A ‘Second Life’ for Subcultures of Consumption:  Using Web 2.0 Social Networks to Interact with ‘Core’ Customers
Lyle Wetsch, Assistant Professor of Marketing, Memorial University of Newfoundland
Abstract

Background:

The term “subculture of consumption” was first coined by Schouten and McAlexander (1995) to refer to a “distinct subgroup of society that self selects on the basis of a shared commitment to a particular product class, brand, or consumption activity”.  Examples of subcultures can be found in musical artists (Jimmy Buffett and ‘Parrottheads’), media such as shows or books (Star Trek), or brands (Harley Davidson and the Harley Owners Group).  

Although some authors have also used the term ‘brand community’ (McAlexander, Schouten, & Koenig, 2002; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2002) in a similar context, the author believes that while these two terms are similar, the ‘subculture of consumption’ is representative of the inner-most core of consumers – the most loyal and dedicated, who depending on their size, may be able to provide the positive financial returns proposed in the literature (i.e. Reichheld, 1993).  The commitment that members of ‘subcultures of consumption’ have is representative of the highest levels of customer loyalty, an unwavering commitment that provides unique opportunities for business success driven almost entirely by this core customer base.  

Prior research on subcultures of consumption has focused on discussing the cultural element of subcultures; Schouten and McAlexander (1995) with their “Ethnography of the New Bikers”, Kozinets (1997, 2001) who investigated the media based subcultures of X-Philes and Star Trek and Mihelich and Papineau (2005) and their investigation into the cultural aspects of Jimmy Buffett fans.  

Participants in these subcultures and communities have found various locations and media where they have been able to interact and socialize with each other.  These meetings have taken the form of online discussion groups, brandfest gatherings and more recently online social networks.  The virtual environment allows these gatherings to take on a higher level of interaction and involvement and could be very appealing to community members. 

Problem:

There has been some push back by social networks when business entities enter into the social interactions, however there are many successful Subcultures of Consumption that have either established their own online social network to facilitate the interaction between the ‘brand’ and the core members of the subculture, or utilized existing Web 2.0 channels.  Facebook groups and the virtual world Second Life have been a key starting point for subculture groups to establish an interactive environment that provides unique marketing opportunities.  The question remains however, what is the most effective procedure for a business entity to engage with their core customers in an online social network?
Methodology:

This paper will investigate several locations in the virtual world ‘Second Life’ as well as both dedicated social networks and open Facebook groups where members of subcultures of consumption and brand communities gather.  Through virtual world interviews, discussions on involvement in other gathering media will identify the value that that these Web 2.0 communities bring to maintaining and enhancing the subculture or brand community.  Data is analyzed using NVivo8, for the analysis of qualitative research.

Contribution:

Web 2.0 applications enable organizations and businesses to stop talking “at” their customers, and enable them to interact “with” their customers.  The findings will provide information that will be important for other organizations wishing to enhance the relationship with their communities through interactive communication using Web 2.0 technologies including Social Networks and Virtual Worlds.
