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Abstract  

 
Background:  In 2019, the esport industry is expected to become a billion-dollar 

 industry. This new industry has presented rapid growth in recent times 

 which has led to new organizations and companies being formed to 

 capitalize on this opportunity. However, the creation of this new industry 

 has presented a new area of consumption where transfer of pre-existing 

 knowledge is not viable. This leads us to the question; how does one 

 interact with this newly formed industry and its followers? 

  

Purpose:   The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how esport organizations 

  interact with their brand communities and explore what they achieve 

  through such interactions. 

 

Method:  Empirical data has been gathered from esport organizations that has one 

 or several teams competing in their highest national league. The 

 gathering of data was done through semi-structured interviews. The data 

 was later analyzed using literature and conclusions were drawn from this. 

 

Conclusion:  The evidence suggests that esport organizations puts more emphasis on 

 online platforms and interactions than offline interactions when 

 interacting with their brand communities. It was also found that esport 

 organizations emphasize a feeling of inclusion and positivity which could 

 act as an asset both in terms of expanding the reach of their brand 

 community and attracting new sponsorships. 
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1. Introduction  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of this part is to introduce the reader to the field of esports while presenting 

challenges in this industry. This part also covers the foundation of this thesis such as the 

purpose, delimitations and definitions. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background 

In recent times, technology has rapidly evolved and recreational activities has changed 

along with it. Watching a film has gone from DVD’s to Netflix, listening to music has 

gone from CD records to online streaming, and playing games has gone from arcades in 

a physical location to a virtual environment. If someone, two decades ago, stated that 

playing computer games competitively as a professional would be not only be possible 

but even accepted, as well as a way to potentially become a millionaire then it could 

have been difficult to grasp. Competitive, organized video gaming, or esports, has seen 

an explosive growth, both in viewership and revenue with a 900% increase in revenue 

over a six-year period with an estimation that the esports industry will become a billion 

dollar industry in 2019 (Newzoo, 2019). At the same time, the global trend seems to be 

that, if someone mentions that they like to play computer games in a conversation they 

are more likely to be answered with the question “which game(s)?” rather than a 

judgemental silence or an awkward reply which might be a consequence of the growing 

numbers of video gamers. In fact, in 2019, it is estimated that almost three billion 

people worldwide play some form of video game (Newzoo, 2019). Another possible 

reason for this change in perception is because computer games have lead to the 

creation of a completely new industry, the esports industry, an industry which focuses 

not on the amount of games sold but instead on how well a team or individual performs 

in a specific computer game. What could be seen as nothing more than a recreational 

activity by some has evolved into a huge industry, where organizations employ 

individuals as professional video game players to reach the top under the banner of their 

organization. These professional gamers receive regular salaries, add on top of that a 

portion of potential prize money and it becomes more evident that there is a large sums 

of money within the field of esports. For example, notable players within some of the 
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top esports organization has won more than $1 million through placements in different 

tournaments (Nguyen, 2018). All in all, the esports industry has created internationally 

known superstars that are admired by thousands of people for their exceptional skill at 

their profession and it has created multiple millionaires, not because of their business or 

investment proficiency but again thanks to their professional skills. The rapid growth 

and the conception of the esports industry has lead to a generation of kids growing up 

perhaps not dreaming of becoming a professional football player but instead a 

professional gamer. Similarly to traditional sports, talented players are scouted and 

recruited to be part of the top teams and sponsorship is not only a reality but multiple 

major corporations are involved. 

 

Although the discussion on the acceptance of esports is still an ongoing topic (Hallmann 

& Giel, 2018), there has been indications of a growing societal acceptance. An example 

of this can be found in the United States of America where The United States 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, a federal governmental body, has issued P-1A 

visas to esports players, a type of visa that is issued to internationally recognized 

athletes (We the People, 2016). Additionally, even academic institutions have jumped 

on the bandwagon of esports as universities and colleges have established varsity teams 

in esports with dedicated esport arenas and in the US today there are esport leagues 

organized for university and college institutions to compete with varsity teams 

consisting of students from various countries around the world enrolled at these 

universities (National Association of Collegiate Esports, n.d.). Higher educational 

bodies likely see the benefit of providing their students with the possibility of not only 

continuing their sport as they work towards a higher education, but possibly even hone 

and improve their skills further and as such, some colleges in the US even offers 

scholarships to gamers (Firstpoint USA, n.d.). The seemingly growing acceptance of 

esports within both governmental and higher educational bodies could be seen as an 

indication of the growing recognition of esports as a legitimate sport with professional 

athletes.  

 

With the creation of a new industry comes the creation of new companies and 

organizations. How these companies and organizations are involved in the esports 

industry may vary a lot as there are many different aspects involved in the esports 
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industry. Offline tournaments hosted in physical locations are usually hosted by 

companies looking to make a profit of advertisement and ticket sales. At the same time 

there are organizations which focus on turning a profit by signing contracts with top 

players, interacting with their community and capitalizing on their success to sell team 

products as well as reap advertisement profit shares from sponsors. These new esport 

organizations likely see similar struggles to those of organizations in already well 

established industries both as they start up but also as they grow. However, what still 

seems unclear is whether esport organizations face challenges unalike those in 

established industries as research has shown that while traditional sports might on a 

surface-level be the most closely related industry, knowledge transfer between the two 

is not entirely feasible (Karhulahti, 2017).  

 

The economic growth combined with the increased international recognition that 

players receive as athletes showcase a promising future for the esports industry not 

solely for economic growth but also as an industry for scholars to research and learn 

from. Furthermore, seeing as the esport industry is relatively new it also creates 

challenges for the academic world to take on with multiple different concepts to expand 

upon and many new perspectives regarding both the online as well as the offline setting. 

 

1.2 What is esport 

Esport, short for electronic sport, refers to competitive, organized video gaming that is 

coordinated by different leagues and tournaments (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017). Esports is 

made up of different games from different genres, just like activities such as tennis, 

football and baseball can be categorized as sports whilst the rules might be widely 

different.  

 

As previously mentioned, esports has seen a rapid increase in following for the last 

years which has translated into a high viewership and prize pools across different games 

and tournaments. For example, the grand final of the 2018 World Championship in 

League of Legends had over 200 million viewers worldwide (Esports Charts, 2018), 

The International, which is the largest Dota 2 tournament, had a prize pool of almost 25 

million US dollars in 2018 (Makuch, 2018) and Overwatch has a professional esports 

league named The Overwatch League in which 20 city-based teams compete for a $5 
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million prize pool (Blizzard Entertainment, n.d.). These competitions is open for anyone 

to tune into for free at Twitch.tv. Twitch is a live broadcasting service that allows 

anyone to live stream video gaming (Stephenson, 2019). It is estimated that in 2019, 

almost three billion people worldwide play some form of video game and that over 400 

million people will tune in to esports at some point (Newzoo, 2019). 

 

As the industry has grown, major sports teams and companies have entered the industry. 

FC Barcelona (FC Barcelona, 2019), Pittsburgh Steelers (Fitch, 2018) and Amazon 

(Kim, 2014) are just some of the large players engaged in the esport industry. 

Additionally, professional athletes such as Michael Jordan, Stephen Curry, and Odell 

Beckham Jr. (Huddleston Jr., 2018), just to name a few, have all invested heavily in 

esports. Looking at the rising numbers of both prize pools and viewership in esports 

while companies and celebrities invest in the esports industry goes to show that there is 

an interest and an assumption from both large scale corporations as well as profiles with 

a lot of capital to see the industry grow. 

 

Lastly, in 2018 there were major international tournaments played in major cities all 

over the world from Seoul, South Korea to Katowice, Poland to Dallas, USA and people 

travel from around the world to not only participate in these tournaments but also to be 

part of the audience. Truly, esport has become an international phenomenon. 

 

1.3 The problem  

The recent growth of the esports industry has presented a new area of consumption 

which takes place in a digital arena where the digital revolution has created a world not 

previously seen. A world in which people are constantly connected and where 

communication is available at the touch of a finger that paradoxically has made it 

increasingly difficult for actors in the esports industry. In a response to the rapid growth 

of the esports industry, an increasing number of stakeholders are joining the industry 

which has made it difficult to map and understand both existing and new actors in the 

highly interconnected esports industry (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019; Scholz, 

2019). While at first glance it might seem logical to carry over knowledge from an 

already existing industry in order to meet this challenge, the current literature covering 
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esports has acknowledged that although traditional sports might be regarded as the 

closest related subject to esports it is not viable to transfer the preexisting knowledge 

from traditional sports to esports (Karhulahti, 2017). This is because of the difference in 

consumption between the two industries (Funk, 2017), but is also connected to the 

inherent technological nature and distinct culture of esports (Rogers, 2019). Likewise, 

merely imitating other actors in the esports industry is not a viable long-term solution 

due to the dynamics of the industry (Scholz, 2019). Instead, the goal for esports 

organizations should be to understand stakeholders and those who grasp this concept 

could enjoy a competitive advantage (Scholz, 2019). The relative recent development of 

the esports industry is bringing more resources and stakeholders to the table and while 

actors should direct their attention towards strategic management, it is difficult in this 

highly agile and complex industry (Scholz, 2019). Thus, researchers have called for 

more research to be exploring the interconnected ecosystem of esports and its 

stakeholders (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019; Scholz, 2019), but also to deepen 

the knowledge within this new field (Seo, 2013; Cunningham et al., 2018; Hallmann & 

Giel, 2018).     

 

The digital revolution has not only popularized competitive video gaming but it has 

changed interactions in a way where interactions that previously took place in real life 

has moved to the digital world as well (Ha, 2018). One of these cases has been the 

transfer of brand communities onto virtual platforms, making them virtual brand 

communities. While virtual brand communities has made the interactions cheaper and 

given organizations the ability to reach a bigger audience, one challenge that has arisen 

has been the engagement of consumers within the virtual brand community (Wirtz et al., 

2013; Popp & Woratschek, 2016). The current literature offers a number of possible 

solutions on how to interact with the virtual brand community but there seems to be a 

lack of consensus. Additionally, it has been argued that managers have yet to fully 

captivate the value that brand communities offer. 

 

In a recent industry report covering the esports industry it was indicated that in order to 

become an organization that is attractive to sponsors and cooperating brands they need 

to create and strengthen their relations with the fans (Newzoo, 2019, p. 10). Thus, the 

challenge of understanding stakeholders, how they communicate, and the disputed 
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methods of interactions with virtual brand communities is something that this thesis aim 

to address. Combining these fields in an organizational perspective could offer an 

exclusive insight in the interactions between esport organizations and their brand 

communities. Ultimately, this research could not only assist esport organizations in their 

brand community interactions and the comprehension of it, but also help create a base 

for further research into the field of esports. 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how esport organizations interact with their 

brand communities and explore what they achieve through such interactions. 

 

Based on the purpose of this thesis, these two research questions were formulated: 

RQ1: How do esport organizations interact with brand communities? 

RQ2: What do esport organizations achieve through brand community interaction? 

1.5 Delimitations 

Due to the investigation of interactions with brand communities from an organizational 

perspective, communication between consumers in brand communities will not be 

considered. 

 

As the esport industry consists of a vast amount of organization varying greatly in size 

the research in this thesis has been limited to organizations that have manage to reach a 

certain level of performance. This level of performance was set as minimum to the 

organization having a team active in the highest-level national league. The argument for 

this performance requirement was that in order for an organization to have a following 

large enough to be significant for the research, the team(s) of the organization must 

have some sort of measurable performance in a setting that attracts followership. 

 

Further, as the research perspective throughout this thesis is focused on the organization 

and not the teams that belong to the organizations the conscious choice was made to 

only interview people that work for the organization in some form of managerial 

position. This means that players from teams related to the organizations have purposely 

not been interviewed. 
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1.6 Definitions 

Brand community 

“A specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of 

social relationships among admirers of a brand” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 412). 

 

Electronic Sports [Esports] 

Competitive, organized video gaming that is coordinated by different leagues and 

tournaments (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017) 

 

(A) streamer 

An individual who broadcasts their gaming sessions in a casual manner using a live 

broadcasting platform (See Twitch.tv [Twitch]). 

 

Traditional sports 

In this thesis, traditional sports is being defined as “An activity involving physical 

exertion and skill in which an individual or team competes against another or others for 

entertainment” (Oxford University Press, n.d.) as to differ that from esports since the 

acceptance of esports as a sport is still being questioned (Hallmann & Giel, 2018) 

 

Twitch.tv [Twitch] 

An online live streaming platform primarily focused on video gaming which allows for 

both individuals as well as tournament organizers to broadcast (Stephenson, 2019). 

 

Virtual brand community 

“A specialized, non-geographically bound online community, based on social 

communications and relationships among a brand’s consumers” (de Valck, van 

Bruggen, & Wierenga, 2009, p. 205).  
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2. Frame of Reference 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of this part is to introduce the reader to current research within brand 

community, virtual brand community and esport via a literature review. Challenges 

identified by said literature will also be covered. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Literature review 

2.1.1  Brand community  

It has been a traditional assumption that the communication between the individual 

consumer and the brand is taking place only between the two entities and could be 

viewed as a dyadic relationship (McAlexander, Schouten, & Koenig, 2002). Muniz and 

O’Guinn (2001) made an effort to change this perspective and showed that information 

and communication not only flows in a dyadic fashion between the consumer and the 

brand but flows between consumers and the brand in a triadic manner. In this triad, 

value is co-created between consumers and the brand (Black & Veloutsou, 2017) which 

coined the term brand community that “is a specialized, non-geographically bound 

community, based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of a brand” 

(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 412). However, in their research built upon the brand 

community triad, McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig (2002) argued for a more 

complex set of relationships where the relationship between not only between 

customers, the focal customer, and the brand affects the customer integration in the 

brand community but also the relationship to marketer and product (Appendix 2).  

 

Marketers and researchers became interested in brand communities since it could assist 

the organizations to gain a deeper knowledge about the consumer which subsequently 

could increase the success of the business through customer brand loyalty (Muniz & 

O’Guinn, 2001; Algesheimer, Dholakia, & Herrmann, 2005). Brand loyalty could lead 

to advantages for companies such as customers choosing their brand over others and 

positive word-of-mouth marketing (Dick & Basu, 1994). Further research into the 

connection between brand communities and brand loyalty found common ground on 

that brand communities affects brand loyalty in a positive manner for both consumers 

and the brand (McAlexander, Kim, & Roberts, 2003; Algesheimer et al., 2005; 
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McAlexander, Schouten, & Koenig, 2002; Carlson, Suter, & Brown, 2008; Marzocchi, 

Morandin, & Bergami, 2013). The development of brand loyalty is a constantly ongoing 

process where a positive customer experience leads to a higher chance of achieving 

brand loyalty and brand communities has been identity as a powerful tool to enhance 

the customer experience (McAlexander et al., 2003). It has also been found that brand 

communities can be formed around a large number of brands and not only a selected 

few (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). However, focusing solely on the brand loyalty aspect in 

brand communities and pleasing the most involved consumers should be proceeded with 

caution as Reinartz and Kumar (2000) pointed out that long-term customers does not 

necessarily equal better business for the firm. 

 

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) found that the sense of a brand community applied both to a 

computer-mediated environment as well as in a face-to-face environment and even 

argued that the rise of modern communication such as the internet has both fueled and 

allowed for quicker development of brand communities.  

2.1.2  Virtual brand community 

An online/virtual brand community is similar to a brand community and de Valck, van 

Bruggen, & Wierenga (2009, p. 205) defines it as “a specialized, non-geographically 

bound online community, based on social communications and relationships among a 

brand’s consumers”. Due to the rise of the internet and the evidence of brand 

communities in a computer-mediated environment, establishing virtual brand 

communities has become a natural and evolving step forward (Ha, 2018). This is also 

supported by the apparent increasing importance of virtual brand communities in 

today’s fast moving information society due to its low cost and high reach, e.g. through 

social media (Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012). Within brand 

communities there are 12 different activities that participants engage in (Schau, Muñiz 

& Arnould, 2009). Among these are practices of social networks where building and 

improving the relations of the participants becomes a way that value is added. Further, 

these different activities are approached differently within different communities (Ibid.). 

However, in the consumer to consumer interactions set in social media platforms it 

appears to have negative impacts on the brand trust (Habibi, Laroche & Richard, 2014). 

There is the possibility that this is linked to how negative opinions on social media have 
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a much greater effect than that of positive one (Corstjens & Umblijs, 2012). That said, 

in relation to the company to consumer, consumer to brand and consumer to product 

interactions in the social media setting a positive effect is seen on the building of trust 

(Ibid). The potential benefits of a virtual brand community could be a stronger 

relationship between the brand and the consumer, increased sales, and increased 

customer satisfaction (Wirtz et al., 2013). However, research has highlighted one 

potential key challenge that could determine the outcome of virtual brand communities, 

namely the organization’s engagement of consumers within the virtual brand 

community (Wirtz et al., 2013; Popp & Woratschek, 2016). Another challenge was 

identified by Preece, Nonnecke, and Andrews (2004) in that most members of online 

communities does not interact with others but only a small core does. 

 

The most efficient and effective methods of interacting within a virtual brand 

community are disputed and managers have yet to gain an understanding on how to 

fully capture the benefits of brand communities (McAlexander et al., 2002; Lin, 2017; 

Hollebeek, Juric, & Tang, 2017). Although, there has been research which have 

suggested possible solutions in this matter, e.g. promoting rituals and traditions (Ha, 

2018), allowing and enhancing information sharing among consumers (de Valck et al., 

2009), and increasing engagement on social media accounts (Rosenthal & Brito, 2017). 

Engaging with the customer through event involvement also becomes a way to actively 

interact with the target audience even when not addressing them directly. Research has 

found that active members of a community are more likely to see a company’s event 

involvement as a positive approach and thus also makes active members more likely to 

perceive the company of the brand more positively as a result (Close, Finney, Lacey & 

Sneath, 2006). Further it has been shown that previous knowledge of the brand serves to 

increase the involvement of the community in the brand as a result of event involvement 

(Ibid.). 
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2.1.3  The rise and development of esport as a complex industry  

Esport is an acronym for electronic sports and is an umbrella term that encapsulates 

multiple different genres of competitive gaming (Rogers, 2019). While there have been 

disputes over its definition, it could be acknowledged that esport in a fundamental sense 

relies inherently on technology but is also a cultural phenomenon where esport 

practitioners, seasoned veterans and occasional viewers adhere to a unique language and 

set of rules (Rogers, 2019). This essentiality of technology provided esport with a 

particular starting point and while many other industries have been forced to go from 

analog to digital, the esport industry and its stakeholders with its inherent technological 

aspect was born global which means that it does not conform to borders and with its own 

culture and language is able to overcome language barriers that transcending borders 

might implicate in other scenarios (Scholz, 2019). Hence, in the 2000s, esport 

experienced a steady growth with the increased accessibility of internet and personal 

computers which subsequently led to new business opportunities and models for 

stakeholders where companies would sponsor prize pools in tournaments and esport 

organizations would aim to professionalize (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019; 

Scholz, 2019). However, the majority of the esport ecosystem found it difficult to create 

a sustainable business model with actors struggling to turn a profit and subsequently 

having to rely on funding from sponsorships (Scholz, 2019).  

 

This issue persisted but slowly improved up until the global financial crisis of 2009 from 

which the esport industry suffered a significant blow as sponsorship funding dried up, not 

only affecting tournament organizers but esport organizations alike (Heinz, 2017). 

Following this period, the stakeholders within the esport industry would shift their focus, 

realizing that it could not primarily rely on outside funding, but had to make esport 

available to a wider audience in order to support its growth as described by Björn Franzen, 

an esport consultant, to Roland Li (2016, p. 146); “You are not selling products to the 

eSports community. What you do sell is emotions. You create a bond between fans, 

players, organizations, and your brand that if cultivated properly is powerful enough to 

hold a lifetime”. 

Yet, these bonds were, at that time, difficult to establish as it was notoriously difficult to 

tune into esport until the live broadcasting platform Twitch was founded in the early 

2010s, a platform entirely devoted for gaming where anybody could livestream. Not only 
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did Twitch cement their position as the leader for all forms of live broadcasted gaming 

but increased the accessibility and popularity of esport to the public while at the same 

time offering tournament organizers and esport organizations the ability to display 

concise and accurate metrics of viewership and engagement for new investors and 

sponsors (Scholz, 2019). The aforementioned advancements and refined ideas were some 

of the changes in the esport industry that sow the seeds of an ecosystem where 

stakeholders are highly interconnected.  

 

The esport industry is complex and while the stakeholders are highly interconnected, its 

increasing number of stakeholders has made it difficult to gain a holistic understanding 

of the roles and tasks of the actors in the esport ecosystem (Carrillo Vera & Aguado 

Terrón, 2019; Scholz, 2019). Additionally, Scholz (2019) highlights the importance of 

understanding the actors and stakeholders in the industry in order to utilize competitive 

advantage since simply imitating methods of other actors in the esport industry is not a 

viable solution but instead actors should rely on strategic management. There have been 

attempts by researchers to construct an ecosystem of the stakeholders and actors in the 

esport industry and those reviewed have categorized the esport organizations including 

its players and staff as the primary stakeholder (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019; 

Heinz, 2017; Scholz, 2019). Scholz (2019) and Heinz (2017) also include game 

publishers and tournament organizers as primary stakeholders, arguing that these actors 

are highly interconnected and that without them, esport would not exist as without any 

esport title, no tournaments would take place resulting in no teams and no audiences. 

Scholz (2019) incorporates another aspect and emphasizes that the providers and 

community enablers are vital as primary stakeholders in order to reach a broader audience 

and to monetize these efforts, in the sense that there are several methods, both online and 

offline, to reach an audience whenever and wherever that could support and develop 

communities. For the latter part to succeed, the presence of community enablers is 

fundamental as they promote and support an interconnected and communicative audience 

while often being self-organized, e.g. through meetups at local esport bars to watch games 

together (Scholz, 2019) and with this transition from online to offline, the social aspect 

has become more important (Rogers, 2019).  
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2.1.4  Esport fandom  

One confusing aspect of pro gaming is the idea that watching a video game as a 

spectator and being a fan of a game, team or a player, would be interesting and this even 

applies to players that have played games for a long time. However, the professional 

gaming scene is object to both spectatorship and an increase in fans that stay loyal to, 

and follow, teams and players (Taylor, 2015).  

 

Little has been written and researched about esport fandom in particular and 

understanding esport fandom remains an underdeveloped part of studies conducted in 

the gaming industry and esports. Yet it is a powerful aspect of esport, and fans of 

different games, teams and players help by often providing different contributions 

through various media and on events and other activities. Interestingly, fandom in 

esport comes in different shapes and forms where loyalties can be towards game genres, 

a specific game, a team, a player and more. In other words esport fandom comes in 

different shapes, forms and different levels of commitment. However, one consistency 

that can be observed is that of passion (Taylor, 2015). 

 

Building up fandom is a complex process and people become esport fans in various 

different ways. The internet is a large contributing factor that not only allows for gamers 

to play games as professionals but it also makes it feasible to develop a gaming 

community. In sports, favoritism is shown by consumers by joining various dedicated 

communities such as a fan club (Lee, 1985). In gaming audiences and fandom are built 

through a “mediascape” as described by Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C Lee Harrington 

(2007). Fans are able to follow teams and players around the globe through the use of 

blogs, websites, streaming sites and video on demand. Fans can also use forums and 

chats to talk about their shared passion and discuss their favorite teams or players, 

which is arguably of equal importance as watching them play. Some of the most 

common platforms and methods of building fandom online are forums and chats, team 

websites, news sites and e-sports journalists, Video on Demand, replays and live 

streaming (Taylor, 2015). 

 

The importance of fandom and building communities in esport is crucial as these people 

contribute in different ways such as bringing energy into events, bringing meaning and 
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social importance to different activities, and different contributions through 

participating in various platforms and media. Fandom can affect the passion people feel 

towards games, players, teams and more. Fandom is constructive and expressive and is 

therefore an important area to look at to understand gamers and gaming culture (Taylor, 

2015). Furthermore, understanding gamers and gaming culture helps in engaging with 

the community and brands can benefit from this by getting their relationships 

strengthened between them and the fans (Schau, Muñiz and Arnould, 2009).  

 
2.1.5 Esport fandom management 

Recently, esports has gained increasing recognition as a sport, not only by the 

mainstream but by scholars alike (Funk, Pizzo & Baker, 2018). The discussion on the 

acceptance of esports is still ongoing (Hallmann & Giel, 2018), albeit esports is 

increasingly becoming more similar to traditional sports with live broadcasts, regulated 

leagues, and even anti-doping initiatives (Karhulahti, 2017). The esport industry is 

continuing to grow in popularity where top tournaments can bring in crowds of 

spectators similar to traditional sporting events. Much of the prior research conducted 

has looked at esports and traditional sports as two separate research areas instead of 

comparing the two with each other to identify similarities and differences. 

Understanding how esports and traditional sports are similar, or differ, could help in 

developing marketing strategies for the esports industry and contribute to current and 

future research (Pizzo, Baker, Na, Lee, Kim & Funk, 2018). 

 

Sports have been an important factor historically when companies work to extend their 

brand (Strasser, 1989) and the motive of spectatorship of traditional sports and esports 

share many similarities such as interest in a team or player. However, differences can be 

observed in some areas, such as esports spectators finding esports events more exciting 

while spectators of traditional sports found it good for experiencing family bonding and 

vicarious achievement (Pizzo, et al., 2018). Understanding the motive of spectatorship 

helps provide important context to spectator motivation (Rogers, 2019). 

 

The similarities that can be observed between esports and traditional sports help 

marketers carry over current research and marketing strategies to eSports which helps 

them apply and benefit from it. However, the differences that have been observed allow 
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the development of targeted marketing messages to audiences and spectators, as they help 

eSports organizations understand what they need to do differently from traditional sports 

in order to better reach out to, and retain, their fans, spectators, audience and consumers 

(Pizzo, et al., 2018).  

 

2.1.6  Esport and Brand Communities 

In terms of research within sports and brand communities, scholars have theorized about 

a connection between brand communities and sports fans (Heere et al., 2011). It has been 

observed that sports fans behavior can be explained using the aforementioned brand 

community triad, in that both fan-to-fan and fan-to-team relationships is an important 

driver for engagement of fans and should complement each other rather than be two 

competing factors (Katz, Ward, & Heere, 2018). 

 

However, Brown et al. (2017) acknowledged that while esports fans share similarities 

with sports fans, such as the social, fanship, and intercommunicational aspects of 

community, there are significant differences between the two. In a study conducted by 

Tang, Kucek and Toepfer (2020) they concluded that esports viewers are motivated by 

learning and as such they suggest that one should take not only viewership of the 

consumer but also their e gameplay into account when studying consumers of esport. 

Esports fans motivations and gratifications are different and more intense than that of a 

sports fan, and due to the immersion and higher level of interactivity of watching esports, 

the separation between fans is less obvious which makes esports a primary form of fan 

identification, media consumption, and identity (Brown et al., 2017). Similarly, Xue, 

Newman and Du (2019) argue that the esport industry encompasses several aspects, 

which has rendered it a multifaceted industry that involves entertainment, engagement, 

and creativity where the boundaries have been blurred and those within seemingly partake 

and move seamlessly between different networks. This unique environment has given the 

fans the power to construct communities and identities that traverse the physical and 

online world (Xue, Newman & Du, 2019). 

 

Advances in technology and the emergence of esports has presented a new area of 

consumption that differs from the consumption of traditional sports and there is need for 

research within this new area (Funk, 2017) and simply transferring pre-existing thinking 



 

 

 

 

16 

from traditional sports to esports is not viable (Karhulahti, 2017). A recent study puts it 

like this; “Finally, and perhaps most importantly for sport management scholars, we see 

a need for theorizing about eSport. Much of the work to date is atheoretical in nature, and 

as such, there is no firm foundation for building research questions or hypotheses, 

designing methods, analyzing data, or drawing conclusions” (Cunningham et al., 2018, 

p. 4). 
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3. Methodology 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of this part is to introduce the reader to the research philosophy and 

design adapted by this thesis. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

It is of high importance to choose an appropriate research philosophy when conducting 

a research and writing methodology. According to Guba & Lincoln (1982), the research 

philosophy and the philosophical paradigm is important because it is the basic beliefs, 

or world view, that guides the research on how it should be conducted. The research 

philosophy includes the source, the nature and the development of knowledge, in short 

terms it is the beliefs about how data of a research should be collected, analyzed and 

how it should be used. The different stages of the research process are determined by 

the first step, which is choosing a research philosophy and this helps the researchers 

ensure the methodologies chosen aligns with, and fulfills, the purpose of the research 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 

There are four possible research philosophies a research can use, however most 

commonly used in a bachelor thesis is positivism and interpretivism. Positivism work 

with quantifiable observations, hence leading to a quantitative and deductive research 

and is used to test a hypothesis. In contrast interpretivism works with perception and 

interpretation and is used by researchers that want to analyze human emotions and 

different social roles. Compared to positivism, interpretivism uses qualitative data 

collection methods and an inductive approach (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 

The purpose of this research is to explore how esport organizations interact with virtual 

brand communities and what they achieve through the brand community interaction. 

The goal is to explore and get a deeper understanding of the purpose which requires 

gathering data in a qualitative manner where the data represents knowledge, opinions 

and experiences. The data gathered will therefore be subjective reflections, opinions and 

thoughts from the individuals being interviewed which matches the description of 
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interpretivism. Because of the purpose and the nature of that gathered data an 

interpretivist approach was deemed most fitting in the thesis which is defined as how 

the researchers interpret parts of the research, therefor interpretivism involves human 

interest and interpretation into a study. The development of interpretivism has emerged 

from the criticism of positivism in social sciences, which is an alternative research 

philosophy suited for quantitative research (Collins, 2010). As mentioned, positivism is 

an option to interpretivism when conducting a research however, due to positivism 

being quantifiable observations and a deductive approach that results in an analysis that 

is statistical and used to test a hypothesis it would not be deemed fitting for this research 

because this research investigates data in the form of words and sentences rather than 

numbers to be able to fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions. Positivism 

would provide insufficient data and results that would not align with the structure or 

purpose of the thesis due the need of involving human interest, perceptions and 

interpretations to answer the research question (Collins, 2010).  

3.2 Research Design  

3.2.1 Inductive research approach 

Choosing and discussing the research approach of a thesis is an important part of the 

methodology as it helps clarify the approach and methods used to collect and analyze 

data in a research. The research approach can be split into two different categories 

which are data collection and data analyzation (Creswell, 2013). 

 

Looking at data analyzation there are three different research approaches that can be 

used in a research; deductive, inductive and abductive. A deductive approach generally 

starts with theory followed by a hypothesis which is then tested by tests or observations, 

the hypothesis is then either confirmed or rejected. So, in short terms, a deductive 

approach starts by developing a hypothesis based on previous theory and then collecting 

data to test the hypothesis. A deductive approach uses quantitative data and therefore 

the data collection most commonly used with a deductive approach is a quantitative 

research (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 



 

 

 

 

19 

The alternative to a deductive approach is an inductive approach where the major 

differences are that a deductive approach starts with expected patterns that is tested with 

observations whilst an inductive approach starts with observations where the goal is to 

find patterns from the observations. So, an inductive approach starts with a research 

question and observations, or in other words collected data, the researchers then analyze 

the data and try to find patterns, draw conclusions which could lead to the creation of 

theory. Compared to a deductive approach the inductive approach does not include any 

hypothesis. The inductive approach is used with qualitative data and therefore the data 

collection most commonly used with an inductive approach is a qualitative research. An 

inductive research approach means that the researchers go into reality and try to see it 

without any expectations or preconceived thoughts however, not with a completely 

open mind (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 

The abductive approach can be seen as a mix of deductive and inductive. The abductive 

approach emerged because of the weaknesses in deductive, such as difficulties of 

choosing theory, and inductive, such as empirical data not being enough to create 

theory, approaches. This approach was made to fix these weaknesses by using a 

pragmatist perspective (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 

The exploratory nature of this thesis combined with its purpose to explore how esports 

organizations interact with virtual brand communities and what they achieve through 

this results in data collection in the form of previous experience and opinions. This 

means that the data collected will be in the form of qualitative data which, as mentioned 

above, suggests an inductive approach. Due to lack of previous research and theory 

within the area of esports organizations and their interactions with virtual brand 

communities an inductive research approach has been deemed most fitting. The 

qualitative data collected makes it possible to be open for new information and theory 

creation, which aligns with how the results of an inductive approach can lead to theory 

creation. The thesis will not be based on a hypothesis drawn on previous theory and it 

will not collect quantitative data. Instead, the thesis will start with observations and 

gather qualitative data from semi-structured interviews which suggests that the thesis 

will use an inductive research approach. 
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3.2.2 Case study 

A research method commonly used in combination with a qualitative and inductive 

research approach is a case study with the goal to analyze a specific phenomenon which 

can be in a specific situation and organization. There are three different types of case 

studies which are explanatory, exploratory and descriptive. The goal of an explanatory 

case study is commonly to answer why or how questions to provide an explanation of a 

phenomena. The goal of an exploratory case study is to answer what or who to explore a 

phenomenon. A descriptive case study on the other hand aims to analyze events to 

provide a description of a phenomena (Collis & Hussey, 2013). 

 

Since the purpose of the thesis is to explore how esport organizations interact with 

virtual brand communities and what they achieve through the brand community 

interaction the research could align with the definitions of both explanatory and 

exploratory case studies. However, since there is a small previous research in the rather 

new and growing area of esports and branding an exploratory case study fulfills the 

purpose of the research, which is to explore esports organization and their interaction 

with brand communities. An explanatory case study would not be deemed fitting due to 

the goal being explaining a phenomenon compared to exploring where an exploratory 

case study would give insights and data needed for the thesis to eventually contribute 

the current research. A descriptive case study would also not be deemed fitting due to it 

no aligning with the purpose of the research which would lead to insufficient data that 

would not answer the research questions. 

 

3.2.3 Qualitative research 

It is of high importance that the researchers reflect on and include what type of data is 

needed to achieve the purpose of the research, and in order to also be able to get a 

complete research plan. There are two different data collection methods that can be used 

in in a research; quantitative and qualitative (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

In short, quantitative research means that the researcher measures different phenomena. 

Using a quantitative research strategy means having collected data in numerical form. 
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However, a quantitative research means more than just working with numerical data and 

presenting them. A quantitative research can provide a good overview of a 

phenomenon, in addition, quantitative studies can be suitable for different purposes such 

as exploratory, explanatory and descriptive. Quantitative data collection is therefore 

based on numbers and mathematical calculations. A quantitative research design also 

means that the researcher can measure the strength in relation between different factors 

and to observe the correlation between theory and research (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

Qualitative research on the other hand is by nature exploratory and the main goal is to 

gain insights and understanding. Compared to quantitative research which consists of 

variables, qualitative research data consists of words and sentences, more specifically it 

can be recorded, written or spoken words, most commonly full paragraphs. An example 

of qualitative data collection is interviews, which this thesis will use. A qualitative 

research usually takes distance from scientific models approaches and norms, instead it 

emphasizes how the individual perceives and interprets their reality. Further, qualitative 

research methods serve to provide data about people and situations to make sense of 

choices and behavior (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

Since the purpose of this paper is to explore how esport organizations interact with 

virtual brand communities and what they achieve through the brand community 

interaction it was deemed most fitting to use a qualitative research approach. The choice 

of qualitative research approach is due to it allowing gathering of data that is based on 

people and their experiences, their perceptions and their interpretations which is needed 

to fulfill the purpose of the thesis and answer the research questions. A quantitative 

method on the other hand uses variables to test a hypothesis and the statistical data 

gathered would not sufficient or fitting to fulfill the purpose or answer the research 

questions since it does not incorporate human perception and interpretation. The 

combination of a qualitative approach and an inductive approach allows for detailed and 

subjective collection and analyzation of data. 
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4. Method 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This part covers the collection and analysis of secondary data and primary data for this 

thesis. Lastly, ethical considerations & bias, reliability and validity will be presented to 

address the quality of research. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Primary data and secondary data were both used in this research. The primary data is 

gathered is empirical data gathered with semi-structured interviews whilst the secondary 

data is collected through document analysis. An inductive approach is used to analyze 

the data which allows for an exploratory, qualitative, research which seeks to fill in the 

identified gap by either expanding current knowledge or create new knowledge. Both 

fall under the category of qualitative data collection methods hence making them viable 

for the research since it aligns with the research methodology used (Collis & Hussey, 

2013). 

4.1 Secondary Data 

The thesis started by combining personal interest within esports and branding, which 

lead to the desire to pursue a research where both esport and branding where the central 

focus. However, to conduct a research a problem and a purpose is needed to make sure 

the results and the theory built from the gathered data contributes to the society or 

others within the field of study. To identify the problem of the thesis various sources of 

information were searched and read to identify a problem. These sources serve as 

secondary data sources in this thesis and are mainly in the form of peer reviewed 

articles. Secondary data often refers to already available and conducted research that 

can be available in databases and institutional records to name a few. The secondary 

data was used to gain background information and to be able to identify a gap in the 

existing literature to be able to formulate a problem statement for the thesis. 

 

4.1.1 Collection of secondary data 

The literature search was conducted using the Primo database provided by the 

Jönköping University library. Keywords used were: esport, esport brand loyalty, esport 
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marketing, brand communities, brand loyalty sport, virtual brand community, esports. 

The results were sorted using two filters to only include peer-reviewed articles written 

in English. Additionally, Brian McCauley, Ph.D. at Jönköping International Business 

School was consulted in the search of literature since McCauley is one of the founders 

of the newly founded Esports Research Network. Hence, it was deemed that a network 

focusing on research within esports could assist this thesis in the search for literature. 

 

Due to the recent emersion of esports, low weight was given to amount of citations 

when choosing articles, but the journal of publication was taken into consideration. 

When searching for articles regarding brand communities the amount of citations was 

taken into consideration when deciding on which articles to choose. During the search 

for articles, research that was found to be often cited in collected articles was deemed 

interesting. Additionally, the date of publication was taken into consideration when 

addressing certain challenges that the industry or organizations are facing, but less when 

articles were used for definitions. This was due to that challenges might change over 

time whereas definitions might be slower to do so. 

4.1.2 Analysis of secondary data 

After finding and gathering previous research about esports organizations and branding 

an analysis was made where the two different terms got merged into one, how esports 

manage brand communities and this is where the identified gap was found. The 

gathered information showed lack of research within this area however, research about 

branding in other types of organizations argue about different benefits of interacting 

with brand communities hence why the application of interaction with brand 

communities in esports organizations is of high interest as a purpose and problem to 

solve. 

4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews - Primary Data 

Primary data is used in the form of interviews in this thesis, specifically semi-structured 

interviews, to be able to gather qualitative data that is based on subjective opinions, 

perceptions, interpretations and experiences. This collection of data is vital for the 

research in order to fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions due to 

quantitative data not being sufficient enough (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 
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Interviews are qualitative data collection methods which in short terms involve 

conducting interviews with a small sample of people where questions are asked to 

explore and gain insights of the perspectives they have on different ideas, methods and 

situations. Interviews can be split into three different structures: structured, unstructured 

and semi-structured interviews. Structured interviews are built on predetermined 

questions that all the of chosen interviews answer, in order. This type of interview tends 

to make data analysis easier compared to the alternatives because of the ease of 

comparing answers from the same questions asked. This type of interview is structured 

hence usually only tends to give answers to the specific questions asked with no 

additional information that could further expand the data. Unstructured interviews are 

the opposite of structured interviews, no questions are prepared before conducting the 

interview. This type of interview is prone to bias and difficulty of analyzing the data 

due to the differences that can occur of the questions asked. Semi-Structured is a mix 

between the two previous alternatives where a set of predetermined questions are used 

in combination with free speech or additional questions that might be needed to further 

clarify or expand the answers to enrichen that gathered data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

The thesis uses semi-structured interviews due to it aligning well with the exploratory 

nature of the thesis and the purpose. The thesis is exploratory, qualitative, inductive and 

uses interpretivism as research philosophy which means that semi-structured interviews 

is well suited for the thesis due to the mix of structured and open questions which 

allows the participants to speak freely. This makes sure that the data needed, for the 

purpose to be fulfilled, will actually be obtained as close as possible and ensures that the 

interview and data collection advances since it focuses on the main theories and 

questions that is desired to be explored, without guiding the participants in a specific 

direction. This is to make sure the questions serve as guideline and to not get off-topic. 

The open discussion will help encourage the companies to talk about what they might 

find relevant or interesting, things the researcher might not have thought about (Collis 

& Hussey, 2013). 
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4.2.1 Sampling Method 

When it comes to qualitative data collection methods there are several sampling 

methods that can be used to find the desired participants according to the research and 

its purpose. Qualitative sampling methods are non-probability sampling methods, 

compared to quantitative sampling methods which need sampling probability. In this 

case non-probability sampling is used due to its ability to reflect on qualitative data, the 

time efficiency and that it aligns well the exploratory, qualitative, inductive and 

interpretivist approach. 

There are mainly three types of non-probability sampling methods which are 

convenience sampling, snowball sampling and purposive sampling. In short terms, 

convenience sampling means that the sample is chosen based on their convenience to 

participate in the study, this can be distance or ease of contact. Snowball sampling on 

the other hand is in short terms where current research participants recruits new 

participants, which in their turn also recruit new participants. 

Judgmental sampling can in short terms be explained as the researchers choosing the 

desired participants based on certain criteria or based on previous knowledge. 

 

The participants of this thesis were chosen based on different criteria. At first the study 

aimed to use industry leaders as a criteria to be able to get data from already well 

established and successful organizations, however due to difficulties getting response 

from these organizations and the time pressure the following criteria was used instead: 

organizations represented in top national leagues within the three biggest titles, CSGO, 

LoL, and DotA. The desired sample size was over five organizations that would meet 

this criteria and contribute to the thesis to ensure data that was rich and variable data 

from different perspectives however, due to time restrictions and lack of answer from 

organizations the sample size ended up being three esport organizations. 

 

The thesis used a purposive sampling method because the sample had to meet the set 

criteria in order to fulfill the purpose of the research and answer the research questions, 

which are targeted towards esports organizations that already interact with their virtual 

brand communities. The benefits of this sampling method is that the desired samples 

can be used to collect data needed to fulfill the purpose of the research however, the 
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drawbacks means a narrow sample which makes it difficult if the desired companies do 

not have time to participate and potential bias in the selection of samples (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

4.2.2 Semi-Structured interview design 

As mentioned in Semi-Structured interviews (Part 4.2), the interview design used was 

semi-structured interviews. The interview started off with four predetermined 

introductory questions in order to get background information of the organizations and 

make the participant comfortable with a soft start. These questions sought to get answer 

of who they are as an organization and their vision and mission. Next, ten 

predetermined Specific questions were asked which were aimed more towards 

contributing as much as possible to the research questions. Specific questions targeted 

towards how the organization interacts with brand communities, what platforms they 

use, if they follow any specific rules and more was asked. Throughout this part of the 

interview follow up questions could be asked when applicable and depending on the 

answers given to either help clarify the answer or expand the data provided. Lastly, five 

more predetermined questions were asked which went deeper into details of the brand 

communities. Questions regarding methods on how to strengthen the relationship with 

the brand communities and the outcomes of interacting with brand communities was 

asked. Like the previous parts of the interview, this part also included follow up 

questions to try to get the participant to speak as freely as possible so that more data 

could be gathered. 

 

The overall approach of the semi-structured interviews was to ask many open questions 

to ensure that the participants could speak freely and to expand the gathered data as 

much as possible. By asking follow-up questions the participants opened up more and 

were encouraged to talk openly about what they wanted. In contrast, they could also 

choose to opt out of answering any questions they felt like they did not want to answer. 

The design of the conducted interviews was deemed fitting because of the exploratory 

nature of the research with a purpose of exploring the research topic. By ensuring a 

comfortable and open environment where the participants felt like they could talk freely 

about both the predetermined questions but also the unstructured ones, data was able to 



 

 

 

 

27 

be collected which aligned with the purpose of the research by being highly relevant yet 

exploratory. 

4.2.3 Interview Process 

The interviews took place via voice chat on a platform called Discord which is a voice 

over IP application used to communicate online. All interviews were recorded with the 

permission from the participants and the whole group participated during both 

interviews to ensure the interviews were conducted according to the interview design 

and ethical considerations. The participants were asked if they wanted to remain 

anonymous before the interview started and additionally, they were informed that they 

were free to not answer questions if they did not desire to do so. A brief overlook of 

how the interview was going to be structured and that it was semi-structured was said to 

the participants, so they knew what to expect from the interview. One student asked the 

pre-formulated questions whilst all three students were free to add any follow up 

questions or ask for clarification, this was to ensure that the interview was conducted 

the same way for all participants. The total time of all interviews were approximately 

three hours. 

4.2.4 After the interviews - Data analysis 

When the semi-structured interviews are conducted they will be recorded and 

transcribed so that the primary data is easily available for analysis as well as to open up 

for the possibility to look back when needed. This is done so that the primary data will 

be as correct as possible and so that conclusion drawing will not only be simpler but 

also more accurate (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

The interviews were transcribed by listening to the recordings and writing down the 

answers of the participants word for word. This approach allowed for accurate 

transcription of the interviews since each answer could be listened to multiple times to 

ensure that the findings aligned with the words of the participants without any changes, 

fabrication or misinterpretations. Answers from the different participants were then 

compared and irrelevant answers, that did not contribute to answering the research 

questions, were excluded from the thesis which simplified the process of analyzing and 

discussing the data.  
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Content analysis is commonly used in qualitative research and is mostly, but not limited 

to, used to analyze qualitative data such as observations, records, documents and 

interviews (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This approach uses a set of ideas or concepts and 

allows researchers to analyze their data for purpose and relationships of these ideas and 

concepts which are attained from existing theory, the research questions or the data 

collected (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, Jackson and Jaspersen, 2018). The goal with content 

analysis is to gain an understanding and knowledge about the study. Which in the case 

of this thesis would be how and why esports organizations use brand communities. This 

thesis used a conventional approach to content analysis which is commonly used to 

describe a phenomenon, in this case how esports organizations interact with brand 

communities and what they achieve by doing so. This type of analysis is well suited for 

when prior research is limited and allows new insights to emerge from the data 

collected. The method can be used in different ways but commonly starts with reading 

all the data to obtain a good understanding, then data is read in a word by word way to 

identify key insights or thoughts to then be clustered into categories or codes (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). The approach helps gather knowledge based on the participants own 

experiences and perspectives, which the help of content analysis is used to use data that 

is relevant for answering the research question (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). 

 

In this thesis, the data collected was transcribed and read through by all researchers to 

gain a good understanding of the data collected by the different participants. Then, each 

researcher of this thesis read the transcribed data word by word to identify similarities, 

differences, categories and what could be relevant to answer the research questions. 

Open questions in the interviews mixed with this approach of content analysis allowed 

the thesis to get data from the participants which were based on their own experiences 

and perspectives. Which could then be discussed further in the discussion part with the 

secondary data collected. 
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4.3 Research Quality 

4.3.1 Ethical Considerations & Bias 

Ethical considerations are of high importance when conducting a research and there is 

responsibility when it comes to honesty and transparency. Ethics help understand what 

is wrong and right and what is accepted and no accepted in for example behavior or 

methods. Ethical considerations are of high importance to prevent any bias or 

fabrication of the collected data. However, it is also important in a thesis like this where 

the data collected consists of interviews with humans and their experiences and 

perceptions where it helps create trust, respect and accountability between the 

interviews and the interviewers. Further, including and considering ethical 

considerations in a research helps readers of the thesis to believe in what has been 

written, in other words increase trustworthiness (Devlin, 2006). 

 

The participants of the thesis were all informed that participation of the study is 

voluntary, and they were also informed about the purpose of the interview and how it 

would contribute to and be used in the study. The participants were also asked to give 

their consent about the usage of their answers for the thesis. Furthermore, the 

participants were asked and ensured full anonymity if desired and were also offered to 

be able to decide after the interviews if they wanted some parts removed that they felt 

after the interview like they did not want to share. In addition to this, a copy of the 

thesis was told to be sent out the participants of the study. 

 

As mentioned above, ethical considerations help reduce the bias and fabrication of data 

and this was taken into consideration throughout the whole thesis. In this case all three 

students were well aware of the ethical considerations and all previous literature, 

sources and conducted interviews have been read and listened to by all three students to 

ensure that there is no bias or fabrication made by anyone in the group. Furthermore, the 

interviews were recorded and saved so that the students, participants and readers could 

compare it to the written findings to make sure that nothing said by the interviewee was 

fabricated or biased. The participants could also choose to answer a question or not and 

combined with the semi-structured interviews became open interviews where the 

participant could speak freely without being guided towards a specific direction by the 

interviewers. This made sure that what was being said by the participants were their 



 

 

 

 

30 

own words and thoughts without any influence from students that could change 

meaning or specific words said during the interview. The participants also had the 

possibility after the interview to choose if any answer was to be removed from the 

study. 

4.3.2 Reliability 

When conducting a research reliability is to what extent the same answers and results 

can be obtained, it is related to the consistency of the answers and results. In a 

quantitative research reliability is to what extent exact replicability of the results can be 

achieved (Grossoehme, 2014). However, this thesis is qualitative with semi-structured 

interviews, and in a research like this reliability as described above is not as easily 

obtainable. Problems with reliability are common when a research is conducted with a 

subjective approach, in this case the data obtained, and the nature of the thesis is 

subjective. This contributes to a lowered level of reliability in the conducted research 

(Wilson, 2016). 

 

To increase reliability in the thesis the process of conducting the interviews and the 

transcription of the interviews have followed a similar, systematical, approach to ensure 

they follow a similar process. The structure and content of the questions have been kept 

transparent and easily replicable to ensure a similar interview with every participant 

however, this does not ensure the same answers due to the subjectivity of the 

participant. 

4.3.3 Validity 

In a qualitative study validity often refers to how suitable the tools, data and process are 

to the research being conducted. Validity can therefore be how valid the research 

question is for the thesis, how suitable the methodology is to answer the research 

question, how suitable the sampling and data is to the research. Furthermore, how 

appropriate the results and conclusions are for the sample, research purpose and the 

context are part of validity in a qualitative research (Waterman, 2013). 

 

Increase of validity in this thesis was done by making sure that the instrument, tools and 

processes aligned with the purpose of the thesis. This was done by clearly choosing a 

purpose and research nature, which in this thesis is exploratory with research questions 
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exploring “how” and “what”. This helped choosing appropriate tools and processes to 

answer the research questions and fulfill the purpose of the thesis. So by finding out 

what options are available for methodology and the research approach, non-suitable 

tools and processes could be identified that would not answer the research question or 

align with the purpose, which further validated the choice of methodology and methods. 

Additionally, to increase the validity of the thesis the interview method used was semi- 

structured interviews which allowed for pre-formulated questions that would contribute 

to the research question however, by allowing follow up questions and free speech the 

data obtained was ensured to be sufficient for the exploratory nature of the thesis since 

clarification and expansion of the data could be done. The participants of the interviews 

were after the interview able to remove information given that they did not seem 

relevant or fitting to further ensure that the data contributed to the study. 
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5. Empirical findings 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This section presents the findings gathered from the interviews. All organizations were 

made anonymous; hence, they are noted as Organization 1, 2, and 3. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Organization 1 

Organization 1 was founded in 2018 after qualifying for a national top league. The initial 

thought was to only be a mix-team but after good results in the national top league it 

became an organization. It has no clear structure or assigned managing positions but the 

players are helping with tasks regarding management and external communication. Their 

roster consists of three teams with 12 players and 4 streamers. 

 

“Everything started when we qualified for Elitserien”. - Organization 1 regarding how 

their organization was founded. 

 

“We want to help people who want to practice esports”. - Organization 1 regarding the 

goals of their organization. 

 

Organization 2 

Organization 2 was founded in 2017 by two people and is now run by four people with 

different roles. Two overlook all operations, one is in charge of team management and 

another one is responsible for social media management. The organization currently has 

five teams and a total of 22 players. 

 

“I saw him enter wearing a (name of different esport organization) shirt one day and it 

was kind of from there we started bonding”. - Organization 2 on how their organization 

was founded. 

 

Organization 3 

Organization 3 was founded in 2016 and currently has five full-time employees in 

charge of various operational tasks with an additional 20 voluntary staff members. Their 

roster consists of three teams with 21 players. 
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Communication between the organizations and their brand communities 

All organizations reach and interact with their audience through social media channels, 

such as Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook, but also through the live streaming platform 

Twitch. Organization 1 directs their focus on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Twitch, and 

Youtube. Further, Organization 1 relies on that different people within their 

organization post content on their social media accounts which they hope will make 

their content more fun and less monotonous.  

 

“We have a sort of twist that differentiates us from other organizations in that a lot of 

people have access to our social media accounts”. - Organization 1. Organization 1 

explained that they do not have a dedicated social media manager and instead rotate the 

responsibility among the members of the organization. 

 

Organization 2 explained that their primary focus was on Twitter and Instagram with 

less emphasis on Twitch which is primarily used when they are playing games and the 

Lemondogs forum for posts. 

 

“On Twitter, we post information about upcoming games, match results and 

tournaments while on Instagram we post pictures from tournaments we play in and such 

and on Twitch we try to live stream our matches that are not broadcasted on official 

channels”. - Organization 2 regarding the platforms they use to communication with 

their brand community 

 

Organization 3 talked about they have a mixture of audiences and as such they utilize a 

mix of social media platforms as well as a big focus on their Twitch channel when they 

interact with their communities. 

 

“Social media is probably the most obvious way and consistent way that we communicate 

with people”. - Organization 3 on how they reach their audience. 

 

When it comes to interacting with their brand community in the offline setting 

Organization 1 did not mention any such interactions but did mention that in the future 
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they hoped to reach out to schools. Organization 2 mentioned how they have in-person 

engagement with their fans where they try to keep a nice attitude.  

 

All organizations mentioned that one of the primary channels of interaction is Twitter 

and Organization 1 and 2 both explained that it is due to the size and reach of it. 

However, Organization 2 also mentioned that it is good for reaching out to a specific 

target audience and Organization 3 stated that they believe that Twitter is where the 

esports community mainly resides. Organization 1 also mentioned that Facebook, 

Instagram and Twitch were among their primary channels of interaction. Organization 3 

mentioned Twitch as well because of the utility it offers. 

 

“We try to reach our audience through all major social-medias but also through fun 

events”. - Organization 1 regarding how they communicate with their audience. 

 

“Primarily Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Twitch & Youtube moving forward due to their 

size”. - Organization 1 regarding their choice of social media. 

 

“Above else we use Twitter” - Organization 2 regarding their choice of social media. 

 

“I would say Twitter and Twitch are top priorities online. That’s where the esports 

community mainly resides”. - Organization 3 regarding their primary channels of 

interaction. 

 

When asked about how they interact with their brand communities through their 

primary channels Organization 1 mentioned that they create a post on one of their 

channels and then have the members of their organization share the post as well as try to 

engage the community members and sponsors to also share the post so that they can 

reach a wider audience.  

Organization 2 mentioned a bigger variety in how they interact and further explained 

that they not only post updates on social media but they also try to share photos and 

videos taken by hired professional photographers. 

Organization 3 said that they primarily focus on sharing information and answering 

questions and concerns that people might have. They further explained that due to the 
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relative newness of esports and the organization also being young that they do not focus 

on relationship building and/or strengthening. 

 

“We have some contests, we have some giveaways and we share news about us and ads 

from our sponsors”. - Organization 1 regarding the type of interaction they have with 

their audience. 

 

“A large majority of it is posts but they can contain anything from text to pictures to video 

clips”. - Organization 2 on the types of interaction they have with their audience. 

 

“We try to use platforms the way that people expect them to be used”. - Organization 3 

on how they use the platforms to interact. 

 

“We’ll tweet and share streams so people know they can tune in and watch our teams 

play”. - Organization 3 regarding the type of interaction they have with their audience. 

 

All organizations explained that tracking the reach of their interactions is quite simple 

when the primary focus is social media as there are analytical tools and follower/like 

numbers that can be used to understand the reach. Organization 2 also mentioned how it 

is more difficult to track the reach when it comes to live streams and sources outside 

their own control. 

Organizations mentioned how they do not have any in-depth tools to use for tracking 

and how they do not do as much with the information as they could if they would put 

more effort into it. 

 

“Usually we upload a post and try to get as many people as possible from our 

organization and our community to share it”. - Organization 1 regarding their approach 

to interacting with their audience 

 

“What we can’t see is how many people we reach out to through our players’s accounts”. 

- Organization 2  
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“We don’t have any in-depth tools. We have some tools through twitch. We have some 

analytics tools through the social media we use”. - Organization 3 regarding how they 

track their reach. 

 

Organization 1 talks about how they do not follow any specific guidelines when 

interacting with their brand communities but that they expect whomever is posting to 

use common sense. Organization 2 mentioned that they have thought about creating a 

guideline for how they should interact through their channels but as of now the only 

rules they follow is to include their organization’s own hashtag and that Twitter is 

primarily used for news updates. 

Organization 3 talked about the importance of the tone they used when they interact 

with others, they do not want to be seen as impolite or offensive. They also focus on 

being inclusive and welcoming through proper moderation to remove offensive 

comments. 

 

“We write our posts in many different ways. They can be funny, they can be serious”. - 

Organization 1 on if they follow specific guidelines for interactions. 

 

“Our Twitter is a bit more like a news channel. What we post on Twitter should contain 

some form of news”. - Organization 2 on if they follow specific guidelines for interactions. 

 

“We’re trying to be professional”. - Organization 3 on if they follow specific guidelines 

for interactions. 

 

Advantages seen from online interactions mentioned by both Organization 1 and 2 was 

the ease with which you can reach your communities when you use online platforms 

and how far you can reach. Organization 2 mentioned how it is possible to have their 

community located anywhere in the world and still reach them with the help of online 

platforms. They are noticed by more people which is of importance for sponsors. 

Moreover, Organization 2 also mentioned that social media is a very cheap way of 

interacting with the communities. 
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Organization 3 also talked about the ease with which they can track their reach as one 

of the advantages along with how they can create value from their interactions. 

 

“An advantage is that we can reach so many people and it is easier in an online setting”. 

- Organization 1 on advantages of online interactions 

 

“The biggest advantage is that we have the possibility to create a community that has no 

borders”. - Organization 2 regarding the advantages of online interactions. 

 

“If our community is liking the content we create, if they are watching our streams, if they 

are coming to our website and if they are engaging with us on social media we can create 

value for all of our brand”. - Organization 3 on the advantages of online interactions 

 

“We have to be able to report to our sponsors how many people are paying attention to 

us”. - Organization 3 regarding tracking and advantages of online interactions. 

 

When asked about disadvantages of the online interactions Organization 1 and 3 

mentioned that it is easy to remain anonymous on the internet and that leads to more 

people acting maliciously and Organization 3 also mentioned that mishandling such 

malicious behavior can reflect poorly on their brand. Organization 2 instead, mentioned 

how due to the nature of social media there is not the same closeness as there is with 

person-to-person interactions meaning the interactions can easily become impersonal. 

Organization 3 also added that they do not necessarily see anything about their online 

interaction as a disadvantage just that there are some things they need to avoid. 

 

“There are a lot of evil people online”. - Organization 1 on disadvantages of online 

interactions. 

 

“I would say that the biggest problem is that it can easily become impersonal”. - 

Organization 2 on disadvantages of online interactions. 

 

“The anonymity means people can be kind of hostile”. - Organization 3 regarding the 

disadvantages of online interactions 
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The organizations’ brand communities 

All organizations were asked a set of questions meant to give a better understanding of 

their brand communities and when asked why they think people join their brand 

community, Organization 1 answered that they believe it is due to people feeling like 

they are part of a family when they are part of their brand community. Organization 2 

gave a more detailed answer where they explained that they try to keep a nice attitude 

outwardly and welcome everyone as they try to create the feeling of a family. They also 

mention how they have noticed that new members often seem to hail from the same 

country of origin as the members of the organization. They also believe that people join 

their brand community because their members are worth interacting with. Organization 

3 talked about the bandwagon effect that comes with teams performing well in 

competitions and how they aim to be seen as trailblazers. They also mentioned that for 

those who want to support either esports, education and the combination of both, they 

are a good brand to follow.  

 

“We want everyone to see how we treat each other in the organization. Everyone is like 

a family”. - Organization 1 on why people should join their community. 

 

“A lot of people have joined due to simple reasons such as us having a player from that 

area”. - Organization 2 on why people join their community. 

 

“To a large extent, we communicate through our players. Without our players we would 

just be an empty organization”. - Organization 2 on why people should join their 

community 

 

“We want to be seen as leaders and trailblazers”. - Organization 3 regarding why they 

think people should join and are joining their brand community. 

 

The methods used to engage the brand communities by Organization 1 were nothing 

particular and instead they said that they just focused on having a good time as a 

community. They also mentioned how these good times lead to the positive outcome of 

people hearing good things about the organization. Organization 2 instead mentioned 
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more specific approaches where they held events such as giveaways or “open nights” 

where they allowed members of their community to join them playing games as well as 

live streaming QnA’s on their Facebook during event trips. This combined with regular 

meetings at a local bar they felt lead to strengthening of their brand as a positive 

outcome. Organization 3 explained how they are seen as leaders and are often front of 

mind for earned media. They also mentioned how they engage in philanthropic 

activities and that a positive outcome they have seen from their interactions is a large 

email list they can use to reach out with news to their audience. Further mentioned was 

the snowball effect where reach could exponentially increase with exposure. 

 

“We don’t have a specific method. We just go with the flow”. - Organization 1 on specific 

methods to engage members of their community. 

 

“We have emails for 10,000 people who have visited the arena and we do reach out to 

them occasionally to let them know of important updates”. - Organization 3 regarding 

specific methods to engage the members of their community. 

 

When asked about how they work to strengthen the sense of community within their 

brand community, both Organization 1 and 2 answered that they try to answer any 

questions they get and Organization 1 also mentioned that they work to be as 

transparent as possible towards their community while Organization 2 mentioned that 

they try to focus on the family feeling. Organization 3 explained how they try to make 

their community feel proud of the achievements of the organization and that they share 

the success. They also mentioned how they try to connect people and strengthen not 

only their brand but esports as a whole. 

 

“We are very open with showing that if you need help we are available” - Organization 1 

on how they work to strengthen the sense of community. 

 

“It’s less about (organization), It’s more about creating connections in the community”. 

Organization 3 on how they try to engage people within their brand community. 
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The organizations were asked to explain what they think is the biggest difference 

between how they interact with their brand community and how their competitors do 

and Organization 1 replied that they think their biggest difference is how they do not 

have a designated social media manager but instead all members of the organization 

take part in interactions. Organization 2 mentioned how a lot of larger organizations 

lack a sense of community both internally and externally while two co-founders of 

Organization 2 have a genuine interest in trying to be involved. 

Organization 3 mentioned how they consider themselves to have the broadest approach 

of the organizations out there in that they create the most content. They also talked 

about how their focus tends to differ from other organizations whose focus might be on 

success only. High quality across a broad spectrum. 

 

“There is some difference in content but overall we are producing more over a broader 

spectrum and our quality is really high”. - Organization 3 on how they interact with their 

community versus how their competitors do. 
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6. Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the empirical data gathered through interviews will be analyzed in a 

method that connects the findings and literature. The chapter is divided into six 

subsections that focuses on different parts of the findings and they are as following: 

Methods of online communication, Methods of offline communication, Types of 

interactions, Advantages of online interactions, Disadvantages of online interactions 

and the “we” feeling. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

6.1 Methods of online communication 

In our findings we found that organizations interact with their brand communities over 

several social media accounts and would even call it the primary source of 

communication and interaction with their virtual brand communities since traditional 

media was not mentioned as a method of interacting with their brand communities. 

Additionally, no organization mentioned online advertising as a method of interaction. 

It could be that esport organizations refrain from using this type of interaction which 

was argued by Fanjul-Peyró, González-Oñate, and Peña-Hernández (2019) in that 

gamers seem to view conventional online advertising as something negative. 

 

Esport organizations prioritize certain social media platforms which in turn causes them 

to be viewed as the primary channel of communication. The reasoning behind all 

organizations viewing Twitter as the primary channel of communication could be a 

response to the challenge of engaging consumer within the virtual brand community 

(Wirtz et al., 2013; Popp & Woratschek, 2016), as Organization 2 mentioned that they 

believe that the esports community mainly resides on Twitter. If esport organizations in 

general has this assumption in mind, they could view it as being easier to engage and 

attract new members to their brand community since consumers would be readily 

accessible on Twitter. 

Furthermore, all organizations mentioned Twitch as a method of reaching out to their 

brand community. Twitch is not primarily a social media website, but a live streaming 

platform, albeit it was a platform that all organizations spoke fondly of. The method of 

interacting with a virtual brand community through a live streaming platform was not 
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found when searching through the literature. However, it could be because of Twitch’s 

close connection to gaming which perhaps ultimately could become the next step of 

interacting with brand communities for esport organizations. Virtual brand communities 

were discovered to be a natural step forward in an evolving digital environment (Ha, 

2018), thus it is possible that the method of communicating with brand communities 

within esports might gradually shift towards broadcasts, i.e. live interactions rather than 

posting content to social media. 

 

Regarding the organizational perspective Organization 1 could be seen as 

unconventional since they did not have a designated staff member for the external 

communication over social media but rather relied on members within the organization 

to contribute, whereas both Organization 2 and 3 had designated staff members assigned 

specifically to handle their communication over social media. However, Organization 1 

did not view this as a disadvantage, but it was a part of their strategy in an effort to 

minimize the chance of sounding monotonous when posting content to their social 

media accounts. Although no strategy should be viewed as more correct than the other, 

the possible setbacks of relying on internal members of the organization to share content 

could be time constraints or an inability to utilize the social media platform due to lack 

of knowledge. If there is a designated member whose only task is to analyze and interact 

with the brand community via social media it could lead to a deeper knowledge of the 

audience since it could be assumed that the social media manager only has to focus on 

the task of social media interaction while possessing the ability to gain knowledge about 

their audience. However, assigning different people for different social media platforms 

might set a different tone on each platform which might make the brand community 

more eager to interact since the difference in content could make it more interesting, i.e. 

less monotonous in following and interacting with multiple social media channels of the 

esports organization for the consumer. 

 

Despite the observed importance of social media interactions for esport organizations, 

the organizations revealed that no written rules were followed, and no guidelines 

referred to when posting content on social media for their brand communities. Instead, it 

was expected that the individual whom is posting updates would do so using common 

sense and aspects such as using hashtags associated with the organization and promote a 
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positive atmosphere. It could be a sign of esport organizations not wanting to restrict the 

content or content creator in order to create vivid and more personal communication 

without sounding sterile. As a result, it could be assumed that esport organizations aim 

to encourage brand community interaction since the message would be conveyed as 

more personal thus granting incentive to the consumer to interact. 

 

6.2 Methods of offline communication 

As mentioned in the literature review, communication with a brand community is not 

limited to the computer-mediated environment but is also applicable in a face-to-face 

environment (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). This seemed to be acknowledged by the 

interviewed esport organizations since all organizations mentioned either planned or 

current events set up to interact with their brand community in an offline setting. 

Between Organization 1 and 2, their methods of offline interactions differed in that 

Organization 1 mentioned reaching out to schools and students whereas Organization 2 

mentions arranging regular meetups at the local bar. In the case of Organization 1 it 

could be viewed as an effort to promote the legitimacy of esports by educating more 

people about it while building up their brand community. If consumers are hesitant to 

join the brand community, a positive experience with the organization could sway their 

opinion, ultimately making them join said brand community. In the case of 

Organization 2 it could be viewed as a way of strengthening their brand community 

with the possibility of new consumers joining their brand community. Arranging 

meetups at the local bar could give members in their brand community a forum and an 

opportunity to interact with other, like-minded, members which could both strengthen 

the connection between the organization and the consumer but also the connection 

between consumers. 

 

The reasoning behind these types of offline interactions by esport organization could be 

to build loyalty. It was discovered in the literature review that positive consumer 

experiences could lead to loyalty where brand communities are a powerful tool 

(McAlexander et al., 2003). Thus, the goal behind the offline interaction of esport 

organizations with their brand communities could be to build loyalty among the 

consumers as the esport organizations aimed to display a positive picture of the 

themselves. While not explicitly expressed by the organizations it could be assumed that 
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brand community interactions among esport organizations aim to create positive 

experiences for its consumers which could later translate into loyalty towards the 

organization. For example, Organization 3’s engaged in philanthropic activities which 

could be seen as a method directed towards building a positive image of their 

organization, i.e. a positive consumer experience. Further, it could be argued that 

methods like these might infuse the members of the brand community with a sense of 

pride to be a part of the brand community. 

 

However, the seemingly minimal offline communication, in regard to the online 

communication, could be a consequence of different reasons that make offline 

interactions more difficult to execute as a player in the esports industry. First, esports is 

a relatively new concept and has yet to been seen as a serious activity (Hallmann & 

Giel, 2018) which could refrain people from joining the brand community since it could 

be seen as a waste of time by the consumer. Furthermore, esports is an activity that 

takes place in the online space. Thus, the brand community is gathered and found online 

which could make it easier for esport organizations to interact with a readily available 

audience rather than attempting to gather the brand community in an offline setting. 

This was experienced by Organization 2 as their real first brand community sprung up 

abroad rendering online interactions the only viable option. However, face-to-face 

interactions should be considered a useful tool since interactions and the tone of 

interactions would be personal in a face-to-face setting and the sense of personalized 

communication could motivate the consumers in the offline setting to interact with each 

other. 

 

6.3 Types of interactions 

The type of interactions applied by the organizations varied as they had different views 

of the importance of being professional. Organization 1 for example mentioned that 

they try to always have different people posting on their social medias so that the 

message does not seem as monotonous and so that member of the community can relate 

to the members of the organization. It could be argued that such an interaction is less 

professional due to how it does not keep the tone and approach consistent. 

Organization 3 instead said that they mainly try to post well-formed articles and news 

updates on their social medias which in turn could make the organization seem more 



 

 

 

 

45 

professional. Whether a more casual or professional approach is better is unclear not 

only due to the small sample size but also because the success of the organization was 

not compared to each other or anything else. Further, it would be difficult to quantify 

success in such a way where the types in interaction done by the organization are taken 

into account with the quantification. 

Other ways that the organization differentiated their types of interactions was through 

the way they chose to apply posting in various social medias. While all organizations 

mentioned Instagram as a social media platform they interact with, none of the 

organizations mentioned it as their primary platform. Instagram is primarily used as a 

platform to share photos and short videos and less so for sharing news and research and 

thus the type of interaction becomes more lighthearted. Posting pictures on Instagram 

generally also allows the audience to instantly know what the purpose or message of the 

post is as there is little reading required and instead the time it takes to process what is 

in the picture is the only time investment required by the audience. 

Organization 3 also mentioned posting and sharing of both scientific and news articles, 

such an interaction requires a higher time investment from the audience as they will 

need to read all or most of the article in order to firmly grasp the message being 

conveyed. 

 

6.4 Advantages of online interactions 

What would seem to be a common denominator in the findings is the ability to reach a 

wide audience, independent of location, which confirms previous research in that online 

interactions with virtual brand communities is important (Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & 

Sankaranarayanan, 2012). As Organization 2 expressed it, an organization could be 

considered to be a completely (for example) Australian organization even though it’s 

based in and managed from Sweden. This is due to the reach of online interactions and 

the fact that there is no physical borders and distances that come with offline 

interaction. An esport organization could have all of its players and the majority of its 

fanbase in the place physically far from their place of origin and operations and still 

successfully manage an online community. 

Further, the ease at which both the audience and the organizations can reach each other 

is another factor mentioned by the organizations. The only real requirement for a 

potential member community to access the social medias utilized by the organization is 
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access to a computer or smartphone with internet access. This would suggest that ease 

of access is important when it comes to managing brand communities within the esports 

industry. 

 

As Organization 3 mentioned, with exposure there is a snowball effect that allows the 

organizations to gain even more exposure exponentially as they reach a wider and wider 

audience. This was mentioned by Organization 2 to be of importance to sponsors and 

could lead to the organization becoming more attractive to sponsors as their reach 

increases. 

 

6.5 Disadvantages of online interactions 

Looking at the disadvantages of online interactions it was mentioned by the esport 

organizations that the anonymity offered by the internet could make people act 

maliciously towards the organization and their brand community. Thus, the efforts by 

the interviewed esport organizations to create an inclusive and friendly environment 

could be seen as an effort to combat the possible malicious communication received. 

 

Another issue that was presented by Organization 2 was that online interactions might 

be perceived as less personal than face-to-face interactions. While the benefit of online 

interactions is a high reach (Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012), it 

also is a one-to-many form of communication. Therefore, one of the drawbacks of 

online interactions could be the feeling of impersonal communication for the consumer 

as mentioned by Organization 2. While the solution might be seen as increasing offline 

interactions, one has to keep in mind that esports take place in an online arena and 

environment. Furthermore, the definition of a virtual brand community is a non- 

geographically bound online community which indicates that the virtual brand 

community is expected to be dispersed. Thus, the solution to create a sense of personal 

communication between the esports organization and their virtual brand community 

might not be as conveniently available as one might believe. 

 

Although it might seem logical to take inspiration from the seemingly related field of 

traditional sports, it was discovered in the literature review that simply transferring pre- 
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existing thinking from traditional sports to esports is not viable (Karhulahti, 2017). 

Furthermore, the field of esports is new and has presented a new area of consumption 

(Funk, 2017). Thus, looking for solutions to these challenges in other fields, such as 

traditional sports, might not resolve the issues faced by esport organization and it might 

be something for researchers in the future to address. 

 

6.6 The “we” feeling 

Throughout the interviews all organizations expressed in various ways that they are 

trying to create a family feeling or a “we” feeling with their fanbase. Both organization 

1 and 2 mentioned the word family and talked about trying to create the feeling of a 

family or even creating a family. Organization 3, though not mentioning the word 

family instead talked about wanting to make their community feel proud of their 

organization and team’s performance. A feeling of pride over someone else’s 

performance could also be attributed to a feeling of belonging or a “we” feeling. 

Further, all organizations mention the approach of creating welcoming and including 

environment which could be seen as a form of strengthening the sense of community for 

its members and furthering the “we” feeling. As Reinartz and Kumar (2000) mentioned, 

focusing on the most loyal customers does not always equal better business for the 

organization. As such, focusing on the broader community and creating an environment 

where everyone feels like they are a part of it can instead be beneficial. 

This all ties in together with the Brand Community Triad by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) 

which would fall apart if all three points of the triad are not in place. It shows how there 

is not just a connection between the brand and the customer but also a connection 

between the customers. This backs the importance of having a connection between 

everyone involved which could also be seen as the “we” factor. 
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7. Conclusion 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents conclusions made by the authors taken from the analysis and 

findings. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This thesis set out to investigate how esport organizations interact with their brand 

communities and what esport organizations achieve through these interactions. This led 

to the formation of two research questions. 

 

How do esport organizations interact with brand communities? 

It was discovered that the interviewed organizations interact with their virtual brand 

community using several social media platforms but chose to prioritize certain 

platforms due to the perceived advantages these platforms offer. The online interactions 

vary from answering incoming messages or posts, posting pictures and to spread 

information about the organization. During this process, the organizations does not 

follow any written guidelines but aim to have friendly tone while attempting to interact 

as much as possible with their virtual brand community. In an effort to track the reach 

of their virtual brand community, esport organizations use basic analytical tools 

provided by respective social media platform but fail to conduct a deeper analysis of 

this data. 

 

As for offline interactions with their brand communities, the esport organizations in this 

study was found conducting different activities such as meetups at the local bar and 

philanthropy. 

 

Overall, the evidence found in this thesis point to that online interactions with their 

brand community receive more attention by esport organizations than offline 

interactions. This was argued to likely be connected to the fact that esports is an online 

activity and the process of gathering the virtual brand community is an offline setting 

would not be feasible. 
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What do esport organizations achieve through brand community interaction? 

All interviewed esport organizations in this study revealed that creating a welcoming 

and including brand community with a “we” feeling was important for them. Thus, it 

would be likely that these esport organizations attract like-minded consumers whose 

characteristics sets the tone of the brand community as a whole. 

 

Through regular interactions with their brand community esport organizations can 

strengthen the sense of community with their followers and create a brand which 

consumers think fondly of. This ultimately serves to make esport organizations more 

attractive to potential sponsors as they shape themselves into brands with a positive 

view among consumers, this also reflects positively upon their sponsors. Through 

attracting sponsors with larger investment capital, the organizations can improve their 

financial situation and potentially use their improved financial situation to recruit better 

players for their teams. These players then help the team perform better and with better 

performance comes more exposure which then bring in new members to the brand 

community and thus a positive feedback loop is created. 

 

Through interaction with brand communities the reach of the esport organizations 

expands which in turn serves to help bring more exposure to esports as an industry. 

With esport being a relatively new industry, this further serves to expand and grow the 

industry as a whole. 
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8. Discussion 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In the final section of this thesis, the authors discuss the contributions and limitations of 

this study. Lastly, suggestions for future research will be presented. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

8.1 Contribution 

While there has been attempts of creating an understanding of the stakeholders in the 

esports industry (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019; Heinz, 2017; Scholz, 2019), its 

growth has rendered it a complex and difficult task (Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 

2019; Scholz, 2019). It was identified that sports fans of a team could be seen as a brand 

community and thus this thesis has focused on the interactions between esports 

organizations and their brand communities and has provided an overview in how esport 

organizations interact with their brand community and perceived benefits from such 

interactions from an organizational aspect. Thus, the results of this thesis could be seen 

to inspire esports organizations in the management of communication, nurturing 

connections and to engage into gaining a deeper understanding of stakeholders. 

Moreover, the thesis could become a starting ground for further research in 

communication between esports organizations and other stakeholders. 

Furthermore, the thesis also touches upon esports fandom which was discovered to be a 

field of little research (Taylor, 2015) and this thesis and its results could inspire future 

research on this topic. 

8.2 Limitations 

In the early stages of the thesis, the goal was to conduct interviews with industry 

leading esport organizations and a great deal were contacted but only two replied and 

declined. The process of finding esport organizations who would be able to participate 

was drawn out and, in the end, the scope was reduced. An earlier acknowledgement of 

this issue could have resulted in more time being dedicated to search for esport 

organizations in top national leagues who could have participated in this study, resulting 

in more data. 

Additionally, what could have played a part in the challenge of reaching esport 

organizations is that the great majority who were deemed interesting for this study did 
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not publish their phone number online. Thus, the emails and messages sent to the esport 

organizations could have simply been buried due to a possible large influx of emails. 

Due to the time restraint of the research there is a limit to how many organizations can 

be contacted and interviewed. Further, the time limitation also meant that the literature 

review could only be so thorough as time allowed for. Whether a lack of existing 

research relating to brand communities and esports or lack of time is the reason for the 

limited literature found is unclear however, regardless it is an important factor to 

consider. 

Most of the interviews were conducted in Swedish, thus, there is a potential for either 

translation errors or slight changes in the meaning of something once it was translated. 

However, extra care was taken to avoid such errors from occurring. 

All interviews were conducted online due to convenience and the high cost of travelling. 

If the interviews would have been conducted face-to-face, it could have resulted in more 

information being shared by the interviewee. 

8.3 Future research 

For further research we suggest the development of theory regarding offline 

communication with brand communities for esport organizations as this was found to be 

an issue among the interviewed esport organizations in our research. Furthermore, 

research into creating a sense of more personal communication from esport 

organizations to its virtual brand communities should be considered as it was discovered 

that no previous research could be found on this topic while interviewed esport 

organizations in our research expressed concern regarding this. 

Also, investigating the flow of communication within brand communities connected to 

esport organizations from the consumer’s perspective could provide evidence whether 

esport organizations are successful in their way of interacting with their brand 

communities. 

One observation made during the thesis was how none of the organizations made any 

mentions of monetary profits. Whether this is due to the nature of the interview 
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questions or not is unclear, but it is still something to consider in this research. Had the 

interview questions mentioned monetary profits then there would likely have been 

answers that relate to that topic. The research done throughout the thesis seem to 

indicate that esport organizations are not particularly focused on monetary profits. 

However, whether this was the case or not was not researched further in the thesis as it 

was not the primary purpose and it could instead serve as a basis for future research. 
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10.  Appendix 

10.1 Appendix 1 – Interview questions 

Introduction - 

• What is the history of your organization? 

• Describe the governance/organizational structure of your organization 

• In which games do you have teams and how many players currently represent 

your organization? 

• What is the goal of your organization? Regarding your teams, your marketing, 

and your organization as a whole. 

 

Specific questions - 

Organization - brand community communication 

• How do you reach your audiences? 

• Do you interact with your fanbase (online)? 

• Which online channels do you use to reach your audience? 

Follow-up: Do you prioritize any channels, if so, why?  

Do you have different strategies for your different online channels? 

• What type of interactions do you have with brand communities?  

• How do you interact with your brand communities? 

• How do you track your reach to the desired online audiences? 

• Do you follow a set of rules or practices when interacting with your audience? 

• What are the advantages of interacting with an online brand community for your 

organization? 

• What are the disadvantages of interacting with an online brand community for 

your organization? 

 

The brand community 

• Why should people join your brand community, or why do you think they join 

your brand community? 

• What methods have been used to engage the members of your brand community 

and what positive outcome have they had to your organisation?  

Follow-up: Do you consider to engage interactions between members? 
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• Describe your methods of strengthening the sense of community in your brand 

community. 

• What do you think is your biggest benefit(s) from these interactions? 

• What do you think is the biggest difference between how you interact with your 

brand community versus how your competitors do 

 

10.2 Appendix 2 – Customer-Centric Model of Brand Community 

 

Source: McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig (2002) 


