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Green means more than go: Building an individual brand in motorsport

Abstract
Leilani Münter, a racing driver with experience in both the Indy Lights and ARCA Re/Max series in the United States, undertook a self-brand initiative grounded in her racing skill and advocacy rhetoric. Her brand is a combination of traditional and emerging elements of brand theory, advocacy rhetoric, and dialogue. This paper will explore her web presence in order to better understand the elements of her brand. 
Introduction

The steady, decades long commercialization and commodification of sport (Horne, 2006) has increased the importance of brand, endorsements, and sponsorships for athletes. In motorsport, some drivers shifted their thinking to more entrepreneurial models to address modern commercial needs (e.g., First F1 driver, 2003). Recently, Leilani Münter, a driver with experience in both the Indy Lights and ARCA Re/Max series in the United States, undertook a self-brand initiative that combines racing skill with advocacy rhetoric. Her brand is liminally placed (Sturdy, Schwartz, & Spicer, 2006; Turner, 1977) between traditional and emerging concepts of brand (e.g., Aaker, 1996; Grant, 2006), dialogic elements, and environmentalism. Such a strategy is complex and can offer insight into self-brand development.
Brand and Endorsement

Product endorsement by celebrities is a time honored practice due to their prominent societal positions (e.g., Atkin & Block, 1983; Choi & Rifon 2007). Constantly in flux (e.g., Aaker, 1996), brand studies constitute a substantial and diverse portion of sponsorship and marketing literature (e.g., Bauer, Stokberger-Sauer, & Exler, 2008). The relationship among endorsements, brand development, and celebrity culture demonstrates the ways in which the endorser and the endorsed product(s) are linked for maximum effect on consumers (e.g., McCracken, 1989; Miciak & Shanklin, 1994; Ohanian, 1990; Ohanian, 1991). 

Important traditional variables for endorsement success include expertise (e.g., Till & Bussler, 2000), trustworthiness (e.g., McGinnies & Ward, 1980), attractiveness (e.g., Kahle & Homer, 1985; Kamins, 1990), emotional attachment between entity and target market (Ferreira, Hall, & Bennett, 2008), and fit (e.g., Boyd & Shank, 2004; Peetz, Parks, & Spencer, 2004). Dialogue (e.g., Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Kent & Taylor, 1998) can be added to the mix because of existing/emerging interactive features offered by computer-mediated communication technologies (CMC). Traditional frameworks/categories of important brand elements (Aaker, 1991; Shank, 2005) have included concepts such as brand image and brand loyalty. Further, upon creating a brand message, strict control has been exercised regarding how it is communicated to individuals (Blackston, 2000; Fortunato, 2008). 

Today, markets are more fragmented (Aaker, 1996) as new message channels (Anderson, 2008) and changing consumer attitudes (e.g., Innis, 1995) emerge. Grant (2006) argued that “the role of brands has shifted, from reflecting a stable, static social order to helping establish new customs” (pp. 12-13) resulting in the need for cultural and lifestyle innovation. Since individuals move within and among cultures of communities (e.g., Maffesoli, 1996), brands must be a “strategic cultural idea, that is, one with an intention behind it” (original emphasis; Grant, 2006, p. 33); a lifestyle within malleable, molecular, interconnected cultural ideas (Grant, 2006). 

Personal brand requires a lifestyle that can transcend products and become a brand by itself (King, 2005). Brand lifestyle sincerity, like truth or credibility (e.g., McGinnies & Ward, 1980), is communicated, but remains open to dialogue and (co)construction between individuals (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996), for example between athlete and fan. The brand becomes “an unfinished, ongoing dialogue in which a polyphony of dialectical voices struggle against one another to be heard, and in that struggle they set the stage for future struggles” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 4). A dialogue-based analysis of brand helps to clarify the intentions behind one’s lifestyle. Baxter and Montgomery (1996) cited four “common dialectical threads of contradiction, change, praxis, and totality” (p. 7) as part of dialogue. While contradiction and change are known to brand scholars, praxis, how “people are at once actors and objects of their own actions” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 13) and totalities, dialectical ways of viewing “the world as a process of relations or interdependencies” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 15), are less often applied. This paper explores Münter’s web presence to better understand her brand, which seeks sponsorship for her racing efforts and fan loyalty/behavioral change. 
Research Method

To explore the structure and communication of Münter’s brand, a multi-theoretical, interdisciplinary approach (Edwards, Gilbert, & Skinner, 2002; Hine, 2005) was used. This approach blended a close thematic/rhetorical analysis (e.g., Black, 1965; Slagell, 1991) with traditional and emerging brand theory (Aaker, 1991; Aaker, 1996; Grant, 2006), and dialogic theory (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). Examining the rhetorical underpinnings of a brand message appears to be a natural extension to the literature on brand development and celebrity endorsement in sport because brand can be conceived of as an argument for a set of values and lifestyle points (co)constructed by individuals. Failure to critically examine the rhetorical/persuasive choices of a brand/individual makes study of brands, and consumer reaction to them, less complete. 
Over sixty pages of text at Münter’s pro-environment site (www.carbonfreegirl.com) and her racing site (www.leilanimunter.com) were given a close, line-by-line reading during July, October, November, and December 2008. Data were coded by their rhetorical appeal and narrowed into smaller theme sets over three analytical periods resulting in a final set of main themes: Expert-Self, Personal Beliefs/Actions, and Communal Success. 

Brand Themes

Expert-Self
The Expert-Self theme found across Münter’s web presence reflects her technical knowledge via her environmental and motorsport expertise. First, her technical expertise begins with a full career history including her academic background (Biology major, Volunteer at wildlife rescue center). Münter noted she was “a scientist before I became a race car driver. Science was a very important part of my childhood because my family is in the medical field” (Questions, 2008,    ¶3). Second, Münter’s technical knowledge is also found in descriptions of her motorsport skills and activities, such as the narrative of her rise through the ranks of NASCAR and IndyCar racing series. Third, her technical expertise regarding the environment extends to the role of teacher as Münter has several pages on her CFG website dedicated to scientific explanations, ideas, and discoveries regarding a variety of environmental issues (e.g., clean and renewable energy alternatives). 

Personal Beliefs/Actions

Münter’s brand is driven by Personal Beliefs/Actions making her experiences a lifestyle guide for others to follow; “I felt like I finally had an audience of people I could reach out to and I wanted to talk to them about things that are important” (Questions, 2008, ¶6). First, she speaks about her effort to offset her carbon footprint. “The first thing I do is adopt an acre of rainforest for every race I enter” (Münter, 2008, ¶5). A second action is the inclusion of articles and stories about the environment across both websites. For example, in her News section at www.carbonfreegirl.com, she adds informational links (e.g., stories about alternative fuels) for readers. Finally, her existing sponsors have logos and brief descriptions on both websites (e.g., the Sea World/Busch Gardens Conservation Fund). The missions of her sponsors reflect her commitment to environmental causes and illustrate the communal nature of her brand.

However, as part of her strategy, Münter included narratives of the negative experiences she encountered as she made her personal beliefs public. For example, she was told “as a driver I needed to shut up, drive the car and plug my sponsors. Marketing people warned me that by talking about political and environmental issues I would isolate myself from possible sponsors who would shy away from my ‘weird’ greenie, vegetarian hippie chick image” (Münter, 2008, ¶3). Her response was unusual for a driver; “if a sponsor didn’t want to work with me because I promote recycling and caring for the environment, then…thanks, but no thanks, I don’t want you on my race car anyway” (Münter, 2008, ¶3). 

Communal Success 

Communal Success, the third main theme, reflects global/local and self/community linkages. First, Münter utilizes a we voice, in addition to her self, throughout the sites. For example, in describing a trip to Capitol Hill, she said, “in order to make a big impact we need the laws to change. We need big businesses to change their ways” (Index 2, 2008, ¶4). Second, the use of we can also be seen in her conversations with fans. Several interactive questioning opportunities (e.g., Ask Leilani) are available for visitors, establishing a dialogue with Münter and a broader dialogic loop (Kent & Taylor, 1998). Third, Münter has implemented a sponsorship strategy to build a community of sponsors with environmental concerns. Her Eco Dream Team is a collaborative sponsorship coalition designed to fulfill her (and their) environmental goals and reduce sponsorship costs (Sponsorship Packet, 2008). Commitment to a single environmental message versus individual sponsor messages is a key requirement to become part of Münter’s coalition. 

Discussion and Future Research
Münter’s brand is designed to meet changing contextual conditions and to advocate for the environment. The themes highlight how Münter’s web presence creates an environmentally-focused brand grounded in dialogue (e.g., Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Kent & Taylor, 1998). 

First, Münter’s two websites are conversations with her audience(s), which allow audience member(s) to (co)construct her brand. Sharing personal beliefs and actions is an active invitation to dialogue as opposed to having her audience(s) remain passively engaged with her brand. Politically-charged brand strategies have a checkered history in sport (e.g., McDonald & Andrews, 2001), but Münter’s brand requires her environmental advocacy/politics (e.g., DeLuca, 1999) to play a central role in her brand message. 

Second, Münter’s self-brand enacts dialogic totalities or complex ways of viewing “the world as a process of relations or interdependencies” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 15). To explain, she utilizes a multifaceted brand strategy, which includes elements of traditional and emerging brand strategies (e.g., Aaker, 1991; Grant, 2006). In Münter’s case, her brand is a non-linear, matrix-like web of connected brand/personal ideas accessible at any time via her websites. Individual interactions with her message (via dialogue) vary due to the polysemic (Ceccarelli, 1998), or multiple, ways messages are received. Her use of environmental rhetoric is a cultural idea/product (Grant, 2006) that allows her to develop unique brand molecules (Grant, 2006). Münter’s brand molecules are the outcomes of her placement within interconnected, yet different worlds as a way to promote (and (co)-construct) her environmental message and brand; for example, government (political), environmental action (activist), racing (driver), and intellectual (academic). 

Third, Münter’s brand uses specific strategy elements to establish relational links with her audience(s). To begin, Münter’s brand involves changing consumers’ behaviors and personal belief/value systems and, in terms of motorsport, makes radical departures from traditional brand messages (Grant, 2006). This strategic positioning resonates with Aaker (1996) who said two elements were important to the individual-brand relationship: the brand’s human characteristics (e.g., two people in a relationship) and the brand’s personality (Aaker, 1996).  These determine the functionality or intimacy of the relationship. Her brand utilizes traditional brand variables of fit, trust, attractiveness (of message and physical beauty), and expertise to establish a (habitual, cognitive, and provocative) relationship/dialogue. Further, Münter’s rhetorical choices create a web of messages akin to Aaker’s (1996) brand characteristics framework. For example, she appeals to “sincere, real, ethical, thoughtful, caring” (Aaker, 1996, p. 144) and “technical, corporate, serious” (Aaker, 1996, p. 144) categories of a brand’s personality. She also utilizes the multiplicity of selves in her message (e.g., driver, activist, woman) to reach out to different audience members (molecules) in order to share a brand message of depth, sincerity, and feeling (i.e., inspirational figure to others) (Aaker, 1996).  By repeating key themes, using simple language and imagery, and including opportunities for participation, Münter developed an ideal cognitive brand (Grant, 2006) where her lifestyle/politics engage others, thus developing brand-customer relationships as part of her brand message (Aaker, 1996), as shown in the different opportunities for dialogue with site visitors (Kent & Taylor, 1998). Once again, her brand message relies upon (co)construction with other individuals as she lays bare her beliefs and experiences in a show of sincerity to the point of risking her career for her message. Such a brand position is radical (Grant, 2006) for her industry because she seeks change (individual and structural) in motorsport praxis, espouses a liberal/grass roots value set, and communicates, among other messages, “big themes, big schemes” (Grant, 2006, p. 238). 

Implications for Individual Brand Development

The dialogic brand framework examined here reflects a personal, authentic lifestyle approach to brand. Münter has shown how revealing oneself as a brand can be done, although it requires some risk. Münter’s strategy is not one that embraces a bland middle ground, but is highly political. 

By linking rhetorical, dialogic, and brand studies, future research can better identify and understand the brand features of the self-branded athlete. At the very least, such study can uncover the diversity of messages, relationships, and dialogues that exist between athletes and audience members outside of the mass media spotlight. Such a situation would continue to move sport marketing research on brand towards nuanced, niche approaches that are more organic and targeted. More than David Beckham’s tattoos and hair or Arnold Palmer’s lemonade/iced tea, Münter places her lifestyle within reach of multiple audiences, making her brand visible and actionable; two keys towards a sustainable brand over time. 
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