happens‖. 23 
October 2010    

Recommending the brand fettfleck ―I would recommend them also because I am very content with their bags and 

accessories, both because I like their looks and because of their durability‖. 4 May 2010 

LVMN ―I recommend LV to anyone that is willing to talk about bags with me!‖. 11 May 

2010  

Giving advice and opinions  Jilly ―I think the 30 is perfect. The 35 is too big in my opinion‖. 2 May 2010 

aerithgirl ―I personally LOVE the chanel flap and would grab another one in a second‖. 

28 April 2010 

Supplying information  Bagmad73 ―I honestly don‘t think you can go wrong with either. I find the kelly dog 

more ―lady like‖ and the CDG more ―casual‖ but both are still chic and easy to wear‖. 5 

May 2011 

Ladyjane 963 ―I also have a Bearn wallet in violet lizard. I have used it daily for a year 

so far and is still in perfect condition and so easy to use perfect size also love the violet 
wonderful colour‖. 22 April 2011 

Forming activities around the 
brand 

Arrange series of physical group meetings in their areas such as Hong Kong, London, 
Taipei, New York and so forth.  

Ongoing threads inviting members to participate such as: ―TV shows with Hermes‖ is a 

thread inviting members to post snap shots from TV shows when they spot Hermes 

products. Started by Lutz on 13 October 2009  

Searching and sharing 
information on the brand from 

outside sources 

Ishcat ―did a quick search, here is an Audrey Hepburn shot with her bag...cool to see for 
sure‖. 3 January 2011 

LVSistinaMM ―An SA [sale assistant] at my LV store mentioned that there will be dark 

green vernis colour introduced for Fall/Winter 2011‖. 28 April 2011 

Giving feedbacks to the brand Kim77 ―I just got an email saying they are increasing their prices. 

NONONONONONO...Economy is getting worse but these luxurious items‘ prices are 
skyrocketing...sigh‖. 27 April 2011 

Sharing product/brand 
experiences and consumption 

Ongoing threads inviting members to post pictures of their items such as: Come and 
share your April 2011 purchase thread started by Cari284 on 1 April 2011  

Personal self-exhibition Ongoing threads urging members to post their pictures wearing products such as: Space 

for guys modelling their Hermes started by Starr98 on 27 October 2008 
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Online advocacy behaviours Examples messages from community members 

Group bonding  wrapitup ―Welcome to the club. I tell you what I love, we are all so encouraging of one 

another and we all ―Get It‖ and don‘t judge. This forum is a happy place‖. 14 May 2010   

 

Table 4.1 shows the details of the brand advocacy and some examples of the data 

found from selected online brand communities. These quotes and activities give a 

clear picture of the characteristics and behaviours of active brand advocates.    

 

4.3 Findings and data analysis from phase 2 participant 

observation 

The purpose of the second research phase was to get the community members 

involved in the discussion with the researcher. The researcher developed three key 

themes for the discussion: perceptions of luxury fashion accessories, brand 

commitment and brand loyalty to luxury fashion brands, brand advocate indicator 

in order to support the findings collected from the observations and to further 

understand the reasons behind these behaviours. So the data collected from the 

discussions in this phase were interpreted with the behaviours analysed from the 

non-participant observations.       

In this section, the data are presented under the three key themes:  

4.3.1) perceptions of luxury fashion accessories;  

4.3.2) multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context;  

4.3.3) brand advocate indicator.  
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These themes reflect an in-depth understanding of feelings, perceptions, multiple 

luxury fashion brands consumption and reasons for having brand advocacy 

behaviours.  

 

4.3.1 Perceptions of luxury fashion accessories 

The observation phase reveals that the brand advocates perceive luxury fashion 

accessories as sentimental and desirable objects. Beyond symbolic, conspicuous 

reasons and social status, these items also give them hedonic values, fulfilment of 

desires and increase of self-esteem. To support these findings, the brand advocates 

were asked about their perceptions of luxury fashion accessories.    

The questions were posted on all selected communities.  There were 35 replies in 

total giving similar answers to what was found in the observation phase. They said 

that those items were desirable, valuable to their feelings and rewards of their 

lives. Luxury fashion accessories made brand advocates happy and fulfilled their 

desire because they had emotional bonds with these products.  

baglady2006 ―my bags are a constant source of happiness for me. they represent so 

many things, celebration..and times gone by. I feel they are little snaps shorts of 

time, cause [because] i remember thing so much better when I‘m looking at a 

particular bag‖. 4 May 2011 

lifeisstiffanyblu ―I feel that way about my bags, new and old! Sometimes I love 

going to Selfridges etc to just walk around and look at all the new beautiful bags 

even if I don‘t buy any. I did go through a phase where I had to have my bags on 

my bed all the time when I slept‖. 8 May 2011 
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LVGirlDC ―When I buy a new bag, I like to put it in my view like on a door nob 

and gaze at it several times. The, I like to gather all of my older bags and prop 

them all up to gather and look at them or clean them‖. 6 May 2011  

calipursegal ―I love my bags. I have photos of them in my phone and sometimes 

when I miss a bag I‘ll look at the pics [pictures]. If I‘m sitting somewhere waiting 

I‘ll just stare at my bag‖. 3 May 2011 

mammabyrdie ―It‘s like carrying a little bit of escapism on your arm‖. 6 May 2011  

baglver ―I adore my bags and love the feeling that each and every bag I own give 

me‖. 8 May 2011 

sunnyday3074 ―It‘s our right to indulge ourselves into kinds of hobbies. I enjoy 

handbag collection‖. 8 May 2011 

Once again, these extracts show that luxury fashion accessories have hedonic 

values to this group of brand advocates. They perceive and treat these products as 

meaningful objects. Words and phrases such as ―love‖, ―adore‖, ―source of 

happiness‖, ―indulge ourselves‖ and ―gaze at it several times‖ represent the love 

these members have for their handbags and show some of the hedonic behaviours. 

The extracts ―they are snaps shorts of time‖ and ―i [I] remember things so much 

better when i‘m [I am] looking at a particular bag‖ are examples showing that 

many brand advocates relate their bags to personal memories and personal 

fondness. Some members‘ love for luxury fashion accessories grew into obsession 

and resulted in collecting them as one of their hobbies. The fact that these people 

spend time reading and participating regularly in activities formed around luxury 

fashion accessories prove that those products are important to them. The examples 

quoted above support the postmodernist view on luxury fashion consumption and 
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the involvement theory that luxury fashion items are associated with an 

individual‘s identity, personality, satisfaction and bliss. They enjoy looking and 

taking care of the bag collections especially. These actions are seen as hedonic 

behaviours. So it is unsurprisingly confirmed that brand advocates have emotional 

attachment and a high level of involvement with the product.   

 

4.3.2 Multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context 

Both literature and the findings indicate that today‘s consumers prefer to buy 

more than one luxury fashion brand because they want to create a variety of 

styles, identities and looks to suit with various social contexts. This behaviour 

agrees with the notion of multi-brand buying (Ehrenberg and Goodhardt, 1970) 

and argues for the idea of the loyalty ladder referring to a consumer becoming an 

advocate of a single brand. The observations reveal that the brand advocates love 

and support the brand but they do not limit themselves or support only one brand. 

For example, there are ongoing threads on the TPF sites such as ―Show us your 

NON Mulberry purchases‖, ―Shhhh!!!! We won‘t tell Mr. Vuitton about your 

non-Louis purchases‖ and ―Your non Miu Miu purchases‖. These threads invite 

members to post pictures of their purchases from other brands. There are 

extensive replies with pictures of 388 replies from Vuitton fans and of 721 replies 

from Miu Miu members to show their purchases from other brands. These figures 

suggest that although they are fans of one brand, they rarely consume that 

particular brand only. This finding agrees with the idea of multi-brand buying. 

However, these actual behaviours still draw attention to further discussion to find 
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out whether when it comes to a case of being brand advocates, it is necessary to 

commit to only one brand or not.  

The discussion of this issue was posted on all selected communities asking: do 

they buy only one brand, why do they buy from other brands, what do they think 

about buying items from other brands, do they think buying other brands is 

disloyal to the brand they love?     

There were 50 replies in total from four communities. Most members admitted 

that they buy other brands because they want to have a variety of bags to match 

their outfits, occasions, and moods. For example, 

scaredycat ―Variety is the spice of life...while I would consider myself mostly an 

LV girl, I do admire and buy other brands‖. 5 April 2011 

Lv-nowwhat ―Just because you favour one brand does not mean you can‘t buy 

another‖. 5 April 2011 

indiaink ―After being stuck on one brand at a time, I‘ve finally come to realise that 

having a bag collection is no necessarily about having all the same thing‖. 9 April 

2011 

The examples above confirm that customers refused to commit themselves to 

buying only one brand. The data appear to support the multi-brand buying and the 

postmodernist concepts that today‘s consumers prefer to have a set of preferences 

(numbers of favourite brands). They have multiple identities and personalities 

depending on different social contexts. They want to have fashion accessories of 

different styles to suit their various images. They enjoy switching from one brand 
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to another and using a variety of brands to match their looks on different 

occasions.    

However, there were two replies saying that they bought only LV items. 

joyceluvsbags ―For some reason, I feel weird when I buy another brand! For 

example say I fall in love with a Gucci bag I bring it home and then I feel weird 

and start to think I could‘ve bought a LV bag instead and always end up returning 

it the next day!‖. 6 April 2011 

img ―I don‘t buy other brands. I‘m true to LV‖. 6 April 2011 

Following up these replies, the discussion continued aiming to know further about 

the reasons why these two members committed to the LV brand only. 

―joyceluvsbags‖ replied 

joyceluvsbags ―Yes in the past I was an equal bags opportunist but not anymore I 

just love how LV holds it‘s value and if in a couple of years or months I get tired of 

a certain bag I feel ok knowing that if I decided to sell I won‘t lose a whole lot of 

money. That among other things‖. 6 April 2011    

This extract shows her reason for consuming only LV bags because LV bags 

retain good value when she decides to resell them in the future. Although this 

member might have a cognitive reason to support her love of LV she has affective 

feelings and emotional connection to the brand as well. To ensure that she 

commits to only one brand completely, the researcher followed her other posts to 

observe her actual behaviours when interacting with other members. The findings 

show that she actively participated on the LV forum such as giving advice, 

sharing her experiences with the products and revealing her many LV pieces. 
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However, there were actually photos posted by herself showing her new bag from 

Balenciaga. 

joyceluvsbags ―I cheated tooo.....And I did it again this morning just bought my 

first Balenciaga bag!‖. 13 May 2011 

According to the data, ―joyceluvsbags‖ is an LV advocate because of her 

advocacy behaviours such as taking part in discussions and recommending the 

brand to other members. She showed her positive attitude and admired the brand 

and its products. Nevertheless, the evidence of buying another brand proved that it 

is rare to find consumers who commit to and use luxury fashion accessories from 

only one brand.  

Two members gave the reason that the brand they love is very expensive, so they 

could not afford to have all the bags from that brand. 

good life ―I totally love H but realistically you can‘t buy everything from them and 

also I‘d need an oil well to pay for the H bills‖. 5 April 2011 

alundpr ―I love Hermes, but can‘t afford all I wish I could have‖. 5 April 2011  

These two extracts show different reasons for why they buy other brands. Luxury 

fashion accessories are expensive, so not all brand advocates can afford every 

piece from the brand. The conversation continued to ask whether they would buy 

only Hermès products if they could afford everything from this brand. However, 

there was no reply back from them. 

The discussion on this theme continued to find out whether brand advocates feel 

disloyal to the brand they love if they buy other brands. The data collected 

revealed that buying other brands is not being disloyal to the brand they love.  



146 
 

Jelly Belly ―I don‘t think buying another brand makes me disloyal to LV. I have a 

variety of bags that I have from different designers. LV just happens to be one of 

my favourite brands‖. 5 April 2011 

cindy05 ―I own mostly lvs but also have chanel, balenciaga, Marc Jacobs...but in 

no way I feel guilty or disloyal to lv‖. 6 April 2011 

hotshot ―disloyal...not at all...think you should be buying a bag that you love..not 

every designer makes a bag that you are going to love every season...having a 

selection of bags by different designers gives you an identity of your own‖. 9 April 

2011 

Madam Bijoux ―Buying other brands isn‘t being disloyal-it just means that you like 

variety‖. 5 April 2011 

aprillsrin ―I don‘t think buying other brands mean disloyalty. I buy what I love and 

most of them just happen to be LV‘s‖. 5 April 2011        

The extracts such ―I don‘t think buying other brands mean disloyalty‖, ―buying 

another brand makes me disloyal‖ and ―no way I feel guilty or disloyal‖ indicate 

that this group of brand advocates do not regard consuming other brands as 

disloyalty. Their love of the brand remains at a high level but they open 

themselves to other designers too. The reply from ―hotshot‖ saying ―not every 

designer makes a bag that you are going to love every season‖ shows that they 

understand that fashion trends change every season and not every fashion house 

makes items consumers would love every time. For this reason, they have a list of 

their favourite brands. The extracts above such as ―I own mostly lvs but also have 

Chanel, Balenciaga and Marc Jacobs‖ and ―having a selection of bags by different 

designers gives you and identity of your own‖ imply that brand advocates may 

have one favourite label but there are other acceptable brands they like as well. 
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There are a number of instances where advocates publish their ‗wish list‘ of the 

handbags they want; this appears at the end of their post. These wish lists support 

the idea of multi-brand buying and demonstrate a set of their preferences. It 

highlights the fact that today‘s consumers harbour a number of preferred brands. 

The illustration no. 6 (below) features a consumer‘s wish list, showing that they 

want to own variety of brands and handbags, including: Louis Vuitton Speedy 30, 

a Fendi Roll Bag Tote and so forth.    

 

Illustration 10: Wish list of handbags  

 

Illustration 11: Handbags list 

Illustration no.7 shows that this member already has variety of handbags in her 

collection and intends to buy more which she indicated in her wish list. She also 

records the date when she bought the bag from her wish buying a Yves Saint 

Laurent (YSL) bag in October 2011 and a Celine bag in November 2011. This 
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behaviour strongly suggests that brand advocates enjoy collecting multiple brands 

building their wardrobe.     

The result from the discussion of this theme agrees with the idea of multi-brand 

buying. Although they behave themselves as brand advocates who show love and 

support the brand actively, they can advocate to more than one brand. They open 

themselves to buy products of other brands if there are other designs or styles they 

like. It is because they prefer to have a variety of styles and designs. Besides, they 

do understand that fashion trends change quickly and their favourite brand may 

not have what they like at that time. In addition, luxury accessories are very 

expensive so they may not be able to own every piece. Based on these reasons, 

committing to only one brand may not be a significant behaviour to characterise 

brand advocates. Additionally, this group of brand advocates do not think that 

buying other brands is disloyal to their loved brand. They can be loyal and 

advocate to more than one brand. Thus, to reflect on the findings on the loyalty 

ladder in the context of luxury fashion accessories, a high level of brand advocacy 

does not mean that brand advocates must be advocates or loyal to only one brand. 

Brand advocates can be supportive to multiple brands as long as they love those 

brands/products. In other words, one brand advocate can have more than one 

loyalty ladder. Each loyalty ladder displays different levels of engagement and 

advocacy behaviours of that brand advocate to each particular brand. For instance, 

a member ―Prada Psycho‖ declares herself as a Prada person and heavily engages 

with Prada. But further observation found that she also loves Hermès and likes 

Chanel too. She often participates in the Hermès forum and sometimes in the 

Chanel forum. This means that this member has three loyalty ladders, one for 
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Prada, one for Hermès and one for Chanel. She may have different levels of 

engagement of those brands or can later develop herself to become an active brand 

advocate for all the brands she loves. It is possible that one brand advocate can 

advocate to more than one brand depending on the level of love for the brands.  

 

4.3.3 Brand advocate indicator   

The literature review suggests a definition of brand advocates as consumers who 

love the brand so much and recommend the brand to others (Christopher et al., 

1991; Peck et al.,1999). They also actively talk and engage in activities organised 

about the brand (Schultz, 2000). The non-participant observation phase also 

reveals evidence of these advocacy behaviours to support the literature. It further 

identifies other behaviours and characteristics of the online brand advocates as 

illustrated in Figure 4.2 and Table 4.1. Figure 4.2 lists the details of the advocacy 

behaviours but three behaviours (recommending, positive talking and defending 

the brand) were selected to be discussed in this phase. The reasons for choosing 

those three behaviours are that those are the most significant advocacy behaviours 

which distinguish them from other types of consumers such as passive loyalist.  

Three key advocacy behaviours (recommending, positive talking and defending 

the brand) were chosen to be discussed further to find out what the reasons behind 

those behaviours were. Why do brand advocates behave this way? The questions 

were posted on the selected online communities. However, the prior observations 

noticed similar threads made by other community members which were valuable 

inputs to support the discussion in this part. 
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Recommending the brand 

Recommending the brand/product is a key behaviour which is often found in the 

communities. Brand advocates do not only make recommendations to the 

community members but also suggest the brand/product they love to their friends 

and families. The question asked was if they have recommended the brand to their 

friends and families. There were 23 replies saying that they have recommended the 

brand/product to others. 

aprillsrin ―Oh I helped one of my friend getting her LVs –I recommended the style 

to her and guide her through LV site (how to purchase&return policy..etc). 

Whenever she called, it was about LV- I was like her personal SA [sale assistant] 

lol [laugh out loud]‖. 14 April 2011    

psxgurl ―I‘ve been urging my cousin to buy one. She keeps eyeing a few on the 

website! We‘re supposed to set up a lunch out together and I‘m going to make her 

go to a store with me‖. 14 April 2011    

znzngo ―yeah...my sisters, friends and I often talk and recommend bags to each 

other‖. 15 April 2011 

These messages proved that brand advocates are active supporters of the brand. 

They would recommend the brand/product they love to others. The prior 

observations found a similar question which asks the members how likely it was 

that they would recommend the brand to the others. There were 24 replies to this 

thread. All answers said they would recommend the brand to the others. 

fettfleck ―I would recommend them also because I am very content with their bags 

and accessories‖. 4 May 2010 
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appleyap2718 ―i would definitely recommend to my frens [friends]. I actually did 

so and my fren [friend] bought 2 bags after that‖. 10 May 2010 

The answers received from these two discussions conclude that brand advocates 

are willing to recommend the brand/product they love; however, three of them 

added that they would suggest the brand/product only to people who are interested 

in luxury fashion accessories. It is because they understand not everyone loves 

luxury fashion accessories and is willing to pay high price for these items. So they 

do not want to make the others feel uncomfortable by being recommended to buy 

expensive products.  

The replies imply that in addition to brand advocates‘ direct recommendations for 

the brand, their indirect constant influences may make their close friends and 

family members become obsessed with the brand as well. We can see from the 

extracts below that some members converted their close friends and family 

members to be addicted to the brand s/he loves.     

*Sai* ―When me and my DH [dear husband] were dating, he was a Gucci man and 

I was an LV girl. However I converted him into LV by forcing him to go to a store 

and he instantly fell in love, so much so that he doesn‘t buy Gucci anymore‖. 14 

April 2011  

bling-nut ―I do the same! Got my daughter hooked and my mom now has 2 and my 

cousin has been talking lately about getting one and I have been urging her along‖. 

14 April 2011   

Ferdi_the_yak ―Sure do! I‘ve converted my BF who is now the proud owner of a 

graphite Marco wallet. He‘s been eyeing off a few taiga bags as well!‖. 15 April 

2011 
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shakeandbake ―my sister managed to get me to like LV and now I‘m obsessed!!!!‖. 

15 April 2011 

The above extracts show a strong influence of brand advocates on others to make 

them love the brand. The researcher further observed behaviours of a member 

―*Sai*‖ in her other posts to find out how often she recommends the brand to the 

others, how much she influences other community members‘ purchase decisions 

and how she engages with activities organised about the brand. The further 

observation of ―*Sai*‖ shows that she is a very active advocate. She frequently 

participates in discussions and likes sharing her comments and experiences on 

luxury fashion accessories particularly on Louis Vuitton items. Even though she 

declares herself as ‗a LV girl‘, the evidence shows that apart from the Louis 

Vuitton forum which she participates in the most, she also regularly participates in 

the Chanel community too.  

*Sai* ―My first love is LV, but I also like Chanel‖. 18 February 2011 

Again, the findings show that today‘s consumers have a set of preferred fashion 

brands thus they may become advocates to more than one brand. They can 

recommend further brands/products that they are satisfied with to others.  

The discussions show that brand advocates play a significant role in the success of 

a particular brand. The influence of their WOM on consumer purchase decisions is 

powerful. The extracts below show the reasons why they like recommending the 

brand to others.  

poonski ―Yup, all my friends told me that I‘m an ―expensive‖ influence. lol [laugh 

out loud] I got most of my friends into buying designer bags. It feels great having 
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people around you that shares the same taste in something you genuinely love‖. 14 

April 2011  

SMkelly ―it thrills me to no end when a friend or family member takes my 

suggestion and loves the bag‖. 14 April 2011 

An analysis of the data indicates that they recommend the brand because of their 

love of the brand/product. When they are pleased with the quality, they would 

genuinely suggest the item to their friends and family. They want their friends to 

share the same experience they have with the product. Besides, they want to show 

that they experience the brand/product well. Most importantly, they feel proud of 

themselves when someone takes their suggestions and actually loves the product 

like they do. In other words, they feel important and have higher self-esteem when 

they receive positive feedback on their recommendations from others. 

 

Positive WOM 

Positively talking about the brand is not only recommending the brand but also 

includes sharing positive experiences with the brand/product, exchanging views on 

the brand/product, encouraging members to increase loyalty to the brand. The 

previous observation reveals that the brand advocates regularly talk about their 

love of the brand in a positive way such as telling stories about the brand, how 

well they were treated by the brand‘s sale assistants and bringing news from 

outside sources to share with community members. They were asked why they like 

to talk about the brands. There were 4 replies:  
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jburgh ―I use Bottega Veneta. I like to talk about it because the designer uses some 

non-conventional methods in manufacturing. So I like talking about BV because of 

the interesting treatment of the leather‖. 9 May 2011 

Lv-nowwhat ―Its [It‘s] something I like and know about‖. 29 May 2011 

flowerbobon ―because it‘s about my passion and it‘s really fun‖. 29 May 2011    

dwoo ―I like talking and reading about it here because I know everyone else will 

understand me‖. 29 May 2011   

The above extracts show that they enjoy talking about the brand because they love 

and are interested in the brand. It is suggested that positive talking about the brand 

is a result of their positive feelings and attitudes towards the brand.  

Although the replies to this question are fewer than the other questions, the data 

from the previous observation phase reveal that brand advocates enjoyed talking 

about the brand because of their love and passion for the brand. For example, the 

thread started by ―Fatalefashion‖ shows positive talk about the new creative 

director of the Alexander McQueen label. The member brought an article from a 

newspaper about the new head designer of the fashion house after the loss of 

Alexander McQueen to share with other community members. There were 32 

replies showing support for the brand and the new creative director.       

Hermes1922 ―I think this is going to be a smooth transition for the brand I‘m 

happy we just have to wait and see her collections‖. 27 May 2010 

Chanelcouture09 ―she‘s been doing the ready to wear for a while with Lee, as well 

as working at McQueen fir 14 years so she was the only right person for the job, 

congratulations to her!‖. 27 May 2010 
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Ives927 ―Very appropriate choice. Though, I don‘t know much about her, I have 

faith in her‖. 27 May 2010 

IrvingLorenzo ―Wish her the best of luck in overtaking the reigns of McQueen and 

hopefully she will be deliver a brilliant first collection...As sad as I am for 

McQueen not being in this world anymore, am excited for her this coming 

season!‖. 28 May 2010 

The above extracts demonstrate positive talking about the brand with a genuine 

love and positive attitudes to the label. The data from both participant discussions 

and observations suggest that brand advocates talk about the brand because of 

their love. They feel happy to talk and read articles about the brands they admire. 

They enjoy talking and sharing their comments with people who have similar 

interests. These are the reasons why brand advocates talk positively about the 

brands.  

 

Defending the brand    

Defending the brand is another significant advocacy behaviour because the 

advocates are willing to protect the brand without receiving any rewards from the 

brand. The observation phase found that brand advocates are willing to protect the 

brand when there is negative news or anything that may destroy the brand. Thus 

the research investigates the reasons why they defend the brand. The extracts 

demonstrate how brand advocates defend the brand from negative articles and 

counterfeiting.    
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conrad18 ―it absolutely annoys me to see fakes! Not only are they ridiculous and 

tacky, but they‘re illegal too. And honestly, I wished more people took fakes 

seriously rather than adopting the whole ―it‘s not my business/ it‘s just a purse‖ 

attitude, maybe then there would be more crackdowns on the whole industry‖. 31 

May 2011   

Rose60610 ―buying a counterfeit bag is supporting an industry rife with sweatshop 

labour and child labours violations‖. 27 May 2011  

LV*LIFESTYLE ―I get annoyed because of the whole child labour/ organised 

crime thing that‘s wrapped around fake‖. 27 May 2011 

The above extracts defending the brand convey a high level of love that brand 

advocates have to the brand. They have emotional bond and appreciation to the 

brand. They are willing to protect the brand from losing its exclusivity, damaging 

the image and from losing its desirability. Furthermore, brand advocates show 

their moral responsibilities to protect the brand from counterfeit goods. Because 

they know that those counterfeits may destroy the business as well as causing 

crimes and labour violations. The extracts show that the love that brand advocates 

have and moral responsibilities urge them to defend their beloved brands.       

 

4.4 Synthesis of two sets of data 

This section aims to synthesise the findings from phase 1 non-participant 

observation and phase 2 participant observation. The two sets of findings were 

merged to identify the similarities or differences between the data before drawing 

conclusions. The comparison concentrates on three themes: perceptions of luxury 

fashion accessories, multi-brand buying in a luxury fashion context and brand 
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advocate indicator. These themes were developed from the phase 1 non-participant 

observation then were selected to be discussed further with the community 

members in phase 2 participant observation. The reasons for choosing the three 

themes were because they were the research objectives. Secondly, the data 

collected from these themes made a unique contribution to the luxury fashion 

accessories context. Furthermore, the distinctive characteristics of the luxury 

fashion accessories may influence the consumers to perceive those items 

differently from the other types of products. So the first theme identified the 

perceptions of luxury fashion accessories. Moreover, the nature of the fashion 

product life cycle affects the way customers consume fashion brands/products. 

Thus the second theme would explain consumer behaviours in terms of 

commitment and loyalty to luxury fashion brands. Lastly, the theme of brand 

advocate indicator describes the reasons behind the three significant online 

advocacy behaviours: positive WOM, recommending and defending the brand. 

The reason for following those behaviours in the discussion stage was because 

these acts were significant advocacy behaviours. Even though the observation in 

phase 1 reveals themes such as characteristics of luxury fashion online 

communities (consciousness of kind; shared rituals and traditions; moral 

responsibilities) and online advocacy behaviours (i.e. sharing products/brands 

experiences and consumption, personal self-exhibition), these themes were not 

selected to be followed in the participant observation (phase 2) because they were 

easy to observe from their behaviours rather in discussion. Also the reasons for 

exhibiting positive WOM, recommending and defending the brand can indicate 

and explain the rest of advocacy behaviours too. 
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Table 4.2 demonstrates extracts from the non-participant and participant 

observations. It reveals that the messages from the two phases convey similar 

meanings and do not seem to show any contrast. It is because both non-participant 

and participant observations were made under a netnography approach in which 

community members joined the discussion/conversation with their interests. They 

gave naturalistic answers and actual opinions on the topics. Therefore, the replies 

of the discussions were similar to the data obtained in the non-participant 

observation phase.  

From the two sets of data, the keywords ―identities‖, ―personalities‖, ―happiness‖, 

―love‖, ―obsess‖, ―sentimental‖, ―memorable‖ and ―reward‖ are commonly found 

when brand advocates talk about their fashion accessories. Thus the data seem to 

suggest that brand advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories as the products 

which represent their identities and personalities. As we can see from the extracts 

from both sets of data, consumers relate their ―selves‖ to the products and in some 

cases they use the brand names as their usernames. This relationship is called self-

connection or involvement. Moreover, with the personal interests and likeness, 

these brand advocates have strong love and passion to the product and refer them 

as a source of happiness, memorable pieces and reward of their lives.         

The second theme concentrates on brand commitment and loyalty to luxury 

fashion labels. The non-participant observation reveals that being committed to 

only one fashion brand was relatively rare. The reason for this issue was that 

today‘s consumers enjoy switching their multi identities, personalities and images 

according to different social contexts. So they prefer to have a number of favourite 

brands which they use and actively support. This subject was discussed in the 
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participant observation phase with community members again and the researcher 

received similar answers conforming that they preferred to have a variety of 

brands in their wardrobe. Brand advocates understand that fashion accessories 

change along with fashion trends so buying items from different brands was not 

seen as being disloyal to the brand they love. One member clearly showed the 

understanding of the fashion nature and stated that ―not every designer makes a 

bag that you are going to love every season‖. The data from the discussion and 

observation suggest that attitudinal commitment/loyalty is more important than 

repeat purchase because it shows a feeling of love and a positive attitude towards 

the brand. Furthermore, the data reveal that brand advocates can have multiple 

attitudinal commitments/loyalties and be supportive of a number of brands. In 

other words, brand advocates can love and support the brands which they love. For 

example, a member declared ―i [I] totally love LV and Gucci, they are my 2 favs 

[favourites]‖. Also there is evidence from the observation of his/her behaviour that 

this member regularly and actively participates with LV and Gucci sub-forums. 

This behaviour points out that in the fashion context brand advocates can love, 

show loyalty and support more than one brand.   

The third theme is brand advocate indicators which focuses on three significant 

advocacy behaviours (positive WOM, recommending and defending the brand) to 

find out in the discussion why brand advocates choose to act in these particular 

ways. Although the observation identified other online brand advocacy behaviours 

such as personal self-exhibition, group bonding and searching and sharing 

information from outsources, these behaviours were not taken forward to the phase 

2 participant because these behaviours caused by similar reasons of having 
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positive WOM, recommending and defending the brand. For example, brand 

advocates exhibit photos of them wearing the products or their latest purchase 

because they love the brand and feel proud to own it. They simply want to share 

the love of the object with the others in the community. This act was caused by 

love and passion for the brands/products. The feeling of love also generates 

positive WOM and urges them to recommend the same item to their friends and 

family as well. Thus it shows that advocacy behaviours on the list found in the 

study are linked and can be due to similar reasons.           

The extracts from phase 1 non-participant observation suggest that love, hedonic 

feeling and self-esteem are the key reasons for generating positive WOM, 

recommending and defending the brand. These key factors are justified and 

supported by the replies collected from the participant observation such as ―it 

thrills me to no end when a friend takes my suggestion and loves the bag‖, ―it feels 

great having people around you that shares the same taste in something you 

genuinely love‖ and ―its[It is] about my passion‖. These statements indicate an 

increase of self esteem, love and passion and hedonic feeling of brand advocates. 

They feel proud of themselves when someone takes their advice. They want to 

recommend good things to their friends and family because they genuinely fall in 

love with the products/brands. Love of the brand is also a core reason behind the 

behaviour to defend the brand. The extracts from phase 1 ―I really hate all the 

fakes on ebay, I just can‘t wait to report these scumbags‖ and ―buying counterfeits 

bags is supporting an industry rife with sweatshop labour and child labour 

violation‖ from phase 2 show that brand advocates wanted to protect their loved 
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brands to maintain their exclusivity and luxury status. They showed their moral 

responsibilities for the brand with their love.  

The synthesis of these data suggests that brand love, involvement (can be referred 

to as self-connection) and loyalty are the key constructs to develop consumers to 

become active brand advocates and drive them to advocacy behaviours. The 

reflection of the findings on the literature will be discussed again in chapter 5. 

Table 4.2 summarises and demonstrates the shared themes, constructs, and the key 

words encoded from the data from non-participant and participant observations.
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Table 4.2: Comparisons between two sets of data 

 
Themes  

 

Constructs  Shared codes/ 

key words 

Examples from phase 1 non-participant observation Examples from phase 2 participant observation 

1. Perceptions of 

luxury fashion 

accessories  

Self-concept 
Self connection 

Involvement  

Identity/personality Bag-terfly ―I would probably be a BV...a classic yet 
sophisticated kinda [kind of] way‖. 23 August 2010 

 

 

Indicating self-concept/self-connection by usernames such 

as ―Dior Junkie‖, ―MsBurberry‖ and ―guccidiva‖  

SMKelly ―Balenciaga bags are my favs. Still classy when they 
need to be, but rocker/punk and edgy also. Just like me‖. 28 

April 2011 

 Hedonic values 
 

Happiness  
 

LVDevotee ―they just feel great and are a delight to carry 
and use!‖. 8 January 2008  

 

NikolineSoFieK ―I love the bags, they are angles sent from 
above to satisfy us‖. 3 May 2010 

baglady2006 ―my bags are a constant source of happiness for 
me. 4 May 2011 

 

mammabyrdie ―It‘s like carrying a little of escapism on your 
arms‖. 6 May 2011 

  Sentimental/memora

ble objects 

pinkybear ―i love the fact that i can pass it down to my 

daughter‖. 7 December 2008  

 
 

ayengel ―i don‘t want to part with it, i love it so much‖. 13 

September 2010 

calipursegal ―I love my bags. I have photos of them in my 

phone and sometimes when I miss a bag I‘ll look at the pics‖. 

3 May 2011  
 

SassieMe ―Sometimes, I pull my bags out of their boxes and 

try on different outfits and basically play a grown-up version 
of ―dress up‖. So silly, but it does make me happy!‖. 4 May 

2011  

  Reward  LVGLITTER ―my Vuitton‘s my way of rewarding myself 
for working hard and being a good person‖. 3 January 2011 

 

balihai88 ―when I finally take a break I head straight to H 
and want to buy everything in sight because I want to 

reward myself for working so hard‖. 9 June 2011   

Sunnyday3074 ―It‘s our right to indulge ourselves‖. 8 May 
2011  

 

 
samara_15 ―I love to put my bags near me at work so when I 

start to feel stressed out, I look at them and think ―this is one 

of the reason you work so hard!‖. 5 May 2011   

  Love, passion, 

obsession  

ariluvya21 ―I am in love with Hermes‖. 29 July 2010 

 

 
BagLovingMon ―I love my Gucci items. I will never part 

with them‖. 1 January 2010 

baglver ―I adore my bags and love the feeling that each and 

every bag I own give me‖. 8 May 2011 

 
flowerbobon ―because it‘s about my passion and it‘s really 

fun‖. 29 May 2011 

2. Multi-brand 

buying in luxury 

fashion context   

 

Brand 

commitment 

Not committing to 

the only one brand  

baglover90 ―I was a diehard fan of chole and balenciga. but 

now I rather have a different bags, all with their own style 

and personalities, than the same bag in different colours‖. 10 

April 2011   

 
baggladdy ―I‘m more of an LV girl, but how can you not 

scaredycat ―Variety is the spice of life...while I would consider 

myself mostly an LV girl, I do admire and buy other brands‖. 

5 April 2011 

 

 
boyoverboard ―I wouldn‘t ever feel like I was exclusively tied 
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Themes  

 

Constructs  Shared codes/ 

key words 

Examples from phase 1 non-participant observation Examples from phase 2 participant observation 

add a Chanel? I plan to get next spring for my BIG 40th 
Bday [birthday] !‖. 28 April 2010 

to one brand‖. 5 April 2011 

 Brand loyalty  Attitudinal loyalty  krawford ―I have so many designer bags but my Bottegas 

are always my go to bag‖. 25 June 2011   
 

 

OnMyMiNd04 ―No one will come between me and LV‖. 16 

January 2010 

msresinhead ―I just love my LVs  I can‘t explain it in no 

simpler terms than this, I just feel good around them‖. 5 May 
2011 

 

boyoverboard ―LV is my favourite brand, and it‘s not going 

die off‖. 19 June 2011 

  Behavioural loyalty  

(Repeat purchase) 

lexis.s ―I already bought 2 Classic Jumbo these past week 

because the soon-coming-price-increase panic‖. 22 May 

2011 

joyceluvsbags ―I just love how LV holds it‘s value and if in a 

couple of years or months I get tired of a certain bag I feel ok 

knowing that if I decided to sell I won‘t loose a whole lot of 
money‖. 6 April 2011  

  Multiple attitudinal 

commitments/loyalti
es to preferred 

brands  

louch ―I just bought a Marc Jacobs Fuschia Bonnie bag and 

a Chole purple suede pochette. Love them both‖. 22 April 
2009 

 

darknight11 ―i totally love LV and gucci, they are my 2 favs 
[favourites]!‖. 13 August 2009  

COACH ADDICT ―I have certain brands I love and tend to 

buy often like Gucci and Valentino‖. 11 April 2011 
 

 

cindy05 ―I own mostly lvs but also have chanel, balenciaga, 
Marc Jacobs, prada, gucci. I‘ve brunch out over the years‖. 6 

April 2011   

3. Brand 

advocate 

indicators 

Brand advocacy 

behaviours 

Recommending the 

brand 

(convey love of the 

brands, hedonic 

feeling, increasing 
self-esteem, want to 

share good quality 
of  the products)    

fettfleck ―I would recommend them also because I am very 

content with their bags and accessories‖. 4 May 2010 

 

 

LVMN ―I recommend LV to anyone that is willing to talk 
about bags with me!‖. 11 May 2011  

 

SMkelly ―it thrills me to no end when a friend or family 

member takes my suggestion and loves the bag‖. 14 April 

2011 

 

poonski ―all my friends told me that I‘m an ―expensive‖ 
influence. I got most of my friends into buying designer bags. 

It feels great having people around you that shares the same 
taste in something you genuinely love‖. 14 April 2011 

  Positive WOM 

(convey love and 

interest of the 
brands, hedonic 

feeling)  

dinitegrity ―The leather is just so divine and strong!‖. 4 May 

2011 

 
llson ―I feel this another hit for Fendi—I really like it and 

would like to add one to my closet of bags‖. 13 July 2009 

Lv-nowwhat ―Its something I like and know about‖. 29 May 

2011 

 
flowerbobon ―because it‘s about my passion and it‘s really 

fun‖. 29 May 2011 

  Defending the brand 
(convey moral 

responsibilities and 

love of the brands)  

CleoCouture ―I really hate all the fakes on ebay!!! I get so 
mad sometimes, I just can‘t wait to report these scumbags‖. 

6 September 2007 

 

monogram_boy ―Most PATHETIC youtube video ever. I 

can‘t believe this girl is actually PROUD of her nasty plastic 

―Goyard‖ bag. She acts as if its [it is] the greatest thing 
ever‖. 1 June 2011  

Rose60610 ―buying counterfeit bags is supporting an industry 
rife with sweatshop labour and child labour violations‖. 27 

May 2011 

 

Conrad18 ―it absolutely annoys me to see fakes! Not only they 

are ridiculous and tacky, but they‘re illegal too‖. 31 May 2011  
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4.5 Conclusion of key themes 

The conclusion of this chapter is to re-interpret all data with the environment of 

the online community and to reflect the behaviours of online brand advocates in 

order to conclude key themes of the findings of this research. The following are 

key themes representing overall behaviours of online brand advocates.   

  

Pleasure and hedonic seeking 

Brand advocates receive pleasure and hedonic values from consuming luxury 

fashion accessories. But they still join the online community because they are 

seeking more pleasure, hedonistic and experiential aspects of luxury fashion 

accessories consumption. They use their fashion accessories as objects to connect 

and associate themselves with other brand lovers and the brand community. They 

want to exchange their experiences, brand stories and simply to adore each other‘s 

fashion accessories collections. The reason for this behaviour is that they seek 

more pleasure and hedonism by associating with similar minded people, engaging 

with activities formed around the brands/products they love. Although brand 

advocates are proud to exhibit themselves as brand persons, they feel prouder and 

happier when they get compliments from the others. For example, ―CCInterlock‖ 

posted her pictures with her two new Dior bags. 

CCInterlock ―Here my first Lady Dior and my second Dior – Granville small. 

Took her out first time for my birthday dinner. It‘s a present from DH [dear 

husband]‖. 3 October 2011 
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averagejoe ―Nice Granville and Lady Dior! The purple on the Lady Dior is 

Stunnig!‖. 3 October 2011 

diana27arvi ―You look fabulous with your Dior‘s. Amazing!!!! It‘s so pretty, lol 

[laugh out loud] you‘re making me want to get one!!!‖. 7 October 2011         

CCInterlock ―Thanks Diana27arvi. Was love at first sight. My favourite colour‖. 7 

October 2011 

The conversation above shows that ―CCInterlock‖ seeks more pleasure to fulfil 

her self-esteem by posting pictures of herself with her new bags. In return, she 

receives compliments and that makes her happier too. 

     

Being active and engaging with the brands 

Brand advocates are active and express their love for the brands by engaging with 

activities/discussions. The findings demonstrate a variety of levels and forms of 

engagement with the brands such as using brand identity, posting pictures and 

arranging group outings. Although brand advocates engage with the brands in 

different ways, one thing in common is they keep being active and keep engaging 

with the brands. The observation found that these brand advocates frequently log 

into the online community because it is where they can immerse themselves in a 

world of luxury fashion and be surrounded by like-mined brand lovers. Many 

online brand advocates take friendship and advocacy behaviours from an online to 

an offline world. They develop tight-knit relationships with the others and become 

friends in their real lives. Unsurprisingly, with the joy and intense love of luxury 
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fashion brands, many active advocates keep behaving actively and become brand 

advocates both in online and physical worlds.          

 

Sharing love and joy 

Brand advocates come to the online community to share love and joy of luxury 

fashion accessories consumption. They are proud, happy and simply want to share 

those feelings with the others. This behaviour reflects that sharing love of luxury 

brands becomes hedonic behaviour for brand advocates. This is one of the reasons 

why brand advocates have positive WOM and recommend something that they 

genuinely love. The example messages below sum up the joyful feelings of brand 

advocates, which they want to share with the others.   

miacillan ―I‘m so thrilled to share my joy with you‖. 25 June 2010 

misstuberose ―Allow me to share my JOY with you All – my new bbag! *smile*‖ 

28 April 2010 

poonski ―it feels great having people around you that shares the same taste in 

something you genuinely love‖. 14 April 2011 

The above extracts have the same meaning of sharing joy and love of luxury 

fashion accessories. It demonstrate a unique character of brand advocates that they 

are willing and enjoy to share, to recommend and to spread positive WOM about 

the brands/products they love to the public.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

The data collected from the non-participant and participant observations are 

discussed under three themes:  

5.2) perceptions of luxury fashion accessories;  

5.3) online brand communities: gateways to brand advocates; 

5.4) multi-brand buying behaviour and brand advocacy in the luxury 

fashion accessories context  

The first theme (perception of luxury fashion accessories) discusses how brand 

advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories and their relationships with those 

products. The discussion uses the postmodernist perspective to investigate the 

relationship and reaction to this type of product. It also reveals how brand 

advocates relate themselves to this type of product.  

The second theme discusses how brand communities generate brand advocates 

and increase the brand loyalty level. The discussion uses a postmodernist concept 

to discuss the key reasons why consumers exhibit advocacy behaviours.   

The last theme is to use multi-brand buying behaviour to argue the concept of the 

loyalty ladder and to discuss the effect of this behaviour to brand advocacy. The 



168 

 

reason for discussing this theme is that the observations reveal that brand 

advocates buy and support a number of brands which is in contrast to what has 

been suggested by the loyalty ladder. Therefore, this section analyses this 

behaviour and explains more current consumer behaviours to luxury fashion 

accessories.     

 

5.2 Perceptions of luxury fashion accessories 

The observations reveal evidence that luxury fashion accessories are strongly 

related to the self concept because consumers use these products to convey their 

identities, personalities and images (Solomon et al., 2006). Luxury fashion 

accessories also give opportunities for the users to express how they want to be/ 

be seen in societies and which social groups they belong to (Carroll, 2008; 

Solomon and Rabolt, 2009; Eisingerich and Rubera, 2010). The findings show 

that consumers often claim that the products they purchased tell something about 

them as well as expressing how much they love the products. And they can see 

themselves using the items for a long time. These comments imply that the 

style/design of the products convey their identities and personalities. Those items 

serve their needs and fulfil their desires. The observations also reveal that 

consumers gather around the brands they love such as Louis Vuitton, Chanel and 

Hermès. Members of each group buy the products from the brand they love and 

post pictures of them with their products. This behaviour does not only express 

their love for the products but also shows which groups they belong to. 

Furthermore, consumers integrate symbolic meaning of the luxury fashion items 
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to their own identities or to develop the identities they want to have (Wiedmann et 

al., 2009). This can be revealed from members‘ usernames i.e. ―Balenciaga-boy‖, 

―guccidiva‖ and ―Pradagal‖. It shows that these members want to integrate the 

brand personalities/brand images with their own identities or they want to develop 

their personalities/images similar to the brands‘. More importantly, they want to 

declare themselves as a brand person. According to the data and the observed 

behaviours, it shows that the brand advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories 

as products that closely tie in with their identities and personalities. Those items 

can complete or enhance their image, looks and confidence. Unsurprisingly, self 

concept explains the relationship between this type of product and the users well.  

In postmodernism, self concept is viewed as multidimensional because today‘s 

consumers develop to have more than one identity and avoid committing to a 

single lifestyle. It is because one person has more duties and responsibilities 

which cause him/her to create multi identities/multiple selves. Nowadays, 

consumers enjoy switching their images to suit various social contexts such as 

they want to look professional at work, more casual during weekends and elegant 

for formal events. This phenomenon affects the consumption of luxury fashion 

items because consumers prefer to have a variety of styles/designs from different 

brands to choose in their wardrobe. The findings reveal that it is common to see 

one consumer buying different styles of bags from different brands to suit their 

clothes, purposes, moods and more importantly to be used for various occasions. 

In other words, today‘s consumers have a set of preferences or a number of 

favourite brands to match their multiple selves. 
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The data suggest that the brand advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories as 

products that are closely related to their identities and personalities. Thus, there is 

a high level of self-connection between the wearers and the products (Fournier, 

1998). Furthermore, postmodernism views luxury fashion accessories as products 

that give hedonic values to the users. As we can see from the findings, brand 

advocates feel those items are special and give them happiness. They feel proud to 

own/use these luxury fashion items. They relate those objects to their personal 

memories and treat them as rewards of their lives and success. The findings point 

out that the brand advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories as a source of 

fondness and sentimental objects because it gives them hedonic values and 

reminds them of personal memories.    

Luxury fashion accessories represent exclusivity, uniqueness, excellent taste and 

quality; therefore, it is understandable that consumers perceive those items as 

special and as having affective meaning to them. However, today‘s luxury items 

are more available and more people consume them. This issue raises a concern 

that luxury status/image will be diluted. The findings from the discussions reveal 

that the brand advocates still perceive luxury fashion accessories and their 

favourite brands as exclusive, desirable, and special. They are proud to use those 

items and tend not to care whether more people own similar products as they do, 

as long as the products/brands serve their needs, fulfil their desire and give them 

hedonic values. This is because they have their own affective connections and 

their perceptions are firmly tied with the product and the brand. Again, the 

findings show that luxury fashion accessories are associated with personal 

feelings and preferences.  
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The observations also reveal that brand advocates are willing to show their 

purchases and recommend others to buy the same items. The evidence shows that 

many of them own bags of the same style and they still keep recommending the 

others to buy it. This phenomenon may be viewed as a way to dilute the products‘ 

exclusivity and uniqueness because more people will carry the bag of the same 

style. In contrast, the data show that active brand advocates like to show 

themselves (and their fashion accessories collections) in front of other consumers. 

This behaviour is called personal self-exhibition (Simmons, 2008). At the same 

time as they develop their individual styles/identities they also seek social bonds 

and want to become a part of particular reference groups because they do not want 

to be isolated. This phenomenon is well explained in postmodernism that today‘s 

consumers move away from individualism towards a search for social interaction, 

networks or peer groups (Simmons, 2008). This is a key reason why brand 

advocates join online communities and enjoy participating in activities with other 

members. While they enjoy developing individualised identities, they are seeking 

new forms of sociality. The findings reveal that the brand advocates use luxury 

fashion accessories to create their unique images. They voluntarily joined in 

different brand communities or peer groups to share the same interest, styles and 

more importantly to develop a collective identity. For example, active brand 

advocates join the Chanel group. They are willing to post pictures of themselves 

with Chanel products in front of other group members (personal self-exhibition). 

Also they all integrate Chanel‘s brand image to their own identities in order to 

develop a particular lifestyle, dress sense and the way they behave. They use 

Chanel products and act as experts in this brand. They behave this way because 
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they want people to know that they belong to the Chanel reference group. Based 

on these reasons, brand advocates do not think that using similar items will dilute 

the uniqueness and exclusivity of the products but instead it makes them proud 

that they own products/brands which are popular. 

The discussion in this section summarises that the brand advocates perceive 

luxury fashion accessories as products that relate to their identities, personalities 

and images. They have emotional bonds to this type of product. Moreover, they 

perceive luxury fashion items as sentimental objects, rewards of their lives and 

success as well as having hedonic values to them. Although luxury fashion 

accessories are consumed more in today‘s societies, the brand advocates still feel 

that those products are exclusive and desirable to them. This is because brand 

advocates intensively love the brand which results in having positive perceptions 

towards the brand. The concept of postmodernism explains that today‘s 

consumers are in search of social interactions in order to develop and to show new 

forms of peer group identity and behaviours. Therefore, they join brand 

communities where they can share the same interests, talk about the brand they 

love and respond to their needs for personal self-exhibition. These findings lead 

the discussion of the next section (5.3) aiming to discover how brand communities 

can develop consumers to become active brand advocates.        

 

5.3 Online brand communities: gateways to brand advocates 

According to the literature, online brand communities are places where consumers 

gather in a virtual world to share their interests, organise activities, exchange 
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brand stories and discuss topics about the brands they love (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 

2001; McAlexander et al., 2002). It is where consumers can share brand 

experiences. Community members automatically develop both relationships 

among themselves and with the brands through their activities and 

communications. The interactions among the community members also increase 

their love and the level of loyalty and ultimately they become brand advocates.  

The findings of this study show similar results to research on Heritage Village 

(O‘Guinn and Belk, 1989) and Star Trek communities (Kozinets, 2001) that 

online forums (TPF, TFS and TBF) become a ―place of comfort‖ where 

participants can liberate and celebrate their love and obsession of luxury 

brands/handbags. They enjoy engaging within the community because they share 

similar interest of luxury handbags and talk in the same fashion. For this reason, 

active advocates regularly log in to interact with other members. Form the 

findings, online brand communities are significant places to enhance loyalty and 

develop consumers to become brand advocates. In other words, brand 

communities are gateways to brand advocacy because it is where consumers meet 

other people who have similar interests to share their thoughts, feelings, opinions 

and passions of the brand (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002; 

Kim et al., 2008; Jang et al., 2008). Community members voluntarily join online 

communities because of the love of the brands and the interest in luxury fashion 

accessories. Online communities are popular among consumers in a postmodern 

society because they are in search of social interactions, social bonds and brand 

experiences (Atwal and Williams, 2009; Simmons, 2008). As we can see there is a 

relatively high number of members on the selected four communities. It shows 
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that those people are interested in luxury fashion accessories and want to be 

united as a group. The evidence also proves that the community members who are 

classified as active brand advocates regularly interact and participate in activities 

organised about the loved brands. Regular interactions among the community 

members lead them to develop informal relationships and friendships in brand 

communities. New members start to blend in with existing members by discussing 

and sharing brand experiences. They do not only develop their friendships with 

the other members and deepen relationships with the brands but the level of 

loyalty to proactive brand advocates automatically increases. The observations 

show that some groups of members arranged physical meetings such as having 

meals together or shopping trips of their beloved brand. Those meetings are 

informal and not sponsored by the brand owners. People who join the events will 

express their passion of the brand and sense of belonging to the peer group by 

dressing up with the brand products. This activity demonstrates that the 

relationship in virtual space can be developed to the physical world and also 

illustrates the passion and devotion the active brand advocates have to the brand. 

Thus the finding agrees with the literature that a positive relationship in the online 

community is a very effective way to urge one another to deepen their brand love 

and become brand advocates (Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009). 

The observations demonstrate the characteristics and dimensions of the online 

luxury fashion communities. It gives opportunities to outsiders to learn and 

understand about the culture, practices, values and the behaviours of luxury 

fashion members. The key characteristics of online communities (consciousness 

of kinds, share rituals and traditions and moral responsibilities) facilitate the 
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community to function as a group (Muniz and O‘Guinn, 2001). Consciousness of 

kinds is a connection feeling that members have to each other (Muniz and 

O‘Guinn, 2001). Although members in the four communities meet online they 

feel that they know each other because they have the interests in luxury fashion 

accessories and passion for luxury brands in common. It helps them feel free to 

approach each other in order to build the relationships. Brand advocates are 

willing to celebrate a brand‘s history and share brand stories (Muniz and 

O‘Guinn, 2001). The data reveal that it is common that the luxury fashion houses 

associate themselves with rich and precious histories. The companies intend to 

maintain those traditions with the brand to add more exquisiteness. The brand 

advocates want to associate themselves with the brand history to feel that they are 

part of the brand. They are proud to promote the brand history and traditions to 

the others. Brand advocates have positive attitudes and feelings towards the brand 

which encourage them to use the brand properly such as not using counterfeits 

and maintaining loyalty to the brand.  

To discuss further, the three characteristics of brand communities facilitate the 

brand advocacy developing process because those characteristics reflect the 

positive attitudes, interactions, participations and devotion community members 

have for brands. It is a process to enhance the relationship between consumers and 

the brands. It gives opportunities for the community members to absorb the 

passion of the brand. When consumers are surrounded by brand admirers in the 

communities, they will be urged to engage in the activities organised about the 

brand. After their long involvement, they will develop a sense of belonging both 

to the group and to the brand as well as increasing love, loyalty and become more 
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proactive advocates. This transition can be related to the involvement theory that 

the level of loyalty will be raised when consumers have an enduring involvement 

with the brand. In this case, community members are involved with the brand via 

activities, discussions and exchanging brand experiences. These are the ways to 

rapidly boost their loyalty, love of the brand and subsequently advocacy 

behaviours.   

The findings identify some online advocacy behaviours which in turn extend the 

loyalty ladder and the social network contributor ladder to luxury fashion 

communities (Christopher et al., 1991; Peck et al., 1999; Harridge-March and 

Quinton, 2009). The loyalty ladder focuses on the loyalty and purchase 

behaviours of the consumers. The social network contributor ladder applies the 

concept of the loyalty ladder in the online social network context. It suggests 

some behaviours of the online community members. The present study used these 

two models as the frameworks to analyse the data.  

The data from the observations suggest that many members on TPF, TFS, TBF 

and TSF sites can be seen as brand advocates because they voluntarily join the 

communities with willingness to engage in activities and participate in discussion 

about their loved brand with other members. The most common advocacy 

behaviours found are recommending the brands/products, exchanging brand 

experiences/ brand stories, and showing their collections of luxury fashion 

accessories (or so called personal self-exhibition). Brand communities are where 

brand admirers gather together so it is not surprising that they will extensively talk 

about the brands they love. They have positive WOM and recommend the new 

products of the brand to each other. This behaviour influences consumers who are 
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new to the brand (such as prospect customers and trialists) to buy more products 

and they can be addicted to the brand later. As we can see from the findings, 

group influences in the community have a large impact on an individual in 

making purchase decisions, forming an interest in the brand and ultimately 

creating loyalty to the brand. A member can be tempted or urged to buy some 

items by WOM from other members. The evidence also shows that their advocacy 

behaviours go further than promoting the brand to others by also performing as a 

reliable information source or market mavens, as well as defending the brand 

whenever there is a negative effect on the brand (Solomon et al., 2006; Trusov et 

al., 2009; Kozinets et al., 2010). The discussions reveal that the most important 

reasons for active advocates to have these behaviours are the intensive brand love 

and hedonic feelings (Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009). Their love and passion 

for the brands grow from satisfaction in product quality and personal reference 

which keep increasing through activities in the brand communities. Active brand 

advocates feel proud of themselves when other consumers listen to their advice or 

recommendations. They are willing to share their experiences with the 

brand/products because they want to show the other consumers that they are 

experts in luxury fashion accessories and are well familiar with the brands. These 

behaviours can relate to the postmodernist concept that today‘s consumers like to 

present themselves in front of the group (personal self-exhibition). Brand 

advocates want to express themselves as market mavens, experts and the reference 

group they belong to. There are many posts on the sites showing pictures of 

themselves wearing luxury fashion items or pictures of new purchases. The 

reasons for these types of behaviours are that 1) Luxury items are associated with 
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conspicuous consumption so the owners want to show the others what they have 

purchased in order to get compliments. 2) They want to present themselves as a 

brand person and belong to a particular peer group. 3) Luxury fashion accessories 

give hedonic values to the users and they post pictures of the items aiming to 

share those feelings and admiration of a product‘s craftsmanship. However, 

people who surround them in the physical world may not have the same interest in 

this type of product so they turn to online brand communities where people would 

appreciate what the user has bought because they have a similar taste and love for 

the luxury fashion accessories.  

The observations and discussion reveal that the key reasons for exhibiting 

advocacy behaviours are: 1) willingness to share love, passion and interest for the 

luxury brands and luxury fashion accessories; 2) a high level of loyalty makes 

them support the brand; 3) the satisfaction and impression in products/brands 

causing them to recommend to others; 4) feeling proud of themselves to act as 

experts in this type of product and particular luxury fashion brands; 5) to fulfil 

their self-esteem when they get compliments from the others or when their 

opinions/suggestions are heard; 6) the need of social connections to similar 

minded people and belongingness to peer groups; 7) getting pleasure and personal 

fondness when talking about luxury fashion brands and fashion accessories; and 

8) wanting to show their moral responsibilities to defend their loved brands from 

counterfeits or any negative views.  
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5.4 Multi-brand buying behaviour and brand advocacy in the 

luxury fashion accessories context  

According to the loyalty ladder, consumers develop their loyalty to reach the level 

of being a brand advocate. The idea of the loyalty ladder suggests that one 

consumer should be an advocate and loyal to one brand (Christopher et al., 1991; 

Peck et al., 1999). In contrast, the findings reveal that absolute commitment or 

loyalty to a single fashion brand may not be a crucial or fundamental criterion of 

being brand advocates because the preference of the fashion brand often declines, 

shifts or extends to another brand. It is because fashion trends change every 

season and not every brand will make products brand advocates would like all the 

time. Also luxury fashion accessories are expensive so brand advocates may not 

be able to afford every piece. Based on this reason, the concept of multi-brand 

buying (Ehrenberg and Goodhardt, 1970) can answer current consumer behaviour 

in terms of multiple brand purchasing that today‘s consumers liberate themselves 

to have a variety of identities and play a more active role in consumption which 

lead them to have a set of preferences (brands/products) or to buy multiple brands 

in order to represent their multiple selves in various social contexts (Simmons, 

2008, p.300).  

The data also support that the nature of the fashion cycle and a change of 

consumer attitudes and behaviours have an effect to being committed or loyal to a 

single brand because the popularity of a brand can change along with fashion 

trends and customers may want to have various items/looks in their wardrobes for 

different occasions. The findings reveal that consumers have more than one 
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identity and image. They enjoy switching from a variety of looks so as to be 

appropriate in various social contexts. Thus fashion accessories will be changed to 

match their outfits and moods. For this reason, being committed or loyal to only 

one brand may be impossible in the fashion world. This finding is in contrast with 

the idea of the loyalty ladder because it suggests that brand advocates should be 

both highly loyal and advocates to only one brand. Contrastingly, brand advocates 

can be advocates and highly loyal to multiple brands. This phenomenon suggests 

that single-brand commitment and single-brand loyalty may not necessarily tie 

together with brand advocacy because brand advocates think that buying other 

brands does not mean being disloyal to the brand they love.  

Extreme brand advocates religiously worship and use products from their beloved 

brands to construct identities. They are hungry to engage with all activities formed 

around those particular brands. For brand advocates, joining online communities 

is to celebrate, to liberate and to express their love and passion for the particular 

brands. These behaviours are similar to the findings of Kozinets‘s Star Trek 

communities (2001) that consumers join brand communities to exchange feelings, 

to reduce social isolations and more importantly to seek group cohesion. It agrees 

with the idea that today‘s consumers move away from individualism and yearn for 

social interactions and bonds (Simmons, 2008). This is the reason they voluntarily 

join brand communities. 

This study discovers that there are a few extreme brand advocates in Hermès 

group who religiously adore this brand. They participate solely in Hermès forum 

and wear mainly Hermès accessories from handbags to jewellery. They perceive 

Hermès is their life style. It agrees with Kozinets‘s study of Star Trek community 
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(2001) that some consumers are highly loyalty to a particular brand and perceive 

it as a religion. Nevertheless, based on evidence found in this study, extreme 

brand advocates who solely support one brand is still a minority. They may 

consume mainly Hermès product and associate just within Hermès peer group. 

But there is no firm evidence to support that they purchase only Hermès brand. 

However, those extreme Hermès advocates have potential to transform to brand 

evangelist which is an ultimate form of advocacy. From a managerial perspective, 

brand evangelist is an ideal type of customers because s/he will be attitudinally 

and behaviourally committed to only one brand. S/he will lead other consumers to 

love the brand, and willing to help the management to create more loyal 

customers.       

As discussed earlier, brand advocates have and buy a number of favourite brands. 

Some brand advocates display a list of handbags that they desire to own. This 

indicates that advocates hold a set of preference which includes combinations of 

brands, but often particular brands are cherished more than the other brands in 

their evoked set. This behaviour suggests that brand advocates can be loyal to 

more than one brand. However, loyalty and love are still key factors to generate 

advocacy behaviours because loyalty reflects brand love which is an important 

reason for consumers to become active brand advocates (Fournier, 1998; 

Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2009). In other words, brand advocates have a long-

term love with the brands. Over time, their love grows into intensive levels of 

loyalty and engagement and creates a positive attitude to the brand; subsequently 

they can show advocacy behaviours.  
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The evidence of multi-brand buying and multiple loyalties in the findings 

critically review the loyalty ladder that brand advocates can be advocates to 

several brands as long as they love those brands. In other words, one brand 

advocate can have more than one loyalty ladder for each brand they love. Each 

ladder represents the level of love, loyalty and engagement with a particular 

brand. Thus brand advocates may exhibit extreme advocacy behaviours to the 

specific brand(s) they intensively love and may display their support less to the 

brand(s) they love less. For this reason, brand advocacy is dynamic and 

consumers can develop their advocacy level on the loyalty ladder for several 

brands at the same period.  

Brand advocacy is a two-way relationship between the brands and brand 

advocates. Therefore it may not be a stable state depending on the favour and love 

of the brands at a particular point in time. Brand advocates highly expect that the 

brands/products will satisfy their needs and fulfil their desires as well as providing 

them luxury and exclusive services before and after sales. There are plenty of 

discussions and conversations regarding the services and experiences with the 

products. The researcher frequently finds that brand advocates openly express 

their love of the product and recommend the same item when it meets/exceeds 

their demands. They also promote the brand to other members if they have 

received good services. But they can fall out of love with the brands if the product 

does not match with their expectations or they have been treated poorly by the 

brand. Moreover, the observation reveals that some brand advocates simply 

change their taste in fashion which affects them to switch their supportive 

behaviours to the new favourite brand(s). These findings show that brand 
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advocacy behaviours are changeable depending on personal feelings and attitudes 

towards the brand. It means that brand advocates can stop/switch their advocacy 

behaviours to another brand if their existing love for the brand has declined or 

shifted. In many cases, brand advocates develop a new obsession of the new brand 

and add it to their ―set of preferences‖. Then they become advocates for more than 

one brand. These behaviours show that in the context of luxury fashion 

accessories brand advocacy level can be increased or diluted depending on the 

love and favour of the brands. 

The discussions in this chapter use the findings from phase 2 participant 

observation to strengthen the observation data. The findings from both phases 

complement each other and indicate similar themes/results. This is because of the 

benefits of using the netnography approach which gives an exploratory power to 

observe, discuss and investigate the subject from a brand advocates‘ view. The 

discussions summarise that brand advocates perceive hedonic values of luxury 

fashion accessories. They have strong love and emotional attachments to those 

items. The findings suggest that brand advocates may not need to commit or be 

loyal to only one brand in order to show the advocacy behaviours. It is because of 

the nature of the fashion cycle changing quickly and brand advocates themselves 

want to have a variety of fashion accessories to match with their outfits. In the 

luxury fashion accessories context, brand love is an important construct to urge 

the consumers to display advocacy behaviours such as positive WOM, 

recommending and defending the brand. These behaviours are ways to express the 

intensive love and passion for the brand (Fournier, 1998; Bergkvist and Bech-

Larsen, 2009).      
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

The study has achieved the research objectives and makes two major 

contributions: 1) identifying the perceptions of luxury fashion accessories and 2) 

identifying the characteristics and behaviours of online brand advocates (see 

chapter 4). These outcomes provide useful information to both academic and 

managerial aspects because they can use these findings as guidelines to know and 

understand more about the brand advocates‘ perceptions and behaviours and then 

create a way to develop their customers to become brand advocates. The brand 

owners should ensure that the marketing mix matches or exceeds the expectations 

of brand advocates in order to keep their love and support with the brands.  

The research identifies the characteristics and behaviours of online brand 

advocates which are illustrated in Figure 4.2. Figure 4.2 suggests sharing love and 

passion for the fashion brand, positive WOM, forming activities, recommending, 

defending the brand, searching and sharing information from outside sources are 

the core behaviours of online brand advocates in the virtual luxury fashion 

communities. These behaviours distinguish active brand advocates from the other 

types of consumers on the loyalty ladder. They voluntarily act as market mavens 

and promote the brands.  

This study reveals that brand advocates perceive luxury fashion accessories 

beyond the products that represent their social status. With the love and personal 

fondness, they rather see the hedonic values and feel these products as a source of 
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happiness, aspiration, memorable, sentimental, self-indulgence and reward of their 

lives. Every item from handbags to smaller pieces such as a coin purse is equally 

appreciated by the brand advocates. This group of brand advocates has personal 

favourites and interests in the luxury fashion accessories and they want to share 

those loving feelings with the others. Some extreme brand advocates religiously 

love and perceive their beloved brands as their life style (Kozinets, 2001, 2002). 

As shown in the findings, some extreme Hermès advocates use almost every 

product of this brand from bags to jewellery to clothing. They mostly associate 

within Hermès forum and enjoy physical meetings with other Hermès fans.   

The perceptions revealed in this study are from the consumer perspective and is 

useful information for marketing. To view from the managerial aspect, those 

perceptions indicate positive attitudes towards the brands and a high level of 

brand love which encourages brand advocates to maintain consumer-brand 

relationships as well as urging them to express advocacy behaviours such as 

positive WOM and recommending the brand (Fournier, 1998).  Thus the luxury 

brand owners should maintain their brands/products desirability together with 

excellent product quality, and emphasise on providing hedonic values and 

consumption experiences to the customers.       

Brand advocates wear luxury fashion accessories to express their identities, 

personalities and images. Thus, there is a high level of self-connection or 

involvement/engagement between them and the brands/products (Traylor, 1981; 

Fournier, 1998; Bowden 2009). This finding proves that it is important for 

marketers to retain brand identity and portray it clearly in each product. Modern 

consumers have multi-identities depending on the social contexts. The findings 
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support this notion and discover that brand advocates enjoy switching their 

images to suit various social contexts and use the luxury fashion products as a 

means to convey their multiple selves (Goulding, 2003). This phenomenon makes 

brand advocates buy multiple fashion labels. They prefer to have a variety of 

styles of handbags from different brands to suit the occasions and purposes. The 

observation shows that most brand advocates have a number of favourite brands 

(a set of preferences) which they enjoy using regularly. Today‘s brand advocates 

understand that fashion accessories changed along with fashion trends and not 

every fashion house produces the products they will like every season. This is one 

of the reasons the brand advocates want to have a collection of handbags from 

different designers. The data from observations and discussion show that brand 

advocates do not think buying the products of other designers is a way of being 

disloyal to their loved brands. The evidence from observations also shows that 

brand advocates can be loyal to many brands. Thus it means that they can be 

advocates for more than one brand as well.         

Although the brand advocates may have multiple loyalties one thing remains 

strong and obvious: the love and passion for their favourite brands. The data from 

both observation and discussion frequently finds the word ―love‖ or statements 

declaring a strong love of the brand in messages/conversations from the brand 

advocates. These texts convey an intensive passion which brand advocates openly 

express to the public. The findings reveal that love of the brands (or brand love) is 

a key factor that each advocate has and it is the reason to explain why they 

actively support the brands.     
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Being brand advocates is a two-way relationship between brands and brand 

advocates and may not be a stable state because it depends on the favour and love 

of the brands at a particular point in time. Brand advocates enjoy immersing 

themselves in the luxury and exclusive experiences of those high-end fashion 

brands. Thus the marketers must constantly provide sumptuous and rich 

experience of luxury fashion to maintain the high level of brand love. To keep the 

success of the brands, brand advocates are worth treating well because they are 

loyal customers and will inspire other consumers to love the brands too. More 

importantly, they do this voluntarily because they merely love the brands. As we 

can see from the observations, brand advocates proudly admit that their influences 

on friends and family members have led others to become obsessed with the 

brands. 

The research also finds that the relationship between brands and brand advocates 

is strong because it is not directly or overtly influenced by brand owners, but 

based on the fact that the brands provide value through a marketing mix to 

consumers such as quality products, craftsmanship, excellent services, exclusivity, 

a feeling of luxury and fulfilling consumers‘ fantasies. These factors are also the 

reasons to deepen the love for the brands; therefore, brand owners should 

maintain high standards to project these qualities and attributes in their products 

and services.  

The key finding of this study is that brand advocacy is different to brand loyalty 

because brand advocates want to share love for the fashion brands and 

recommend the products/brands they love to others while loyalty customers may 

reserve their loyalty and love for the brands for themselves. The extract from a 
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brand advocate stating ―it feels great having people around you that share the 

same taste in something you genuinely love‖ sums up the distinctive concept of 

brand advocacy which is about sharing the love for the brands with others. This 

behaviour differentiates brand advocates from the group of loyalists on the loyalty 

ladder. 

The findings of this research also critically review the loyalty ladder that 

nowadays one consumer can be loyal and an advocate to multiple fashion brands. 

Therefore, one consumer can have more than one loyalty ladder and each loyalty 

ladder represents different levels of love, advocacy and engagement that a 

consumer has to the brands.      

The research also reveals that intensive love, fulfilling self-esteem, satisfying 

personal hedonic feelings and showing moral responsibilities are the main reasons 

urging brand advocates to become expressive about their beloved brands. They 

are willing to exhibit significant advocacy behaviours to the public such as supply 

information, spreading positive WOM, forming activities, recommending and 

defending the brands. They choose to act this way because they feel proud to 

show the others that they have vast experience with the luxury brands and are 

expert in the fashion accessories. Their self-esteem increases when other 

consumers listen to and take their advice/recommendations. They get pleasure 

from talking about their beloved brands with the others and they protect the 

brands simply because of their love. So companies should maintain their positive 

brand reputations and images and be consistent with the product‘s quality in order 

to retain and enhance positive feelings and love in brand advocates‘ hearts.  
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Implications 

The findings suggest that modern consumers, particularly brand advocates, are 

more active and seek more experiences and engagement with the brands. They 

form and enjoy participating in activities related to the brands as shown in the 

findings. The evidence of multi-brand buying and multi-brand advocacy by brand 

advocates also demonstrates that one brand advocate can be loyal and an advocate 

to multiple fashion brands because s/he enjoys varieties of styles and experiences 

which each brand offers. In contrast, brand evangelists are extreme loyalists and 

actively support only one brand. However, according to the findings, the number 

of brand evangelists is relatively small in the luxury fashion accessories context. 

So the management should recognise these behaviours and must keep their brands 

attractive and current by using marketing strategies such as inventing new fashion 

trends/products that respond to consumers‘ demands, offering consistent quality 

products, giving new brand experiences as well as facilitating fashion brand 

communities, brand fests or online forums inviting customers to share their brand 

experiences with others. These activities aim to keep brand advocates spreading 

positive WOM and brand stories. WOM can influence other consumers purchase 

decisions and attract prospective consumers; especially in a fashion market, where 

communities share information about particular brands. This activity not only 

boosts brand recognition, but it adds to popularity and encourages trends. Creating 

consumers‘ demand for these brands and placing these brands on their ―must-

have‖ list. In other words, brand advocates‘ WOM has a managerial effect in 

increasing the publicity for these brands. Brand engagement activities reinforce 
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brand advocacy behaviours and enhance wider groups of consumers to develop 

stronger brand-consumer relationships adding to, loyalty and advocacy levels.  

The findings also recognise key brand advocates‘ behaviours such as frequently 

and publicly discussing, recommending and exchanging opinions on the 

brands/products with other consumers. The management can look at those 

comments as reflections of consumers‘ perceptions of their brands, brand 

positioning and brand image then develop their marketing mix to maintain their 

exclusivity, popularity and desirability. The management can invite brand 

advocates to co-create in product design and development or set up online 

forums/blogs that allow brand advocates to comment on/review the latest 

collection. The management also can create mobile phone applications (apps) and 

activities that brand advocates can participate in via online social networks such 

as Facebook, Twitter and Myspace. These mediums not only allow the brands to 

communicate to consumers more directly and faster but also connect brand lovers 

together to create brand communities. These implications will make brand 

advocates enjoy, be proud and love the brands more because they directly engage 

with the brands. At the same time they feel that their feelings, opinions and 

comments are important and acknowledged by the management. The suggested 

implications will not only assist the management to keep their brands attractive 

and desirable, but also increase love and advocacy level of brand advocates 

because they feel they are an important part of creating the success of the brands 

and perhaps also help with product development and marketing communication 

strategies. 

 



191 

 

Limitations and directions for future research 

This research has been carried out through a netnography approach in the context 

of luxury fashion accessories and specific groups of online brand advocates, thus 

the findings may not be able to generalise the perceptions, characteristics and 

behaviours of other consumer types and be applied to different product categories. 

Further research might consider exploring the concept of brand advocacy in 

different contexts and to different product categories. The study was conducted 

during the boom period of online social networking, so the behaviours of 

consumers may change and be different in the future. Future studies should 

broaden the methodology by including interviews and a quantitative approach 

such as questionnaires to strengthen the data. The quantitative data would 

represent a larger group of consumers and produce more generalisable results   

This study offers great opportunities for both academics and practitioners in 

fashion marketing and branding. Practitioners can look at the findings of this 

study as feedback, reactions and purchase behaviours to the brands. They can 

develop branding strategies and communications to maintain those advocates and 

loyalty customers, as well as building consumer-brand relationship for prospective 

consumers. The websites themselves also get benefit from the findings because it 

reflects actual behaviours, interactions and feelings of their members to the 

community.  

The project can be taken forward by looking at these areas: 

1) Aiming at how to measure levels of brand advocacy and to build the 

brand advocacy measurement scales which can be used as a tool to 
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distinguish types of brand advocates. This topic is worth pursuing 

because brand advocacy measurement is still undeveloped. This study 

may involve with quantitative methods such as questionnaires where 

the outcome is more generalisable and covers a wider range of 

consumers. 

2) Investigation of offline brand advocates of luxury fashion accessories 

and comparing behaviours between offline and online advocates. This 

study may focus on the differences between offline and online 

advocacy behaviours and the differences of discourse and potentially 

gender specific language used in actual WOM and eWOM (electronic 

word-of-month).  

3) Exploring an intensive level of brand advocacy where brand advocates 

highly engage with luxury fashion brands/products and behave to 

luxury fashion accessories as religious artefacts. The findings discover 

that many brand advocates adore luxury fashion brands/handbags 

which will be interesting for future research to focus on, discovering 

the reasons why brand advocates religiously worship the luxury 

fashion brands and handbags. 

4) Investigating the transitional process from brand advocates to 

evangelists as well as to discover reasons for becoming brand 

evangelists. This topic is interesting because evangelists are an 

extreme level of brand advocates where they religiously dedicate and 

devote themselves to the brands. The outcome of this topic will be 
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useful for both practitioners and scholars to know how to develop 

consumers to a point beyond being brand advocates.      

The research methods recommended for study area 1 are questionnaires or 

measurement scales which can be developed from existing brand loyalty scales. 

The research directions 2, 3 and 4 may involve a qualitative approach such as 

netnography and ethnography which allow researchers to observe and investigate 

brand advocates closely. It will provide rich and insightful data. Any researchers 

who wish to do ethnography can target brand fests, fashion shows or fashion 

weeks where normally brand advocates and brand evangelists are likely to attend. 

These are suggested possibilities for future research. The outcomes from these 

areas will be valuable to both management and marketing literature, particularly 

modern consumer behaviours in a fashion context.  
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Appendix 1: Timetables of visiting 

 

The Purse Forum (TPF) 

Phase 1: Non-participant observation 

           Site          Date Visit  Time log in/ log out  Time spent (Hours) 

TPF 30 April 2010 16.00-17.00 1 

TPF 6 May 2010 14.00-19.00 5 

TPF  11 May 2010 22.45-00.45 4 

TPF 13 May 2010 16.00-18.00 2 

TPF 15 May 2010 00.30-02.00 1.30 

TPF 9 June 2010 14.00-20.00 6 

TPF 15 June 2010 20.00-23.00 3 

TPF 24 June 2010 11.00-13.00 2 

TPF 1 July 2010 19.30-23.00 3.30 

TPF 19 July 2010 11.30-13.00 1.30 

TPF 12 August 2010 20.00-23.00 3 

TPF 24 August 2010 19.00-21.00 2 

TPF 30 August 2010 12.00-14.00 2 

TPF 4 November 2010 15.00-17.00 2 

TPF 25 November 2010 14.00-16.00 2 

TPF 4 January 2011 20.00-23.00 3 

TPF 11 January 2011 14.00-16.00 2 

 

 Phase 2: Participant observation 

TPF  5 April 2011 20.00-21.00 1 

TPF 9 April 2011 21.00-01.00 4 

TPF 3 May 2011 18.30-20.00 1.30 

TPF 9 May 2011 11.00-13.00 2 
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TPF 25 May 2011 11.00-13.00 2 

TPF 29 May 2011 12.00-14.00 2 

TPF 19 June 2011 11.00-14.00 3 

TPF 30 June 2011 19.00-21.00 2 

 

  

The Fashion Spot (TFS) 

Phase 1: Non-participant observation 

             Site          Date Visit  Time log in/ log out  Time spent (Hours) 

TFS 13 May 2010 13.30-18.40 5 

TFS 9 June 2010 11.00-13.00 3 

TFS 15 June 2010 11.00-14.00 3 

TFS 24 June 2010 14.00-16.00 2 

TFS 1 July 2010 13.00-15.00 2 

TFS  19 July 2010 15.00-16.00 1 

TFS 12 August 2010 23.00-00.00 1 

TFS 30 August 2010 14.00-15.00 1 

TFS 4 November 2010 17.0019.00 2 

TFS  25 November 2010 16.00-17.00 1 

TFS 4 January 2011 19.00-20.00 1 

TFS 11 January 2011 19.00-20.00 1 

 

Phase 2: Participant observation 

TFS 9 April 2011 21.00-01.00 4 

TFS 3 May 2011 20.00-21.00 1 

TFS 9 May 2011 14.00-15.00 1 

TFS 25 May 2011 14.00-15.00 1 

TFS 29 May 2011 15.00-16.00 1 

TFS 19 June 2011 15.00-17.00 2 
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TFS 30 June 2011 21.00-22.00 1 

 

 

The Bag Forum (TBF) 

Phase 1: Non-participant observation 

             Site         Date visit  Time log in/log out  Time spent (Hours) 

TBF 24 June 2010 20.00-23.00 3 

TBF 1 July 2010 12.00-13.00 1 

TBF 19 July 2010 15.00-17.00 2 

TBF 12 August 2010 21.00-23.00 2 

TBF 30 August 2010 15.00-15.30 0.5 

TBF 4 January 2011 18.00-19.00 1 

TBF 11 January 2011 20.00-21.00 1 

 

Phase 2: Participant observation 

TBF 9 April 2011 21.00-01.00 4 

TBF 3 May 2011 21.00-22.00 1 

TBF 9 May 2011 16.00-17.00 1 

TBF  25 May 2011 15.00-16.00 1 

TBF 29 May 2011 19.00-20.00 1 

TBF 19 June 2011 18.00-19.00 1 

TBF 30 June 2011 22.0-23.00 1 

 

 

ShoeForum (SF) 

Phase 1: Non-participant observation 

            Site           Date visit  Time log in/log out  Time spent (Hours) 

SF 19 July 2010 20.00-23.00 3 

SF  12 August 2010 17.00-18.00 1 
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SF 24 August 2010 21.00-22.00 1 

SF 30 August 2010 15.30-16.00 0.5 

 

 



211 

 

Appendix 2: Example of template 

 

Websites visited: the Purse Forum and the Fashion Spot 

Date of visit: 9 June 2010 

Time of visit: TFS 11.00-13.00 (3 hours), TPF 14.00-20.00 (6 hours) 

Key areas of observation: involvement, self-concept, brand framework  

This visit is to investigate messages from posts/threads/discussions by using the 

brand framework and research themes developed from the brand community 

research. The key constructs I focused on include self-concept, involvement, 

brand image, brand positioning, and brand awareness. I studied the data in terms 

of different themes such as group influence, brand loyalty, brand commitment, 

characteristics of the online brand community and brand advocacy behaviours. 

Many topics were discussed on the sites showing these key words. Members also 

created activities about the brand they love such as posting pictures of themselves 

wearing products, finding more information from outside sources and then sharing 

the information in the community. These examples indicate the level of loyalty 

and the love of the brand as well as reflecting the advocacy behaviours. The fact 

that these members spoke out, showed their support and commented on the 

forums indicates them as brand advocates. 

Members apparently had a positive attitude to the brand they love. I also believe 

that when the members are around and engage with people who love the brand, 

they tend to increase their love and desire for the brand more. Perhaps this is 

because they were surrounded by people who love fashion brands and got 

involved with the brand so much. And when they saw that other members had 

something nice from the brand, they wanted to own something similar too.      

Key themes emerged: brand loyalty, brand commitment, characteristics of the 

online communities and advocacy behaviours     
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Appendix 3: Examples of online community sites 

 The Purse Forum (TPF) 
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The Fashion Spot (TFS) 
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The Bag Forum (TBF) 
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ShoeForum (SF) 
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Appendix 4: Examples of discussions in phase 2 (participant 

observation) 

Participation in the Purse Forum (TPF) 
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Participation in the Fashion Spot (TFS) 
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Participation in the Bag Forum (TBF) 
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