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Abstract

Within the Geek subculture, the relationship of brand/fan community members to the
focal brand becomes interwoven into the individual’s identity. This relationship is often
examined through the lens of Social Capital Theory and Brand Engagement. Existing lit-
erature, however, has been solely focused on the development of the relationship between
community and brand while ignoring how the community develops as a “brand-centric”
entrepreneurial ecosystem. This study examines how entrepreneurial and marketing eco-
systems form in such communities by focusing on one niche fan community, the Twitch
stream Critical Role. Intercommunity engagement was studied through a netnographic
survey of the fan community via the official Reddit page along with interviews which were
conducted with fan community members and Etsy shop store owners. Community mem-
bers (n=322) were surveyed based on the themes developed from the qualitative studies
and data were analyzed using relational statistical models. The support of micro and
small businesses and artists discovered from within the fan community were shown to
significantly (p< 0.00001) contribute to brand and community connectivity, engagement,
social capital and brand loyalty.

Keywords: Social Capital, Brand, Cultural Marketing, Fan Community, Brand Community, Critical
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INTRODUCTION

Brand communities and engagement have long been the subject of research with the
more mainstream literature focusing on SD Logic and service ecosystems to provide con-
text for how communities engage with the focal brand (Alexander, et al., 2017; Brodie,
et al., 2019; Li, et al., 2017; Hollebeek, et al., 2019; Morgan-Thomas, et al., 2020; Chan-
dler & Lusch, 2015). Traditional literature outlines a method for engagement within the
brand community which inspires loyalty to the focal brand (Kozinets, et al., 2010; Adjei,
et al., 2010; Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Wang, et al., 2021). This is the point at which the brand
community transitions to a fan community as the members of the community develop a
devotion to the brand in question.

As modern life becomes more focused on the individual, it is becoming more difficult for
the traditional methods in which individuals fulfill their needs for belonging (Putnam,
2000; Woo, 2012; McCain, et al., 2015; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Individuals have
turned to digital spaces as a means to fill this void (Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Pongpaew, et
al., 2017; Harmeling, et al., 2017; Li, et al., 2017). The internet provides an opportunity
for individuals to meet, regardless of geographical boundary, and connect in ways that
were traditionally face-to-face (Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Hollebeek, et al., 2019; Williams,
2006b). Williams (2006b, p. 195) stated, “For individuals who do not participate in face-
to-face scenes, however, the internet is more than a medium; it is a social space through
which personal and social identities are constructed, given meaning, and shared through
the ritual of computer-mediated interaction”. Boundaryless engagement such as this al-
lows for the development of community, which then satisfies the need for belongingness
and the desire for engagement, particularly when focused on a brand (McCain, et al.,
2015; Leary, et al., 1995), which is fundamental in the development of geek subculture.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Service ecosystems provide the context for mainstream literature in brand communities
and engagement. Though brand communities have been the subject of research for more
than 20 years, there is little known about the ecosystems which develop within brand-
turned-fan communities. This research will seek to broaden the understandings of how
brand and fan communities support businesses from within the community and how en-
trepreneurs could use this information to guide positioning and interactions by address-
ing the question: How do the brand’s fan communities interact with third-party brands
which are connected, either directly or indirectly, to the community itself?¢ More specifically,
this research will answer the primary question of:

RQ1. Do fans prefer to purchase from small businesses connected to the
community?

To better address this question, it must also be determined how the community is viewed.
Understanding the mindset and value systems of the community members will provide
invaluable insight into how the community interacts with its own members as well as

Page 3



Fan Community Ecosystems | Steven Tadlock

third party entities. It has been shown that economic activity, regardless of organization
and industry, is cultural in nature (Woo, 2012). This makes brand communities within the
geek subculture particularly interesting in that geeks have an inherent adoration of the
focal brand, and as such, the brand becomes part of the individual and community iden-
tity (McCain, et al., 2015; Williams, 2011). A ‘geek’ is often defined as an individual with
an expertise on a particular topic (McCain, et al., 2015; McArthur, 2009). This expertise is
generally obtained through intense devotion to that topic. Sugarbaker (1998, p. 22) states
that “one of the identifying traits of geek culture is the fact that its participants are active
rather than passive”. Thus, membership within the fan community, and the larger geek
subculture, is a choice made by an individual. It can, therefore, be assumed that social
capital plays an important role in how community members interact. This allows for the
following questions to be asked:

RQ2. How is social capital used to influence members’ actions within the
community?

RQ3. How do engagement and social capital influence the purchasing
behavior of community members?

Studies have shown fan communities often inspire creative outlets to meet the needs of
the larger community (Denison, 2011a; Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 2009). These creative out-
lets often come in various forms of artistic and entrepreneurial expression, as there is a
significant relationship between geek engagement and creativity (McCain, et al., 2015)
as demonstrated in the need for creative novelty and stimulation (Martindale, 1999; Den-
1son, 2011b). However, to this author’s knowledge, there are very few studies which ex-
amine how brand and fan communities develop environments which support micro and
small businesses that are related to the brand.

CONTEXT — CRITICAL ROLE

So, what happens when the focus of the community is not directed solely at the focal
brand? This research examines how entrepreneurial and marketing ecosystems form in
brand/fan communities through the exchange of social capital and how brands could use
this information to guide positioning and interactions. This research will also develop
a case study around one fan community from the geek subculture, that of the Twitch
stream Critical Role, live-play stream of the tabletop role-playing game (T'TRPG) Dun-
geons & Dragons.

As geek/nerd subculture becomes more mainstream (Bergmeier, 2019; Cohen, 2014; Mc-
Cain, et al., 2015), there has been a rise in brands using imagery and iconography from
the geek/nerd space to gain the approval of that brand community (Mello, 2006). The
Critical Role fan community, called “Critters”, is of particular interest as it has defended
the brand identity in such a way as to promote the brand and those within it while main-
taining the authenticity of the original brand position. This has propelled the stream and
brand to a prominent position within the TTRPG element of the geek subculture. As such,
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the community is an active participant with the brand through a vicarious, parasocial
relationship between the viewer and the cast (Marsh, 2006). As the fans share in the ex-
perience of the game, they are forming a community which also supports the members in
collaborative and co-creative ways (Mello, 2006; Marsh, 2006; Williams, 2011). This helps
to create a path for sustainable economic growth for the community-based businesses
which are born from such an ecosystem.

This study will focus on that active participation within the brand community through
the lens of the geek subculture. The use of Critical Role is of particular interest as the
brand itself has evolved from a niche TTRPG streamed on Twitch into a multimillion-dol-
lar enterprise which now includes of a merchandiser, publishing house, animated series,
and a charitable non-profit organization operating in the United States. The community
itself has now expanded into a more mainstream audience, thus providing a unique, lon-
gitudinal perspective.

LITERATURE BACKGROUND

More modern and mainstream studies on brand communities and engagement draw on ser-
vice dominant logic (Alexander, et al., 2017; Brodie, et al., 2019; Li, et al., 2017; Hollebeek,
et al., 2019; Morgan-Thomas, et al., 2020; Chandler & Lusch, 2015) as the combination of
these two strata for the basis for service ecosystems (Alexander, et al., 2017; Lusch & Vargo,
2014; Vargo & Lusch, 2016). Lusch and Vargo (2014, p. 161) define a service ecosystem as a
“relatively self-contained, self-adjusting system of resource-integrating actors connected by
shared institutional arrangements and mutual value creation through service exchange.”
This definition provides an apt descriptor for the target community. To better understand
how these business environments take shape, one must examine how brand communities,
and by extension fan communities, develop and evolve.

COMMUNITIES

A brand community is defined as a group of consumers who share enthusiasm toward a
particular brand (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006; Muiiz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001). The obsessive
nature of geeks provide an opportunity for brand communities to develop into fan commu-
nities (McCain, et al., 2015; Sugarbaker, 1998; Williams, 2011) as community members
integrate the focal brand into their personal identities (Williams, 2006¢). Online brand
communities represent the full relational network between customers, firms, brands and
customer peers (Molano-Acevedo, et al., 2022; Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001). It is incum-
bent on firms to form close ties with their customers to develop brand communities which
can proselytize other customers outside of the network for the sake of the brands which
are represented (Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Harmeling, et al., 2017). Brand value then
becomes dependent on the community as the brand must work to co-create value with the
community (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Wang, et al., 2021; Haverila, et al., 2022; Algesheimer,
et al., 2005). Therefore, value co-creation experiences occur across the entire brand net-
work via the online brand community (Vargo & Lusch, 2011; Wang, et al., 2021). Brands

Page 5



Fan Community Ecosystems | Steven Tadlock

can then exploit the obligation to co-create narratives with customers to strengthen ties
within the network (Kozinets, et al., 2010; Adjei, et al., 2010). Geek subculture commu-
nities are at the heart of co-creative experiences and provide a viable tool for comparison
between for socio-cultural phenomenon (Williams, 2011).

Advances in communication technologies are fundamentally changing how people in-
teract with their social networks, expanding the boundaries of communication and al-
lowing for persistent and pervasive interactions among network members (Hampton, et
al., 2011; Hampton, 2017). The growth of social media has expanded the horizons where
these communities can interact, allowing for cross-cultural and non-geographic specific
communities to form (Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Algesheimer, et al., 2005; Goh, et al.,
2013; Pagan, et al., 2021; Mastromartino, et al., 2019; Haverila, et al., 2022; Molano-Ace-
vedo, et al., 2022; Hollebeek, et al., 2019). Social media has been shown to have a direct,
positive effect on the network relationships of customers to products, brands and firms
(Laroche, et al., 2013; Habibi, et al., 2014) and is an environment which is perfectly suit-
ed for the establishment and development of modern brand communities (Habibi, et al.,
2014). Social media also provides firms with a direct and flexible means of communication
with members of the brand community (Molano-Acevedo, et al., 2022; Harmeling, et al.,
2017; La, et al., 2017).

Social media-based interest groups, such as Reddit and Facebook groups and Discord
servers, can provide community networks a means for more collaborative interactions,
sharing knowledge of both experiences and facts (Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Wang, et al.,
2021; Cabeza Ramirez, et al., 2022; Nambisan & Baron, 2007; Koh & Kim, 2004; Casa-
16, et al., 2007; Schau, et al., 2009). The formation of such groups is more likely to occur
in an informal setting, rather than one proposed by the brand itself (Mastromartino, et
al., 2020) and often enhance the feelings of social connectivity, self-worth, social capital
to community members (Kozinets, 2001; Gronroos & Voima, 2013). Engagement within
these communities on user created content has been shown to strengthen network rela-
tionships between customer and brand, increasing trust in the brand (Habibi, et al., 2014;
Moghaddam & Esfidani, 2022).

Such networks allow like-minded individuals to connect with the community at large,
allowing for the development of stronger emotional connections to the brand and the com-
munity (Mastromartino & Zhang, 2020; Hampton, 2017; Adjei, et al., 2010; Kuo & Feng,
2013; Kozinets, 1999). Community networks then begin to socialize by “learning to live in
and understand a culture or subculture by internalizing its values, beliefs, attitudes, and
norms” (Mastromartino, et al., 2017, p. 56). The shared experiences across community
network ties enhances and reinforces the overall enjoyment for all parties (Gronroos &
Voima, 2013; Edlom & Karlsson, 2021; Kuo & Feng, 2013). This allows for a reciprocal ex-
change of information between the firm and the community (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). This

1s reinforced by the sense of community which forms throughout the network (Blanchard,
2008; Koh & Kim, 2004).

Activity and involvement within the network has been shown to increase as affection to-
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wards a brand increases (Edlom & Karlsson, 2021). This leads the network to contribute
knowledge and integrate information and skills within the community (Vargo & Lusch,
2016). Brand community members see the brand as an extension of themselves (Moran-
din, et al., 2013; Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Mills, et al., 2022; Tajfel & Turner, 2004),
often including an identification with the brand which leads to emotional attachment to
and deeper involvement with the community (Raies, et al., 2015; Alden, et al., 2016). The
resulting network provides the affirmational ties which meet basic human and/or societal
needs for friendship and connection to the individuals involved (Mastromartino, et al.,
2017; Zhang, et al., 1995; Cabeza Ramirez, et al., 2022).

Mills, et al. (2022) discovered that one’s brand community identity positively relates to
and mediates the effect of brand identity to public and private brand loyalty. That is to
say, the stronger the connection one has with a brand community, the more loyal one
is to be to the brand. Members within the community have an understanding which is
shared amongst themselves and serves to differentiate themselves from other brands and
users which increase feelings of belonging and the sense of belonging to an exclusive club
(Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Wann & James, 2019). This encourages members to work
together to create a strong brand (Gummesson & Mele, 2010) as they feel a moral respon-
sibility to the longevity of the brand (Mills, et al., 2022; Raies, et al., 2015).

This level of connection to the community acts as a means to establish a hierarchy with-
in the community itself, as those who are more evangelical towards the brand establish
more authority within the community (Mills, et al., 2022). Additionally, members of the
brand community will look to more senior members as brand experts and place more val-
ue on the opinions of these “super users” (Adjei, et al., 2010), who are willing to disclose
their knowledge to fellow community members (Haverila, et al., 2022).

The relationships that form the community network have been shown to significantly
influence the benefits of the community as a whole, along with having a positive influence
on brand loyalty (Huang, et al., 2022). Interactivity and inclusiveness within the commu-
nity has been shown to have a positive effect on the sense of membership and social in-
fluence felt by the individual members of a community, which then increases community
satisfaction (Huang, et al., 2022; Bagozzi, et al., 2012; Hilvert-Bruce, et al., 2018; Cabe-
za Ramirez, et al., 2022). Social media provides a platform in which brands can design
communities which will increase overall engagement and thus enhancing relationships,
creating positive word-of-mouth network interactions and promote brand loyalty (Lee, et
al., 2014; Huang, et al., 2022; Liu, et al., 2019; Habibi, et al., 2014; Laroche, et al., 2013;
Wang, et al., 2021).

COMMUNITIES AND ENGAGEMENT

Engagement is a popular topic in marketing literature as brands wish to interact with
customers in new and meaningful ways as a means to increase sales (Lin, et al., 2018;
Brodie, et al., 2011; Harmeling, et al., 2017; Kozinets, et al., 2008). Brodie, et al (2011,
p. 258) defines customer engagement as “a psychological state, which occurs by virtue
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of interactive customer experiences with a focal agent/object within specific service rela-
tionships.” Engagement in this context is an extension of value co-creation between the
brand and customer (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a; Gronroos,
2011) which has become increasingly popular in the era of social media technologies as it
allows for brands and consumers to interact in more personal ways (Vargo & Lusch, 2011;
Gummesson & Mele, 2010; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b; Liu, et al., 2019; Wang, et al.,
2021; Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Jacobs & Booth, 2020; Hollebeek, et al., 2017).

Literature has shown service experience to have a positive impact on brand engagement,
which in turn leads to positive influences in online brand community members loyalty
(Wang, et al., 2021; Sprott, et al., 2009; Hollebeek, et al., 2017; Morgan-Thomas, et al.,
2020; Baldus, et al., 2015). Further, consumer involvement in community groups has been
shown to have positive effects on affectionate and active brand engagement and usage in-
tent (Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Brodie, et al., 2011; Hollebeek, et al., 2017). The enhanced
relationships which result from positive brand engagement also aid in the development
of collaborative interactions among brand and fan community members (Wang, et al.,
2021; Harmeling, et al., 2017; Jenkins, 2009). The network of brand and brand commu-
nity provides the context for the co-creation of value that results from such interactions
is determined by the party which is benefiting the most from the interaction (Vargo &
Lusch, 2008).

Existing studies on customer engagement, however, relegate the various technological
platforms to the background while promoting the actors themselves (Brodie, et al., 2019;
Wajid, et al., 2019; Morgan-Thomas, et al., 2020). Technological development is eliminat-
ing geographical and temporal restrictions (Chandler & Lusch, 2015; Li, et al., 2017; Hol-
lebeek, et al., 2019) which have encouraged the 'sharing culture’ of the digital age allows
for brand and fan communities to interact with each other and with the focal brand while
simultaneously engaging with outside actors (L, et al., 2017; Hollebeek, et al., 2017; Bal-
dus, et al., 2015; Brodie, et al., 2013), primarily through social media (Hollebeek, et al.,
2014; Pongpaew, et al., 2017; Harmeling, et al., 2017; Li, et al., 2017). These behaviors
parallel in the various subcultures (Mello, 2006; Marsh, 2006; Williams, 2011).

Individual customers respond most favorably to authentic representations from the brand
(Audrezeta, et al., 2020; Molano-Acevedo, et al., 2022) and then become likely to engage in
word-of-mouth to signal approval or disapproval of a specific brand interaction experience
(Van Doorn, et al., 2010). These community interactions then promote higher levels of
loyalty (Liu, et al., 2019; Cossio-Silva, et al., 2016; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b) and
develop stronger ties to the brand and the brand community (Bagozzi, et al., 2012; Van
Doorn, et al., 2010; Kozinets, et al., 2008). Engagement amongst the community members
in the digital space is also of note.

The development of online communities increases overall engagement as it moves
brand communities away from the traditional face-to-face meetup sessions and allows
for stronger connections between networked individuals, which in turn lead to higher
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levels of creative exchanges (Van Doorn, et al., 2010; Kozinets, et al., 2008). The shared
experiences allow for the community members to maintain a feeling of inclusiveness
and contribute to the inherent value created by all parties involved (Jacobs & Booth,
2020). Kozinets et al. (2008) established classifications of online creative consumer
communities in which customers will engage with themselves and with brands. These
communities display the customers’ “production, conceptualization, or development of
novel, useful ideas, processes, or solutions to problems,” (Kozinets, et al., 2008, p. 341)
which brands can then leverage into marketing and product innovations (Harmeling, et
al., 2017). Engagement marketing which focuses on these brand communities displays
a brands willingness to motivate customer contributions to its overall marketing goals
(Harmeling, et al., 2017), which can lead to an increase in trust and loyalty to the brand
(Van Doorn, et al., 2010). However, a brand could damage itself beyond repair if it is
opaque in its motivations to customer empowerment (Van Doorn, et al., 2010; Harmel-
ing, et al., 2017).

Online communities provide an outlet in which individuals can fulfill their desire for so-
cial interaction and a sense of belonging (Hilvert-Bruce, et al., 2018; Kim & Kim, 2022).
This level of engagement enables community members to have a stronger sense of con-
nectivity, inclusion and being a larger part of overall shared experience (Hilvert-Bruce, et
al., 2018; Sjoblom & Hamari, 2017; Rubin, 2018). This is particularly true in streaming
communities (Kim & Kim, 2022; Hilvert-Bruce, et al., 2018; Sjoblom & Hamari, 2017,
Jacobs & Booth, 2020). Streaming platforms, such as Twitch, which incorporate the com-
municative aspects of social media allow for direct engagement between presenters and
the community (Liu, et al., 2019; Brodie, et al., 2011; Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Hamilton, et
al., 2014; Hilvert-Bruce, et al., 2018; Sjoblom & Hamari, 2017; Lépez, et al., 2017).

SOCIAL CAPITAL

The concept of social capital is defined as networks in which norms define the nature of
the relationships and gauge the interactions between individuals and that those interac-
tions will benefit both the group and the individual (Coleman, 1988; Nahapiet & Ghoshal,
1998; Bourdieu, 2011; Zhou, et al., 2022; Williams, 2006a), with the understanding it is
created, gained and lost in much the same manner as financial capital (Williams, 2006a).
The overall structure of the network is based on an individual’s ability to create and
maintain connections with others, thus quickening the time needed to obtain and share
information (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Li, et al., 2013; Adler & Kwon, 2002; Glaeser, et
al., 2002).

Robert Putnam (2000) developed two dimensions of social capital which he termed bridg-
ing and bonding. Bridging is when connections between social networks are made across
different sociocultural backgrounds. It is a more inclusive-minded networking (Williams,
2006a). Bonding is when individuals who already share a connection — family, friend,
etc. — strengthen that connection by providing emotional or substantive support and by
nature forming a more exclusive network (Williams, 2006a). Bridging and bonding social
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capital, then, become fundamental to the development and maintenance of the social net-
works which comprise brand and fan communities.

As such, the key element for the development and maintenance of social networks, as
well as the creation and retention of social capital is trust (Zhou, et al., 2022; Meek, et al.,
2019a; Preece, 2001; Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Hsiao & Chiou, 2012; Ridings, et al.,
2002; Lu, et al., 2010; Casalo, et al., 2007). The sense of belonging that is developed from
the social trust and social capital gained is imperative to the success of the brand commu-
nity as it reinforces the bonding capital as purposed by Putnam (2000) and strengthens
overall attachment to the brand (Blanchard, 2008; Koh & Kim, 2004; Tonteri, et al., 2011;
Kuo & Feng, 2013; Hsiao & Chiou, 2012; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Meek, et al. (2019b,
p. 234) found that brand community social capital “is a multidimensional construct de-
termined by the level of shared language, shared vision, social trust and reciprocity that
exists within the structure of the community.” The trust which is gained here has been
found to lower the perceived risk as members within the community are trusted despite
being strangers (Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Peters, et al., 2013; Lin, et al., 2018). This
then begins to form a feedback loop in which social capital as gained through trust will
strengthen the weaker ties between members, allowing for the development of strong
community ties (Putnam, 2020; Gronroos & Voima, 2013; Williams, 2006a; Hsiao & Chi-
ou, 2012; Ridings, et al., 2002).

The more an individual within a social network trusts in their fellow members, the more
likely that individual is to contribute to that community (Ridings, et al., 2002; Meek, et al.,
2019a; Alden, et al., 2016). It is in that contribution and information exchange where bridge
relationships can transform into bond relationships (Williams, 2006a) and allow individ-
uals to create opportunities for social interaction apart from the brand (Bagozzi & Dhola-
kia, 2002). Online communities, such as social media groups, fan pages, etc., provide the
platform in which these interactions can take place (Ridings, et al., 2002; Wellman, et al.,
2001; Breidbach, et al., 2014) and ease the sharing of resources, such as knowledge, among
members (Zhang, et al., 2020). The number of users who participate in such activities is
ever increasing (Tonteri, et al., 2011). The development of these network ties will bring new
members into the community through the building of social trust (Preece, 2001; Meek, et
al., 2019a; Chiu, et al., 2006; Zhou, et al., 2022; Zhao, et al., 2012; Meek, et al., 2019b; Nam-
bisan & Baron, 2007; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000; Harmeling, et al., 2017).

The strengthening of these ties is, however, incumbent on the participation of the mem-
bers within the community. The more the community members participate, the higher
the chances of success (Meek, et al., 2019a). The exchange of information in online brand
communities develops social capital among community members in the network (Zhou,
et al., 2022; Li, et al., 2013; Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002). The sense of belonging that is
developed from the social trust and capital gained is imperative to the success of the
brand community as it reinforces the bonding capital as purposed by Putnam (2000) and
strengthens overall attachment to the brand (Blanchard, 2008; Koh & Kim, 2004; Tonteri,
et al.,, 2011; Kuo & Feng, 2013; Blanchard, 2007).
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KNOWLEDGE SHARING AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

The influence of social capital and social trust have been shown to positively influence an
individual’s intention to remain in a community (Hsiao & Chiou, 2012). Within any given
community, an individual’s willingness to engage in knowledge sharing is motivated by
self-efficacy and reciprocity (Hsu, et al., 2007; Hau, et al., 2013; Wiertz & de Ruyter, 2007).
In fan communities, there is support for fellow community members with an emphasis
placed on the need for a shared connection, identification with like individuals and the
sharing of knowledge within the fan culture (Jenkins, 2009; Williams, 2011). Additionally,
individuals within a network are more likely to continue involvement in the network when
knowledge and information are shared freely (Schau, et al., 2009; Hollebeek, et al., 2017).
Therefore, as knowledge is shared, social capital is exchanged (Chiu, et al., 2006; Wasko
& Faraj, 2005). In effect, knowledge’ is the currency used within the social network (Gan-
ley & Lampe, 2009; Wasko & Faraj, 2005). The more social capital an individual has, the
more weight is given to their input (Wiertz & de Ruyter, 2007; Shang, et al., 2006; Jin, et
al., 2015). Thus, knowledge sharing becomes a method in which individuals can invest in
productive social interactions online (Daniel, 2009; Zhao, et al., 2012; Stam & Spigel, 2016).

Online communities provide a convenient platform in which community members may
gain social capital (Ridings, et al., 2002; Wellman, et al., 2001), as they are primarily
used as an information exchange platform (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). Virtual platforms, such
as subreddits and Discord servers, generally have a more formal, strict administrative
procedure which is enforced by moderators. It has been shown that the more formal a
network, the greater the incentive for participation, which leads to a higher exchange of
information and increases the likelihood of the development of deep network connections
and social capital (Ganley & Lampe, 2009; Ruiz & Gandia, 2022). Social capital gained
through online communities persists over time because the interactions are ‘stored’ in a
digital space and remain available for all parties (Hampton, et al., 2011). Additionally,
knowledge shared in these communities has a distinct co-creative element (Zhang, et al.,
2020) as members of the community are a collective (Kozinets, 1999; Shang, et al., 2006;
Jabr, et al., 2014). Direct ties to the community have been shown to increase the willing-
ness to share knowledge within the community (Jin, et al., 2015) and thus increase the
individual’s social capital.

ECOSYSTEMS

Adopting a wider view of the ecosystem provides a context in which brands may view
their respective communities and better understand the engagement practices of the indi-
viduals who comprise those community networks (Alexander, et al., 2017; Lusch & Vargo,
2014). Actor-to-actor engagements are ever evolving within the community and will often
reshape the community over time through integration and the exchange of resources —
e.g., knowledge and information (Taillard, et al., 2016; Lusch & Vargo, 2014; Chandler
& Lusch, 2015). High levels of information sharing can allow the ecosystem as a whole
to interpret and act on market opportunities (Zhang & Watson IV, 2020). Engagement
platforms provide individuals with the means to facilitate an exchange of resources and
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co-create value (Breidbach, et al., 2014). This level of engagement is represented in Ad-
ner’s (2017) “ecosystems-as-structure” as the focus of the exchange is based in comple-
mentary behaviors centered on independent value creation.

Ecosystems centering on business and engagement begin to emerge when the engagement
platforms themselves become central actors in the exchange of resources and knowledge
sharing (Cozzolino, et al., 2021; Van Alstyne, et al., 2016). In the current era of intercon-
nectivity, it is becoming more and more normal for actors, both individuals and orga-
nizations, (Lusch & Vargo, 2014) within the ecosystem to connect with multiple others
simultaneously (Alexander, et al., 2017; Dessart, et al., 2016) resulting in inter-reliant,
integrated networks which become a catalyst for co-creation (Taillard, et al., 2016; Vargo
& Lusch, 2016; Brodie, et al., 2019). The multilateral partners become essential to the
formation of subsequent value propositions within the network (Adner, 2017). This net-
work then forms a consumer engagement ecosystem which is facilitated and stimulated
by various actors, both in the physical and virtual space (Morgan-Thomas, et al., 2020;
Breidbach, et al., 2014; Schau, et al., 2009; Wirtz, et al., 2013).

Platforms in the physical spaces, such as live events, can play a role in the development of
such market ecosystems. Live events, for example, have been shown to provide the infra-
structure needed to facilitate marketplace development while simultaneously promoting
economic and knowledge exchanges between partners and competitors (Ruiz & Gandia,
2022). There is disagreement, however, on the impact of hierarchical management orga-
nization within the community (Jacobides, et al., 2018; Ruiz & Gandia, 2022). One could
argue that in the digital age, a virtual platform could provide similar results in facilitat-
ing the creation of market and entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Networks based in platforms can become incubation hubs for social entrepreneurs and
social enterprise when comprised of like-minded, interdependent individuals with a focus
of community support (Stam, 2014; Pathak & Mukherjee, 2021) and evolve into entrepre-
neurial ecosystems (Stam, 2014). As defined by Stam & Spigel (2016, p. 1), entrepreneur-
1al ecosystems are “a set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way
that they enable productive entrepreneurship within a particular territory.” Sharing the
knowledge of the entrepreneurial process itself is key to the development of the ecosystem
(Stam & Spigel, 2016). In this way, the ecosystem becomes an environment of support
rather than providing a roadmap for individual success (Pathak & Mukherjee, 2021),
with all parties willing to support the community as a whole (Stam & Spigel, 2016) while
exhibiting tolerance and mutual cooperation to the communities socio-cultural environ-
ment (Anggadwita, et al., 2017). Adner’s (2017) “ecosystems-as-affiliation” emphasize the
rise of interdependence and the interconnectivity of the individuals comprising the net-
work, with less focus on value creation.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

As pointed out in the literature review, brand and fan communities have grown past the
original geographical boundaries due to the availability of the internet. This has allowed
communities to thrive, sharing in communal experiences and knowledge. This expansion
has also given rise to the gaining and expending of social capital. The advancement of
social media has also become an influential element of the engagement and exchange pro-
cess, providing the platform in which the community can develop. This paper will seek to
test the levels of importance of that exchange and to what degree community engagement
affects the development of that same community.

The foundation for this research is based upon previous research which established the
criteria for fan community interactions (Mastromartino, et al., 2020; Mastromartino, et
al., 2019), engagement (Haverila, et al., 2022; Ridings, et al., 2002) and the exchange of
social capital (Wellman, et al., 2001; Algesheimer, et al., 2005; Wasko & Faraj, 2005). To
this author’s knowledge, there is little research in how a fan or brand community can
develop as an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Therefore, this research will bridge the gap
between the three aforementioned areas to provide a new context.

Given that the target community exists primarily in an online environment, social me-
dia-based interest groups, such as Reddit groups, can provide for more collaborative in-
teractions, sharing knowledge of both experiences and facts (Mastromartino, et al., 2020;
Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Wang, et al., 2021). A mixed method approach will be used to
gain a better understanding of the community and its developing commercial ecosystem.
Both qualitative and quantitative data is needed to properly establish a baseline for the
expected behaviors and to provide a deeper context in order to perform a proper analysis
and testing of the assumptions.

The qualitative element of this study consists of interviews with community members
and a netnographic survey of the online Critical Role fan community. Both of these tactics
were conducted to develop the themes for which the subsequent quantitative survey will
be based, as well as provide a deeper context for the finding of the quantitative meth-
od. Quantitative methods are useful for interpreting datasets and giving statistical rele-
vance, but do not often provide the insight needed when dealing with subjective matters
such as emotional response or sentimentality. This emotional connection is important as

community members see the brand as an extension of themselves (Morandin, et al., 2013;
Muniz Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Mills, et al., 2022; Tajfel & Turner, 2004).

The online interactions provide a more candid, longitudinal snapshot of community inter-
action (Kozinets, 2010). In particular, the Twitch chat shows community reactions to art
and products in real time, while the subreddit provides a longer view. It should be noted
that the subreddit is not the largest social media-based network, but the nature of Reddit
as a moderated forum for discussion provides a more accurate reading of the community
for the context of this research.
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MODEL BASIS

This research model, See Figure 1,

iS based on previous studies Wthh FIGURE 1: RESEARCH MODEL
examined the feelings of commu-
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. . . Social Capital
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neurs from Withir.l the community. Community Community
The Mastromartino (2019) struc- Connectedness Engagement

(H1) (H3)

tural model for membership in a
fan community is particularly use-
ful in this context to set the crite- small
ria for which the community itself Business
can be formed. According to the Ecosystem

Mastromartino model, the sense

of membership in the community

directly effects the involvement

and participation in online interaction, purchasing behavior and evangelism of the focal
brand (Mastromartino, et al., 2019), and as such, is prudent in this study. The Huang (2022)
model takes this a step further by examining how brand loyalty can be increased through
overall satisfaction as related to community interactions. The perceived interactivity as
described by Huang et al., (2022) can be found through levels of engagement between the
various community members (Brodie, et al., 2013; Hollebeek, et al., 2014). These two mod-
els, combined and shown through the lens of community engagement, can provide a way
to effectively illustrate the community support for micro and small businesses which could
form an entrepreneurial ecosystem from within the community itself.

DATA COLLECTION — QUALITATIVE

The selected community is the fan community of the Twitch stream Critical Role and is
popularly referred to as the “Critter” community, or “Critters”’. As the community primari-
ly meets online, the sample population was selected from the Critical Role subreddit page
and from the Twitch chat, which is available during the live broadcast of the stream. The
decision to use the subreddit and the stream chat was made because the nature of the
forum allowed for moderated, open discussion. At the time of the study the subreddit had
350,000 members. Two posts were made by the author on the subreddit to find individ-
uals who would be willing to participate in the study. The author also submitted a ques-
tionnaire to the subreddit, with the permission of the moderators and once during a live
broadcast of the stream. Etsy was chosen as the selling platform to identify appropriate
small businesses within the community. The typical Etsy user is in the 18-35 age group
(Peters, 2020), which is also the largest age group of the Critical Role fan community. The
nature of the platform is to provide inexperienced or less technically inclined shop owners
a digital platform for small, cottage industry-styled businesses to reach customer bases
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(Etsy, 2023). It should be noted that in the initial posts regarding the interviews, there
was no mention of other social media platforms.

INTERVIEWS

A total of thirteen (13) Interviews were conducted. Two with prominent members of the
Critter community who would be considered social media influencers within the commu-
nity and five typical community members were selected based on their engagement activ-
ities in the Critical Role subreddit. Additionally, six Etsy shop owners were interviewed.
These shops were chosen based on organic searches of Critical Role-related hashtags,
post flair and keywords on social media platforms, primarily Twitter, Reddit and Etsy.
The shops selected averaged approximately 2000 sales with offered items related either
directly to Critical Role or predominately the fantasy genre. All the shop owners reported
as being members of the fan community.

Influencers within the Community

Two prominent members of the community were interviewed. The first was the owner
of the Twitter and Instagram account CritRole Closet (@CritRoleCloset). This account
chronicles and archives specific clothing that is worn by the cast members on the stream
and in social media posts. This account is of particular interest as it directs followers to
specific shops which are often smaller businesses and as such is pertinent to this specific
area of research. The second prominent community member is a graphic designer who
has worked directly with the stream and was able to gain freelance work from his con-
nection with Critical Role and works under the Twitter handle @ArseQueef. Both of these
individuals have been community members for approximately the entirety of the brand’s
existence and were chosen because of their unique perspective from within the commu-
nity.

Community Members: “Critters”

Those interviewed ranged from university students to married adults with teenage chil-
dren. The majority of interviewees were female, though it is unclear as to whether this
will have an effect on the results. It is likely that Etsy has a proportionally higher clien-
tele who identify as female (Peters, 2020), and as such could bias results. It is worth not-
ing, however, that gender identity within geek/nerd fan communities is often not a factor
in how an individual chooses to interact with the community (Dunn & Herrmann, 2022).
For example, those fans who engage at the very high levels within the community, such
as through the cosplay medium, which is the act of dressing as a character from a specific
fandom, will cross gender lines and dress as characters whose gender identity is different
from their own (Nichols, 2019).

The interviews conducted have shown a common theme of inclusivity, connectedness and
creativity when talking about the community as a whole. All reported having positive
interactions with the community, though it was mentioned there are elements of toxicity
within the community. This is to be expected within fan communities within geek/nerd
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culture (Salter & Blodgett, 2017).

NETNOGRAPHY

With the existence of online communities, it is now easier for like-minded individuals
who are no longer bound by geographic circumstances and can freely share in communal
experiences (Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Hollebeek, et al., 2019; Williams, 2006b). Netnogra-
phy collects and examines freely shared data online (Kozinets, 2010) and provides a “sys-
tematic, step-by-step approach to addressing the ethical, procedural and methodological
1ssues specific to online research” (Costello, et al., 2017, p. 2). This method provides an un-
obtrusive, nuanced way to develop a thematic framework based on multiple discussions
from within the focal fan community (Kozinets, 2010). The survey was conducted in order
to better contextualize the themes which developed from the interviews and to provide a
deeper context of those themes.

The online community also provides a method in which community members can gain, ex-
pend and exchange social capital and knowledge (Ridings, et al., 2002; Wellman, et al., 2001;
Wasko & Faraj, 2005). Literature has also shown how social capital and social trust positive-
ly influence’s the intention of an individual to remain in a community (Hsiao & Chiou, 2012).
That persistent social capital then provides for the development of an ecosystem which can
mediate the behaviors of the community overtime. The choice of Reddit is due to the meritoc-
racy basis of the forum itself and the community moderation. The community is regulated,
as with all Reddit communities, with a clear set of rules. These rules (r/criticalrole, 2015) are
the reflection of the Critical Role ethos with the first two rules focusing on behavior:

1. Civility Policy. Treat each other with respect and kindness always
2. Racism, misogyny, misandry, homophobia or any other hatred will not be tolerated.

These two guidelines set the tone for all discussions on the forum. The community 1is
supportive of its members to the extreme. The core fan-base is unwavering in its support
of the brand and of those connected to it. There 1s a willingness to be self-critical as well
among the community members, accepting criticism openly. However, there are observa-
tions from within the community of gatekeeping behaviors and a toxicity from smaller
segments of the community.

The Critical Role subreddit provides “flair” to individuals who are the most active and also
requires posters to use flair tags on individual posts — Fan Art, Fluff, Discussion, News
and Question (r/criticalrole, 2015). This allows for an easy filtering of the posts related to
topic. The flair used for the individual members takes the form of specialized badges and/
or tags that appear next to the username and provides an unofficial hierarchy. Engaging
in this way gives the community with a means to facilitate an exchange of knowledge and
co-create value for the brand (Breidbach, et al., 2014).

The Reddit posts surveyed required high levels of interaction, showing at least 500 up-
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votes and averaging 70 or more comments and focused on fan created material, such as
art, clothing, and cosplay. Some posts with fewer upvotes were also included as a post
viewed as negative would have more downvotes. These posts were included to provide a
broader context and required at least 100 comments.

DATA COLLECTION — QUANTITATIVE

A questionnaire was developed based on certain themes which were developed from the
qualitative data collection and analysis. This questionnaire was administered to the fan
community on Reddit and Twitch, the latter occurring during one live broadcast of the
stream. The survey did not gather demographical information such as gender identity,
country of residence/origin, income or education level was not considered to be a factor
in how a community member would engage with others within the community. Age was
considered to be the primary factor when determining how community members would
engage online and to what extent that engagement would resemble. It is also assumed
that disposable income is positively correlated to the age of the respondent, i.e., the older
the respondent, the higher the percentage of disposable income.

Hypotheses were formed based on existing literature (Denison, 2011b; Martindale, 1999;
Mastromartino, et al., 2020; McCain, et al., 2015), and the themes developed from the qual-
itative data collected. Each hypothesis is based on the relative research question. The first
hypothesis was developed by analyzing the themes which developed from the interviews
and netnographic survey of the community. The Reddit community showed high levels of
engagement in posts which focused on fan created art ranging from illustrations to cosplay.

This follows Mastromartino (2020) as the formation of this community is an informal set-
ting and serves as a way to enhance the social connectivity and social capital of communi-
ty members (Kozinets, 2001; Gronroos & Voima, 2013). As those networks grow, the feel-
ing of connection to both the community and to the focal brand are strengthened (Mills,
et al., 2022), which can lead to increased emotional attachments and deeper involvement
with the community (Raies, et al., 2015; Alden, et al., 2016). Thus, transitioning into a
bonded social capital structure which fulfills basic human societal needs for friendship
(Mastromartino, et al., 2017; Zhang, et al., 1995; Cabeza Ramirez, et al., 2022). As with
any friendly relationship, fan communities are supportive of the creative endeavors of
their peers from within the community (Denison, 2011a; Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 2009) and
as such the engagement within these communities has been shown to strengthen net-
work relationships between customer and brand, (Habibi, et al., 2014; Moghaddam &
Esfidani, 2022). One could purpose that this level of engagement could extend into oth-
er spaces within the community, outside of the initial engagement platform and further
strengthen the ties an individual feels with that community. In order to address RQ1, it
is therefore hypothesized:

H1. The higher the feeling of community connectedness, the higher the individual’s
desire to primarily purchase from small and local businesses.
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Community members often see the brand as an extension of their own identity, with an
emotional attachment to the community and the brand (Morandin, et al., 2013; Muniz
Jr. & O’Guinn, 2001; Mills, et al., 2022; Tajfel & Turner, 2004; Williams, 2006c). With the
concept of social capital, it is possible for community members to gain, share and spend
influence within the community (Putnam, 2000; Zhou, et al., 2022; Meek, et al., 2019a;
Hampton & Wellman, 2003). As social capital increases within the community, so too does
the connection to that community (Putnam, 2000; Williams, 2006a). The qualitative data
collected has shown the community itself has become reflective of the value system of the
focal brand. That is, there is a high value placed on the support of artists and artisans
whenever possible. Therefore, artists are considered to be community contributors with
high levels of social capital. Following Denison (2011a) and Mills et al., (2022), not only
does the creation of art provide a means to deepen the connection to the community, it
1s also an outward expression of loyalty to the brand and increases seniority within the
group in terms of social capital and creates a pseudo-hierarchical structure. One could
then assume that the artists could leverage this social capital in advantageous ways,
much in the same manner as the brand has done.

One way in which to measure how community artists can leverage social capital is to gauge
how they themselves interact within the community and how the community responds
within those interactions. The netnographic survey provided a framework for how those
interactions take place but failed to show any actionable data on the subject. The question-
naire provides a more quantitative look into how the expenditure of social capital, e.g., via
social media posting, can result in entrepreneurial opportunities for artists. Therefore, the
expenditure of social capital by high-ranking members in the community should in turn
influence the actions taken by community members, i.e., expended social capital is believed
to correlate to the community’s desire to support individual artists and businesses. The
qualitative data revealed that many of the artists are themselves micro-businesses, often-
times working on a freelance basis or operating an online shop as a means for primary or
supplementary income. Therefore, to address RQ2 it is hypothesized:

H2. The higher the expenditure of social capital within the community, i.e., support of
artists, the higher the community's desire to support small businesses from within
the community.

Engagement was also deemed to be important, in that it is in the exchange of social cap-
ital within the group that has an effect on the behaviors of the community members. Lit-
erature has shown community engagement has a positive effect on usage intent (Brodie,
et al., 2011; Hollebeek, et al., 2014; Hollebeek, et al., 2017). The places in which that en-
gagement occurs can also have an effect on the perspectives of the community members.
While communities are born in an online environment, those same communities are still
able to develop strong network ties and provide an environment for increased creative ex-
change (Van Doorn, et al., 2010; Kozinets, et al., 2008). The nature of the community may
also influence how resources, such as knowledge, are exchanged. For example, in a more
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closed community it would be expected for there to be a more like-minded narrative with-
in that space. An open, moderated community would allow for an open discourse which
could be more constructive and open to varied points of view. Literature has also shown
network platforms to act as incubation hubs for communal networks (Stam, 2014; Pathak
& Mukherjee, 2021). Partners within the network are then essential in the development
of the engagement ecosystem (Adner, 2017) which manifests in both virtual and physical
spaces (Morgan-Thomas, et al., 2020; Breidbach, et al., 2014; Schau, et al., 2009; Wirtz,
et al., 2013).

Additionally, fan communities serve as the inspiration for creative outlets to meet the
needs of the larger community (Denison, 2011a; Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 2009), often in var-
1ous forms of artistic and entrepreneurial expression (McCain, et al., 2015) as there is a
need for creative novelty and stimulation (Martindale, 1999; Denison, 2011b). This active
participation in the brand identity allows for the development of a collaborative, co-cre-
ative entrepreneurial ecosystem (Mello, 2006; Marsh, 2006; Williams, 2011). By incorpo-
rating the underlying theory of H, and H,, one could assume that the ecosystem which
develops from the active support of small businesses could be measured not only by in-
tent, but also through engagement. To better address RQ3, it is therefore hypothesized:

H3. The higher the level of community engagement, the higher the intent to support
small businesses from within the community.

The location of the engagement, e.g., social media platform, will also be considered as a
potential factor, but there are no assumptions as to whether the location will have any
correlated effect on purchasing intent. Different platforms cater to different segments of
the population and it is therefore assumed that certain networks will have a proclivity
towards more artistic endeavors.

METHODS

The scales used for community membership and social capital were adapted from Mas-
tromartino, et al. (2020). Survey respondents (n=322) were asked a variety of questions
to determine their overall engagement with the community as well as their likelihood
of engagement with third-party brands. Respondents were also asked to measure their
connection to the brand through purchases made when the products are connected to the
brand, outside of official merchandise. These products could be items used or promoted
by the stream and/or cast members. Similarly, they were asked to do the same for items
promoted from within the community. See Table 1 for survey demographic breakdown.

The netnography dataset covered 45 Reddit posts consisting of approximately 8,463 com-
ment threads and approximately 100 hours, approximately 28 episodes, of observation
of the Twitch chat during live and rebroadcast streams. The high level of engagement on
the subreddit allows for the development of a cultural baseline for the entire community
(Kozinets, 2010; Costello, et al., 2017)
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Table 1: Survey Respondent Demographic

When did you begin following

Age % Critical Role? %

Under 18 2.19% Campaign 1 (Vox Machina) 45.45%
18-24 years old 19.44% Campaign 2 (Mighty Nein) 38.24%
25-34 years old 45.14% Campaign 3 (Bell's Hells) 9.72%

Animated Series (Legend of Vox

- 0,
35-44 years old 24.76% Machina) 4.70%

45-54 years old 6.58% Exandria Unlimited Miniseries 1.88%

55-64 years old 1.25% Total 100%
65+ years old 0.63%
Total 100%

Do you play Tabletop
RPGs?

Yes, | currently play 74.92%
No, but | have played in

%

[v)
the past 14.42%
No, but | would like to 9.72%
play
No, | do not play 0.94%
Total 100%

Respondents were asked to rank preference and likelihood of purchases based on sales
outlets and brand familiarity. For brand familiarity, products were referenced in generic
terms, with reference to products used by cast members of the stream, i.e., a specific set
of dice. Respondents were also asked if owning a particular, either similar or the same,
item would increase their connection to the brand and/or community. Additionally, re-
spondents were asked to rank their social media engagement and preferred social media
networks regarding community involvement and how they might use social media as
part of their purchasing behavior, such as using community members as a referencing or
research tool, posting before and/or after making a purchase of a specific item, etc. These
rankings were ranked on the Likert scale of 1 (very likely, strongly agree) to 5 (very un-
likely, strongly disagree).

The results were then compared with where and how often engagement occurred along
with preferences toward small businesses and artist support. These variables were then
tested using relative statistical models to determine the strength of correlation and statisti-
cal significance, if any. Statistical calculations were performed within the Qualtrics software
using a confidence level of 95%. See Appendix 1 for survey and netnographic basis criteria.
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RESULTS

QUALITATIVE THEMES
Theme 1: “We Love You Very Much”

The phrase, “We love you very much” is the second line to the broadcast sign off of
every episode of Critical Role. This theme has developed as part of the creed of the fan
community and stands as powerful evidence that the community, by and large, em-
bodies a positive vibe. This observation was also independently verified by nearly all
the parties interviewed. There is a fundamental and genuine caring for others within
the community which extends to those outside of the community. This theme has also
manifested itself within the focal brand in the form of a 501(c)3 charitable, non-profit
organization titled The Critical Role Foundation, which is owned and operated by
Critical Role. It was also mentioned during one of the interviews that the Critter
community is “one of the most welcoming and giving” (York, 2023) communities. York
(2023) continued stating how their local Critter fan community actively participates
in events for local charities, emulating the behavior of the Critical Role cast and of
the foundation.

It is also interesting to note, however, that contrastingly many community members
have experienced and/or witnessed various levels of toxicity within the community.
This is in direct contrast to the general themes of inclusivity, support and caring
which were also observed. It was also noted, however, that this sort of behavior be-
comes common in many aspects of geek fandom, especially in online communities as
the internet provides a sense of anonymity (Plante, et al., 2020; Lynch, 2022). While
the apparent gatekeeping and toxic behaviors are of note, it is believed that these
Instances are more outliers within the community at large (Plante, et al., 2020). The
moderated communities observed do engage in a form of constructive gatekeeping by
instituting a policy to remove hateful or toxic posts to maintain a collaborative envi-
ronment (Coddington & Holton, 2014). The intent is not to prevent criticism, but to
keep discussions on topic and to prevent a “trolling culture” that can become problem-
atic in unmoderated online platforms.

This reinforces the author’s belief that the collective community’s morality is reflective of
the brand itself, which is the aggregate representation of the morality of the individuals
which created the brand. This also corresponds to Morandin, et al. (2013) as the commu-
nity has incorporated this belief system into their own identities. This was often paired
with an appreciation for the accepting and supportive attributes of the community which
were derived from the cast of Critical Role. It appears that regardless of position, either
from within the community or a third-party actor interacting with the community, that
the overall perception of the community is positive, often being described as support-
ive and kind. This was reflected in one interviewee’s comments (EtsyShop3, 2023), who
wished to remain anonymous:
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Ithink the cast of Critical Role sets such a great example of how to be friends,
that it trickles down to their fans. They, in turn, show the same level of love
and excitement to everyone else in that community, because CR has set such
a good example.

The Critter community was further described by the interviewee as “incredibly welcom-
ing, diverse, creative and supportive” and is a group which embraces the differences of
others while being “enthusiastically alternative”. When asked about Critter interactions,
the owners stated that community members are “very excited” and follow the example set
by the cast in supporting the local shops/artists stating (EtsyShop3, 2023):

Critters seem to appreciate the little details that make products specific to
Critical Role. I think that, because they know that we share a common inter-
est, they are willing to spend more on a handmade item from a small business

than a mass-produced alternative.

In discussing the community and its interactions, one user (Innuendoughnut, 2022) stated
the community is “Where fans feel a sense of belonging and community through being present
in shared, communal storytelling even simply as listeners”, stating further that the focus was
never on the brand of Critical Role but rather the community as a whole. This is also evident
in the number of fan art posts within the subreddit. w/Innuendoughnut (2022) went on to
state:

Critical Role also has what I think every brand wishes for. That paraso-
cial relationship where you as a consumer feel appreciated and loved by the
brand, which I think theyve done well to maintain and is honestly come by.
Every ending with “We love you very much. Don't forget to love each other.
Is it Thursday yet?”, and I believe that appreciation is honest and genuine,
because we saw CR grow from the days of crappy soundstages and cameras
to the behemoth it is today. And I want it to be true because I want to believe
there is good in the world for its own sake and not everyone is seeking success
just for the money.

This has captured the overall essence of the fan community relatively well, based on the
other community interactions. As a rule, interactions within the various forums of the fan
community are regulated and moderated with an explicit prohibition on advertisements
and solicitation. This makes the posts regarding fan art more authentic. In the event that
the poster i1s the proprietor of a small business, there may be a comment to that effect.
Though, there is never a link directly to a shop. There are numerous instances in the
community social media spaces of community members showing support to each other
through various endeavors, ranging from academic to professional to artistic.
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Theme 2: “This is why we tell stories”

The supportive and inclusive elements of the brand and community are most represented
in how the brand approaches social representation. The importance of representation was
another theme which developed from the data collection. It was noted that the community
provides a “safe and inclusive space... despite how awful the internet/world can be, by
being keen to the progressive movements of compassion and empathy like being LGBTQ+
and BIPOC friendly in diverse guest appearances, and player characterizations” (Innu-
endoughnut, 2022). In a separate post, u/Vlerremuis (du Toit, 2023), in a post title FCG:
Neurodivergent Appreciation, stated their appreciation for how one of the characters is
portrayed stating,

So many of the things he says and does relates to my experience. For exam-
ple, the straightforward way he wonders if he has a soul, and just accepts
that he’s different from the people around him...Alexithymia (difficulties with
identifying emotions) is very common for autistic people and it’s something 1
struggle with myself. And seeing him attempting to stave off emotional melt
down is so familiar as well although thankfully I dont turn into an actual
killer robot.

The comments which followed the post demonstrated an appreciation for their insight and
perspective. Other commentors also stated how they related to the experience when charac-
ters are portrayed with “different from the norm” characteristics. To that effect, the commu-
nity is appreciative of seeing itself represented both on the stream and in adjacent spaces.

Additionally, artist representation is highly valued. The theme of “supporting the art-
ist” became apparent through the interviews and the netnographic data collection. Such
a theme would suggest that there is a strong preference towards smaller shops, both
local and online, in purchase behavior. Authenticity is held in the highest regard and
attempts made by corporations to influence this authenticity is met with harsh reaction.
One such example is that of an American fast-food chain attempting to capitalize on the
TTRPG market and enlisted the help of Critical Role, via sponsorship, to livestream a
play through of the new game (Zambrano, 2019). The community responded with a vocal
denouncement of the activity of the company in question and pointed out the company
ethos are contrary to that of Critical Role, which resulted in Critical Role donating all re-
lated profits to a charity which advocates for the rights farm workers (Zambrano, 2019).
The recordings of the game itself have been purged from all official outlets.

QUALITATIVE RESULTS

This research examines the likelihood of a community to engage with micro and small busi-
nesses. The qualitative elements of the study were developed through a deductive approach
by using both existing theory and the author’s prior knowledge of the community. The re-
sulting themes from the interviews and netnography provided the line of questioning for
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the questionnaire (n=322). There were high levels of engagement between the different
stakeholders of the fan community observed through the qualitative data collection.

From the brand owner side, engagement from individual cast members was observed to
have decreased over time as the brand became more popular and engaged in broader busi-
ness activities —1.e., the announcement of the Amazon Prime animated series. Engagement
from the business accounts with the community took a more prominent position. The early
engagement was compared to friendship by some of those interviewed, with one stating the
feelings of joy and pride felt during the success of the Kickstarter campaign for the animat-
ed series, which raised $11.3 million, approximately 1506% above the target (Kickstarter,
2019).

The questionnaire provided respondents with an opportunity to express thoughts regard-
ing the community. One survey respondent commented on this effect on the community:

In general, Ithink the community is very caring, inclusive, generous, and open-mind-
ed. However, Ithink the louder parts of the community can sometimes form unhealthy
parasocial relationships to the cast. I think this is in part due to how accessible the
cast was in the past, and how small the community was in the beginning. Parts of
the CR community also seem to make CR into a core pillar of their personality. This
can cause drama and infighting when groups form different opinions or outlooks on
an aspect of the show or characters that dont align with other groups. It can feel like
an attack on them personally. I don’t think this is unique to CR— it happens in lots
of fandoms and is the main reason I usually just lurk in fandom spaces.

In general, the responses were similar to those found in the qualitative data collection,
however there were some variances of opinions. Another survey respondent stated the
community is:

“[...] amazing creators (artists, writers, etc) which is how I primarily interact
with them. The community is generally quite nice and positive, but prone to
creating conflict and complaints (sometimes valid, sometimes very much not)
so I don't interact in a way that requires a discourse with other critters.”

One interviewee (Interview3, 2022) has a strong preference towards websites/shops which
are operated by the artist themselves, rather than through third-party sellers such as
Etsy and Amazon. Another (Interview4, 2022) has an equally strong preference towards
Etsy. When asked, both individuals stated a strong desire to support the artist directly,
with the first mentioning how, despite evidence to the contrary, Etsy has an image of
being more connected to the artist than a corporate site such as Amazon, though this in-
dividual did not offer any evidence to support the claim.

Two interviewees (Critterl, 2022; Interview4, 2022) mentioned the “Critter hug of death”
— a phrase coined during the first streaming series describing how when an item or shop
was shown on the stream, the community would rush to purchase it causing the unsus-
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pecting shop/website to crash or become overwhelmed with orders. However, this enthu-
siasm appears to have dwindled as the stream has grown in popularity. This could be
explained by an increase in availability in related merchandise as well as the termination
of the “Critmas” episodes on the stream. The “Critmas” episodes were ended as a result of
overwhelming submissions. Critters were encouraged by the cast to donate and/or volun-
teer at local charitable organizations rather than to send gifts.

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

The questionnaire returned 322 responses from within the community and provided an
opportunity to gather specific insight into the purchase intent of the target community.
Specific questions were asked to test hypotheses while additional questions provided a
deeper context to compare and contrast results as well as explain potential anomalies
that may have occurred.

Three questions were asked as a primary test for H1. Following Mills et al., (2022), the
first two questions, Question 2 and Question 9 of the survey (further Q2 and Q9), directly
addressed the feelings of connectedness to a community. For Q2, the sentiments of com-
munity were more generalized, following on previous literature (Mastromartino, et al.,
2019; Huang, et al., 2022) with specific changes as related to the artistic themes devel-
oped through the qualitative element of this study, while Q9 directly targeted the focal
community of this study. The third question, Question 18 (further Q18), addresses specific
behaviors for community connectedness.

Respondents were asked to rank themselves from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree
(5) in accordance with eight statements. Each statement represented an element of pur-
chasing behavior as it relates to the brand, including owning specific brand-themed items,
similar items to the cast, the same items as the cast, patronizing the same shops/stores
as the cast, and making purchases from stream sponsors. From these statements, “Own-
ing Critical Role-themed Merchandise” ranked the highest, with 72.9% of respondents
stating strongly agree or somewhat agree. This confirms Mills, et al. (2022), findings in
that owning specific items which can display one’s loyalty to a brand will increase overall
connection to the brand. This also provides support for how community members use
the brand and the community as a defining element of their own identity (Muniz Jr. &
O’Guinn, 2001; Morandin, et al., 2013; Raies, et al., 2015).

It 1s interesting to note, however, that this only relates to areas which are directly identi-
fied with the brand. The social capital of the cast members themselves does not appear to
have influenced the purchase intent of the fans themselves. When asked if owning similar
or identical products as the cast members would increase their connection to the brand,
respondents answered with an indifferent response. This is true of both game-related
and non-game-related products. Game-related products rated highest in the “somewhat
agree” category. It should also be noted that the highest levels of connectedness were re-
lated to specific items, and not to individual shops. See Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2: PURCHASING BEHAVIORS WHICH INCREASE CONNECTION TO CRITICAL ROLE
AND THE FAN COMMUNITY
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At face value, these results would provide some support for H1 as there is direct evidence
of increased community connection through owning brand-related products. Using this
as a baseline, further tests can be completed to determine what correlation exists, if any,
between the increased community connectedness and small business support. Within this
context, small businesses will apply also to artists who sell their work within the com-
munity through storefronts and closed commissions. This distinction is made based on
anecdotal evidence gathered through the interview process coupled with data collected
from the netnographic survey.

For the first variable (Q2), respondents were asked to rank their level of agreement, from
strongly agree to strongly disagree, with statements in order to ascertain their purchase
preferences towards small and local businesses/artisans, the importance of supporting art-
ists and the importance of being connected to a larger community. The results show a ma-
jority of respondents strongly agree or somewhat agree with all three statements, with
artist support being the highest rated category. Support for small and local businesses
and artisans and the connection to a larger community ranked highest in the somewhat
agree category. This would suggest that the importance for one to feel connected to a
larger community is positively correlated with that individuals desire to purchase from
small, local businesses and artisans. This is an apparent contradiction to respondents’
Intentions to support artists. These results suggest that while behavior does not always
follow intent in terms of supporting local artists, further investigation is needed into the
relationship between these variables. See Figure 3.
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FIGURE 3: SMALL BUSINESS AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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Correlation tests between the first (Q2_6) and third (Q2_9) statements resulted in a p-val-
ue of < 0.00001 with a Pearson’s r = 0.302. See Table 2. This indicates a meaningful,
medium practical effect of the relationship of the two statements. There is also a statis-
tically significant contingent relationship between the two variables (Chi squared p-val-
ue of < 0.00001). However, a regression analysis resulted in an R-squared value 0.0913
indicating minor predictability. This is an expected result as human behavior is difficult
to predict (Frost, 2019). So, while the relationship of the two variables is statistically sig-
nificant, there is not yet enough data to indicate that one variable can accurately predict

TABLE 2: RELATIONAL STATISTIC RESULTS, SMALL BUSINESS AND
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

It is important for me to feel connected to a larger community. (Q2_9)

P-Value Pearson's R R Square
| generally purchase from small, local businesses and
artisans. (Q2_6) < 0.00001 0.302 0.168
Supporting artists is important to me. (Q2_8) < 0.00001 0.41 0.0913
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the outcome of the other.

Relating the second statement (Q2_8) to the first and third returned interesting results.
Both instances returned strong statistical correlations with p-value of < 0.00001 for each
with a Pearson’s R effect score of 0.513 for Q2_6 and 0.410 for Q2_9. This indicates a large
and medium correlation, respectively. However, as with the previous relationships, the
regression analysis resulted in low R-squared values of 0.263 and 0.168 respectively. As
such, the first variable test alone only partially supports H1 in that there is a relational
correlation between the variables. Further analysis is required.

Q9 of the questionnaire examined the respondents’ connectivity to the community and
what factors may increase that feeling of connectivity. Similar to Q2, respondents were
asked to rank their level of agreement with statements which related to the importance
of supporting fellow community members and small businesses which are related to the
community. Additionally, respondents were asked to relate if that support increased the
feeling of connectedness to the community. The majority of respondents fell within the
Somewhat Agree or Strongly Agree category, though it should also be noted that slightly
less than half of the respondents returned an indifferent position of neither agreeing nor
disagreeing with the statements. See Figure 4.

FIGURE 4: SUPPORT OF COMMUNITY CONNECTED SMALL BUSINESS
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Relational statistical analysis of the responses returned statistically significant relation-
ships. The third statement, “Supporting fellow Critters increases my connection to the
community” (Q9_8) was chosen as the control for the relational process, as it is a direct
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representation of H1. All three relationships within the question were found to be statisti-
cally significant, with the relationship between Q9_8 and Q9_6 being the strongest with a
Pearson’s R effect score of 0.818 and a R square of 0.669. See Table 3. This suggests a large
correlation effect with a moderately close predicative relationship. While the other vari-
ables share in the large correlation effect, though to a lesser extent, the regression anal-
ysis does suggest a more predictable relationship than the other variables so far tested.

"TABLE 3: RELATIONAL STATISTIC RESULTS, SUPPORT OF COMMUNITY-CONNECTED
SMALL BUSINESSES

Supporting fellow Critters increases my connection to the community. (Q9_8)

P-Value Pearson's R R Square
It is important to support small businesses | found

< 0.00001 0.818 0.669
through the Critical Role community. (Q9_6)
It |.s important to support businesses owned by fellow <0.00001 0.588 0.345
Critters. (Q9_7)
Supporting small businesses connected to Critical Role <0.00001 0.581 0.338

increases my connection to the community. (Q9_9)

The results of the relationship between Q9 and Q2 provide more context for the overall
test hypothesis. See Table 4. Using Q2_9 as a controlling variable, the data reveals stron-
ger correlations than with the individual variables alone. However, there is still insuffi-
cient data to provide a more concrete predictive model. Given the effect sizes, it could be
assumed that a larger sample could provide a deeper context. It should also be noted that
as these questions are subjective in nature, it will be difficult to consistently obtain a high
level of predictability as human behavior is often irrational and unpredictable by nature
(Frost, 2019). In this context, the p-value scores and effect level scores, Pearson’s R, are of
the most import and provide enough evidence to support H1.

TABLE 4: COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND ENGAGEMENT RELATIONAL
CROSSTAB STATISTIC RESULTS
It is important for me to feel connected to a larger community. (Q2_9)

P-Value Pearson's R R Square
It is important to support small businesses | found

<0. . .
through the Critical Role community. (Q9_6) 0.00001 0.453 0.206
It is important to support businesses owned by fellow
Critters. (Q9_7) < 0.00001 0.439 0.193
Supportlr}g fellow Critters increases my connection to the <0.00001 0.56 0.313
community. (Q9_8)
S ti Il busi ted to Critical Rol
. upporting sma usmesses connecte ? ritical Role <0.00001 0.572 0.328
increases my connection to the community. (Q9_9)
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To address the questions of social capital influence and engagement, respondents were
asked to rate their likelihood of using the community via social media as a reference tool
before making a purchase (Q19_7). These results were then compared to responses for
supporting businesses found through, and connected to, the community. The results of
this comparison are similar to what was seen in the previous testing. There is a strong
correlation between the expenditure of social capital from within the community —1i.e., the
use of social media as a research tool — and community intent to support small businesses
connected to the community as well as strengthening the ties within the community. The
Pearson’s R score for each of the two comparisons is similar being 0.344 and 0.352 respec-
tively. This would suggest that the community connection is slightly stronger through
social media exchanges.

TABLE 5: SOoCIAL MEDIA AND COMMUNITY-CONNECTED SMALL BUSINESS
ENGAGEMENT RELATIONAL CROSSTAB STATISTIC RESULTS

To use other Critters, via social media or in person, as a reference before making a purchase (Q19_7)

P-Value Pearson's R R Square
It |.s'|mportant to sup;'Jort small businesses | found through the <0.00001 0.344 0.118
Critical Role community.(Q9_6)
Supporting small businesses connected to Critical Role <0.00001 0.352 0.124

increases my connection to the community. (Q9_9)

A closer look at the responses shows how similar the results are. See Table 5. While the ef-
fect size of each variable falls in the medium range, the correlation between the responses
shows that the use of social media has a much stronger effect on the support of commu-
nity connected businesses. Controlling for the same variable of social capital, responses
to where respondents prefer to purchase brand-related items were also examined. The
only responses with statistically significant correlation were local brick and mortar stores
(p-value = 0.0000384; Pearson’s R = 0.250) and Etsy (p-value = 0.000223; Pearson’s R =
0.258). This is of particular interest as the official shop has no statistically significant
relationship with the control, and as such one can assume that purchase intent from offi-
cial outlets such as this are not considered relevant in the product research phase of pur-
chasing. This would also suggest that while engagement with the community and social
capital exchange are correlated to the resulting purchase practices, they are not related
to a particular retailing outlet.

To better understand the use of social capital expenditure within the context of the com-
munity, it was assumed that the cast members of the stream (the principal brand ambas-
sadors) held the highest amount of social capital. Respondents were asked to rank their
preference for purchasing game related and non-game related merchandise as those items
pertain to the cast members themselves and whether or not those actions would increase
their overall feelings of connectivity to the brand. This was asked for both game related
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and non-game related merchandise, including brand themed items. Respondents were
also asked to rank preferences for purchasing from the exact same shops or similar shops
and how such an action might affect community connectivity. See Table 6 for comparison.

TABLE 6: SOCIAL CAPITAL EXPENDITURE AS RELATED TO SMALL BUSINESS ENGAGEMENT
Q19_7: Please indicate your likelihood to the following: | To use other Critters, via social media or in
person, as a reference before making a purchase

Extremely Somewhat Neither likely Somewhat Extremely
likely likely nor unlikely unlikely unlikely

Strongly agree 64.7% 25.3% 19.3% 11.1% 12.1%
IR B <omewhat agree  17.6% 54.5% 43.9% 42.2% 31.8%
It is important to .
support small Neither agree nor g, 18.2% 33.3% 37.8% 42.4%
businesses | found disagree
through the Critical  IColliluliel 0.0% 2.0% 3.5% 8.9% 1.5%
Role community. disagree

Strongly disagree  5.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 12.1%

. Strongly agree 41.2% 19.2% 14.0% 4.4% 9.1%

Q9_9: Community |
Supporting small Somewhat agree 35.3% 41.4% 38.6% 37.8% 19.7%
businesses Neither agree nor
connected to Critical T 17.6% 34.3% 35.1% 44.4% 39.4%
Role increases my
conhectianto the Somewhat 0.0% 5.1% 10.5% 4.4% 15.2%

disagree
community. .

Strongly disagree  5.9% 0.0% 1.8% 8.9% 16.7%

The results of the relational statistics testing showed positive correlations in all but four
instances; those four showed no correlation. See Appendix 2. It is also worth noting that
the correlations were significantly weaker than the other tests run. Ranked correlation
testing was needed in several instances as the relationships were nonlinear. Like the
other tests performed, the regression models proved to be nonpredictive as the human
behavior is difficult to predict (Frost, 2019).

Given that increased connectivity to the community can be gauged through engagement
and the exchange of social capital (Hilvert-Bruce, et al., 2018; McCain, et al., 2015; Rubin,
2018), it 1s surprising to see correlations which are not as strong as in the previous testing
models. However, examining these results with the previous testing models, there is sup-
port for both H2 and H3, though further testing is needed as the tested results appear to
be at odds with the anecdotal and qualitative data already collected. It is also worth not-
ing that when respondents were questioned about purchase intent regarding sponsorship,
the majority of the results were indifferent to the sponsors’ relation to the brand itself.
The connection of the corporate sponsorship of Critical Role campaigns and streaming
episodes did not have any significant influence on the purchasing intent of the community
members. In the majority of cases, community members were either already customers of
the corporate sponsor prior to the sponsorship agreement, such as with Amazon Prime, or
were not considering the use of the product or service regardless of sponsorship. The only
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notable exceptions were for specific businesses which provide game-related materials,
though these exceptions are minor. See Appendix 3 for more details. This supports Goh
et al., (2013) findings that direct communication does not have a major influence on the
purchase intent of the consumer as it relates to user-generated content communities.

DISCUSSION AND THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study provides evidence that within the context of the geek subculture, a brand
community will organically progress into a fan community. It is the obsessive nature of
the geek subculture community members which facilitates such a change (McCain, et
al., 2015). However, rather than being an impairment to community growth, this is a
strength. In reference to RQ1, the data in this study suggests that members of a niche fan
community do prefer to support small business entrepreneurs which are also connected to
the fan community. Such a development would likely be difficult to achieve within larger
socio-cultural contexts. Geek fan community members, such as Critters, are different in
that their relation to the focal brand has become an integral part of their individual iden-
tity (Williams, 2006c). There is an apparent self-interest in the success of the brand and
of the smaller businesses which are related to the greater whole. That is to say, the idea
of “when one succeeds, we all succeed” is ever present, as illustrated on a larger scale by
the rapid and enormous success of the Critical Role Kickstarter campaign. This is also
evident in the support shown to fellow community members, regardless of activity.

The reported results from the survey match with the themes that were developed through
the interviews and the netnography of the target community and fit with the expected
outcomes based on the Mastromartino (2019) and Huang (2022) models. However, the
anecdotal evidence suggested a stronger relationship between the different variables as it
relates to social capital expenditure within the community. This could be resulting from
the lack of an official hierarchical community structure or from other factors not yet iden-
tified. Despite this apparent disparity, Lusch and Vargo’s (2014) definition of a service
ecosystem is an apt descriptor for this community-centered entrepreneurial ecosystem.
The niche nature of the target community is a fertile environment for the development of
a highly specific, community centered business. Additionally, the active, collaborative na-
ture of the geek subculture (Mello, 2006; Marsh, 2006; Williams, 2011; Sugarbaker, 1998)
creates a path for sustainable economic growth for the community-based businesses. The
community is one which feeds itself and strives to see its members succeed.

Engagement within the community has been shown to inspire loyalty to the focal brand
(Kozinets, et al., 2010; Adjei, et al., 2010; Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Wang, et al., 2021), and
that engagement has the secondary effect of increasing one’s ties to the community as
well (Lee, et al., 2014; Huang, et al., 2022; Liu, et al., 2019; Habibi, et al., 2014; Laroche,
et al., 2013; Wang, et al., 2021). This is also illustrated by the individuals within this com-
munity. The loyalty on display is not only in the traditional methods of word-of-mouth
and evangelicalization of the brand, but it is also manifest in the strong support of the
creative, artistic members of the community.
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The importance placed on artist support is the most interesting and compelling result
of the study. It was shown to have the most influence of the consumption behaviors of
the community at large. This follows established literature in that community members
who identify themselves as part of the geek subculture have a need to express them-
selves in a more creative way while also actively engaging with other community mem-
bers (McCain, et al., 2015; Martindale, 1999). The results also suggest that the need for
creative stimulation, as mentioned by Martindale (1999) and Denison (2011a, 2011b)
can also be satisfied through the engagement with niche small businesses which focus
on creative endeavors, such as the bespoke, craft nature of an Etsy shop. The essence
of Etsy is to provide a platform to connect cottage industry sellers with like-minded
buyers who appreciate small, bespoke craft items. Therefore, those members within the
community who are the most active will also be the ones with the highest likelihood of
supporting smaller businesses whose origins lie within the community.

This does not mean that a lack of engagement will result in a lack of support, however.
When the core value systems of the focal brand are reflected by the fan/brand com-
munity as a whole, those value systems provide the roadmap for how the community
Iinteracts within itself and with the outside world. In a sense, it 1s an embodiment of
the adage, “Attitude reflects leadership.” Thus, a fan community such as that of Critical
Role, which has as its foundation a sense of support for the arts, moral responsibility,
and inclusiveness, will find itself to be a breeding ground for entrepreneurial endeav-
ors that follow similar moral guidelines. A more formalized corporation will not see the
same benefits when addressing the targeted community, as shown by the overall lack of
interest for corporate sponsorship.

Previous studies (Mastromartino, et al., 2019; Huang, et al., 2022; McCain, et al., 2015)
have shown engagement and social capital play a significant role in how a community can
inspire loyalty to a focal brand. When applying these models to fan communities within
the geek subculture, there are interesting and compelling results which suggest small
businesses can successfully operate in a highly niche environment as a part of that fan
community. The informal hierarchical status of niche fan communities fit the Mastromar-
tino (2019) and Huang (2022) models, as shown in this study. Further, the desire to sup-
port artists positively had a positive effect on the desire to support small businesses, as
did high levels of engagement, though artist support was the strongest variable measured
in the study. The McCain study (2015) showed that engagement in geek communities
1s closely associated with creative and ideational behavior as well as a positive attitude
towards creativity. The importance of artists support, both as a community ideal and as
a mitigating factor for this current study, provide more support for the McCain finding.
Within the context of RQ2 and RQ3, this study illustrates how the community uses so-
cial capital and engagement to form an entrepreneurial ecosystem of communal support.
The community, therefore, begins to act as the multilateral partners described by Adner
(2017) and form the essential value propositions within the community network. While
Adner (2017) discusses ecosystems in a traditional industrial sense, the same logic can
apply here with the caveat that the individual actors are already aligned for a common
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interest — the success of the focal brand. This provides for a more mobility and flexibility
within the emerging ecosystem.

The most compelling aspect of the results of this study is the community’s view of itself.
The community has a strong appreciation for art and artists, particularly when the artist
1s from within the community. This appreciation for art and artist is a natural extension
of the fairness which makes up the ethical spine of the brand and community. The ethos of
the community is a reflection of the initial moral and ethical position of Critical Role. The
community, on the whole, personifies the concepts of civility and social fairness. These
concepts were first demonstrated by the founding members of the Critical Role cast as
the brand was in its infancy. The data collected in this study illustrates how these ethical
positions have taken root within the community. Additionally, this study broadens the
context of previous studies in this area (Mastromartino, et al., 2019; Huang, et al., 2022;
McCain, et al., 2015) by extending the scope of those studies to include niche fan commu-
nities which can aid in the development of hospitable environments for entrepreneurial
opportunities from within the community.

The entrepreneurial opportunities which develop are not founded in a missing need or
service, but in the artistic expression of the community members. The resulting environ-
ment then becomes one in which the entrepreneur begins as a fan with the desire to share
their passion with other members of the community. Admittedly, this type of entrepre-
neur is well suited for this type of community. It would be unlikely that an individual who
has found success making themed merchandise would be likely to find that same success
in an endeavor which catered to a lager public. However, this skill would be valuable to
those brands which are the focal points of niche communities. Brands which follow this
model of engagement with the community should find similar success. The core of the
geek subculture, and those fan communities that lie within, is that of collaboration and a
near obsessive attitude towards the brand (McCain, et al., 2015). Therefore, focal brands
with strong fan communities could do well when engaging in collaborative projects with
those smaller businesses from within the community. Collaborating in such a way would
allow both the focal brand and the smaller business to provide an element of authenticity
that 1s often missing in sponsorship deals. This is important as sponsorships do little to
influence the purchasing behavior of community members due the lack of authenticity.

In summary, the community itself has grown beyond its role of a supporting player to
become a principal actor in not only the development of the focal brand, but also in the
development of smaller businesses from within the community through the embodiment
and realization of community ideals. Emphasis is placed on the creative individual, while
engagement with corporate sponsorship has fallen away. The community is also one which
actively criticize the focal brand when there are actions taken which stray away from the
established ethos. As community members integrate these elements into their individual
identities, there is a personification which occurs of those moral and ethical positions
that is illustrated in the actions of community members towards others. It is, therefore,
not surprising that those within the community who wish to develop entrepreneurial
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enterprises are able to find success when the nature of the community is one of support
for those such endeavors. The results of this study follow established literature in demon-
strating how community engagement and social capital increase one’s overall affection
and loyalty towards a brand (Mastromartino & Zhang, 2020; Williams, 2006¢c; Zhang, et
al., 2020) while also deepening one’s connection to the community as a whole (Mastromar-
tino, et al., 2020; Huang, et al., 2022; McCain, et al., 2015). This study also shows a new
area of entrepreneurial opportunity where connection to the focal brand can be deepened
by engaging with small businesses which operate within the community itself.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The entrepreneurial environment which has emerged within this fan community is not too
dissimilar from the entrepreneurial ecosystems as described in previous literature (Mor-
gan-Thomas, et al., 2020; Breidbach, et al., 2014; Schau, et al., 2009; Wirtz, et al., 2013;
Adner, 2017). The difference illustrated in this study is the starting point for the small busi-
nesses in question. All of the businesses surveyed are able to operate because the focal brand
exists and inspires the loyalty of its fan community. Those fans, seeking either a stronger
connection with the brand or with the community, engage with these small businesses as a
means to strengthen their own respective ties to the community and to the brand.

Traditional business models show an opportunity to fill a gap in the market and provide
a product or service that fulfills a specific need. These small businesses follow this model,
but with the difference being that need which is being fulfilled is largely hedonistic. The
products and services on offer are not essential to life but fulfill the needs of connected-
ness to a larger whole. Considering the findings of this study in conjunction with those
of previous studies (Mastromartino, et al., 2019; Huang, et al., 2022; Morgan-Thomas, et
al., 2020; Schau, et al., 2009), it is important to recognize the role of authenticity. Large,
multinational organizations will find it difficult to engage with these communities as an
outsider and should avoid doing so or risk a loss of credibility. Likewise, those small-
er brands should avoid following large corporations. The success found in small, niche
brands like Critical Role is borne of the brands authenticity and engagement with the fan
base from early on in the life of the brand. Engagement, social capital exchange and a col-
lective identity formed the skeletal structure for the community elements which followed,
including the desire to support the tangentially connected small businesses.

Artists who wish to sell their work should come from within the community organically.
This study suggests that the most successful endeavors will be found by those individuals
who share the same commitment to the focal brand. That is to say, the ideal of artists shar-
ing their art in an authentic way is translatable and transferable into small businesses
which use a similar approach. In this sense, artists extends to include not only visual arts,
but also those individuals who make by hand and craft items which are related to the brand
and community. Of all the businesses surveyed, those with the highest levels of success
were started by individuals who were members of the fan community prior to starting their
respective businesses. This provided legitimacy to the business in a way that is unique.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study has its limitations. The community surveyed, while being comprised of rough-
ly 2 million people globally, is still very small and niche. Also, of the platforms in which
the community can engage, only Reddit provided a means for a direct survey. The other
platforms, specifically Facebook and Discord, had explicit interdictions on surveys and
studies, regardless of origin. Further, while the moderated nature of Reddit offers a more
productive platform for discussion and debate, there is also the risk of losing a dissenting
opinion as the author of that opinion may choose an unmoderated platform, such as Twit-
ter, or may refrain from posting altogether out of fear their comment or post would be re-
moved for a perceived posting violation. This has the unintended consequence of altering
the perception of the community. Likewise, it can often be difficult for individuals to be
critical of something or someone which is held in high regard. A more longitudinal study
with specific individuals, such as regular meetings with community members in the form
of focus groups, could correct for this limitation.

Additionally, this study did not consider gender roles in its scope. This could provide an
Interesting context given that gender roles within the geek subculture are shifting away
from predominately masculine perspectives and are becoming more inclusive (Salter &
Blodgett, 2017). The toxicity elements mentioned by some respondents are also worth
exploring to see what effect, if any, these actors could have on the behavior of community
members. For example, could it be possible for the conveyance of negative social capital?
That is, if a community member is deemed to be a toxic element within the community,
would that members association with a third-party business taint the third-party busi-
ness in the eyes of the community? There is anecdotal evidence from within the Critical
Role community to suggest this could be true, but as of yet there is no statistically viable
data to support this claim.

An interesting area which emerged during this study was that of the role of the com-
munity as a business partner. The community will engage with the focal brand in order
to “course correct” when the focal brand strays away from its traditionally established
business practices, such as with the fast-food sponsorship. The position of the community
in this role is an intriguing area to research as the community has become a force which
1s greater than the sum of its parts and raises interesting questions about the role of
the community in the business practices of the brand, but also the larger sociocultural
implications as well. How might the ethical and moral stances of the community inform
members’ actions in other aspects of daily life?
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APPENDIX 1: SURVEY BASIS

SURVEY MEASURES ADAPTED FROM

Community Membership Mastromartino, et al., 2020; Huang, et al.,
2022; and McCain, et al., 2015

Loyalty to Brand and Community Mastromartino & Zhang, 2020; Williams,
2006¢; and Zhang, et al., 2020

Brand-related Small Businesses New

Engagement

Social Capital Exchange Meek, et al., 2019b; Hampton & Wellman,
2003

NETNOGRAPHIC MEASURES

Community Engagement Kozinets, 201 and Costello, et al., 2017
Artistic Expression and Support Denison, 2011a; Hills, 2002; and Jenkins,
2009
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APPENDIX 2: PURCHASE INTENT COMPARISONS: SELLERS AND
PRODUCTS AS RELATED TO CRITICAL ROLE CAST

Similar Shop Same Shop
Purchasing from SIMILAR shops as the cast (Q18_32) Purchasing from THE SAME shops as the cast (Q18_27)
P-Value Spearman’ Pearson's P-Value Spearman’ Pearson'
srho R srho sR
Official Critical Role Official Critical Role shop
shop (Q17_1) ** 0.0634 0.113 @17_1) 0.0424 0.123
Etsy (Q17_2)* 0.000425 0.218 Etsy (Q17_2)* 0.00285 0.185
Amazon (Q17_3)* 0.000676 0.207 Amazon (Q17_3)* (2)'000064 0.243
Local brick and Local brick and mortar
mortar (Q17_4) 0.00986 0.158 Q17_4) 0.000711 0.206
Similar game
products Same game products
Owning SIMILAR game-related products as Owning THE SAME game-related products as the
the cast (e.g., dice, dice trays) (Q18_31) cast (e.g., dice, dice trays, etc.) (Q18_28)
P-Value Pearson's R P-Value Pearson's R
Official Critical Role Official Critical Role
shop (Q17_1) 0.0314 0.131 shop (Q17_1) 0.0393 0.125
Etsy (Q17_2) 0.000187 0.231 Etsy (Q17_2) 0.0369 0.13
Amazon (Q17_3)* 0.288 0.0654 Amazon (Q17_3) 0.015 0.149
Local brick and Local brick and mortar
mortar (Q17_4) 0.00185 0.190 Q17_4) 0.012 0.154
Similar nongame
products Same nongame products
Owning SIMILAR non-game related products as the cast Owning THE SAME non-game related products as the cast
(e.g., clothing) (Q18_25) (e.g., clothing) (Q18_30)
p-Value Spearman’ Pearson's p-Value Spearman's  Pearson’
srho R rho sR
Official Critical Role Official Critical Role
shop (Q17_1)** 0.236 0.0721 shop (Q17_1) 0.0487 0.120
Etsy (Q17_2)** 0.584 0.0343 Etsy (Q17_2)* 0.0359 0.131
Amazon (Q17_3)* 0.0292 0.134 Amazon (Q17_3) 0.0109 0.156
Local brick and Local brick and mortar
mortar (Q17_4)** 0.282 0.0662 Q17 4y~ 0.157 0.087
*Ranked correlation, non-linear
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APPENDIX 3: STREAM SPONSORSHIP PRODUCT/SERVICE ENGAGEMENT

HAVE YOU PURCHASED OR WILL YOU PURCHASE PRODUCTS OR SERVICES FROM THESE CRITICAL ROLE SPONSORS?

M Griffon's Saddlebag
M Hit Point Press

Brand Yes, but prior to Yes, because of No, but will | No, sponsorship does
sponsorship sponsorship consider not matter
NordVPN 9.15% 9.15% 29.23% 52.46%
Amazon Prime 58.80% 5.99% 3.17% 32.04%
Wyrmwood 4.23% 19.37% 46.13% 30.28%
DND Beyond 20.42% 24.65% 18.31% 36.62%
Back Blaze 1.06% 4.23% 26.06% 68.66%
Cash App 7.75% 2.11% 11.97% 78.17%
Griffon's Saddlebag 4.58% 6.69% 38.73% 50.00%
Hit Point Press 4.23% 13.03% 44.37% 38.38%
Yes, but prior to =
sponsorship
Yes, because pf h
sponsorship B NordVPN
L M Amazon Prime
B Wyrmwood
- M DND Beyond
Back Blaze
No, but will consider

No, sponsorship does
not matter
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