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Building and maintaining a loyal consumer base has long been the objective of most organizations. In the field of 
sport marketing, researchers have consistently examined different strategies for effective relationship management 
with consumers by looking at ideas such as psychological connection to a team (Funk & James, 2001), psychological 
commitment (Iwasaki & Havitz, 2004), external group identities (Heere & James, 2007), and identification with a fan 
community (Yoshida, Heere, & Gordon, 2015). Another potential approach to gaining and maintaining a 
competitive advantage is by not only focusing on the consumer-brand connection but also by focusing on 
experiential and communal elements of product consumption (McAlexander, Schouten, & Koenig, 2002). Sport 
marketers can achieve this by designing marketing strategies and programs that improve customer-centric 
relationships through the building of strong sport brand communities.  
 
The idea of brand community was generated from a modernist view of community where members share a 
relationship based on the affiliation for a particular brand. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) considered brand community 
to be a “specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relationships among 
admirers of a brand” (p.412). Brand communities are usually formed around brands that are publicly consumed (like 
sport teams) and have rich history, a positive image, and strong competition. While Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) 
viewed the relationship between brand and consumer as triadic in nature (consumer-brand-consumer), this 
consumer-brand relationship has recently been viewed with more points of attachment included. McAlexander et al. 
(2002) proposed a more holistic relationship between the brand and its’ consumers whereas they extended the triadic 
model proposed by Muniz and O’Guinn to include other relationships (brand, product, company-level relationships) 
that brand community members may hold that enhances their sense of belonging and social capital. These 
relationships have altered the consumer’s position in the consumption process whereas the consumer’s derived their 
benefits from the community through their direct experience with the service instead of through the brand that 
offers the experience. By adding more points of attachment for community member, it is believed that respective 
members will exhibit greater integration in a brand community (IBC).  
 
Specifically, integration in a brand community (IBC) involves four customer-centric relationships: customer-brand, 
customer-product, customer-customer, and customer-company. While empirical investigations of the self-brand 
connection in sport are numerous, few studies have investigated the communal brand connection (Rindfleisch, 
Burroughs, & Wong, 2008) and its’ relationship with positive marketing outcomes. In the case where communal 
brand connection has been examined through the utilization of fan community identification (Yoshida, Gordon, 
Heere, & James, 2015; Yoshida, Heere et al. 2015), simultaneously looking at not only identification in the customer-
customer dyadic relationship but also identification with the brand and product line and its’ connection to consumer 
attitudes and intentions has failed to be examined. Therefore, given the limitations of previous sport marketing 
research, the purposes of this study are to (1) test a multidimensional conceptualization of integration into sport 
brand community and (2) examine the relationship between the dimensions of IBC and drivers of sport-based brand 
equity as well as purchase intentions. 
 
The study included data collected from a sample of sport consumers (N  = 474) residing in a mid-sized, Midwestern 
city. To better understand the role that the dimensions of integration in a brand community played in building brand 
equity, a two-step approach was utilized to test the measurement and structural model components via MPlus 7.31 
(Kline, 2005). The goal of the analysis was to assess the reliability and validity of the three dimensions of IBC and to 
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test the relationship among the dimensions of IBC, two drivers of consumer-based brand equity (brand superiority 
and brand affect), and purchase intentions of sport consumers.  
 
The proposed measurement model was examined via confirmatory factor analysis. T`he Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) were an acceptable fit at .98 and .97 respectively. The Standardized Root Mean 
Square Residual (SRMR) was an excellent fit at .02. Convergent and discriminant validity was assessed with Fornell 
and Larcker’s (1981) average variance extracted (AVE) method. Convergent validity was supported as sport 
customer-customer (.60), sport customer - brand (.69), and sport customer - product (.73) were all above .5. The 
discriminant validity evidence between sport customer-brand and sport customer-customer was mixed while the 
other dimensions displayed adequate discriminant validity. Lastly, each factor had a Composite Reliability (CR) value 
greater than .70. 
 
Once the measurement model was assessed for validity and reliability, the hypothesized direct and indirect 
relationships were tested by structural equation modeling via MPlus 7.31. The structural model tested the 
relationship among the dimensions of IBC, brand superiority, brand affect, and purchase intentions. The sport 
customer – brand dimension significantly impacted brand superiority (b = .70) and brand affect (b = .89). The sport 
customer – product dimension significantly impacted brand affect (b  = .47) but did not significantly impact brand 
superiority. The sport customer-customer dimension did not have a significant impact on brand superiority or brand 
affect, contrary to what was hypothesized. Brand affect (b = .65) significantly predicted purchase intentions while 
brand superiority (b = .01) did not significantly impact purchase intentions. To assess the mediation effects of the 
IBC dimensions on purchase intentions, a bootstrap estimation using 5000 iterations was utilized via MPlus 7.31. 
The mediation analysis revealed significant indirect effects of sport customer - product on purchase intentions 
through brand affect. However, the indirect effects of the other two dimensions of IBC on purchase intentions 
through brand superiority and brand affect was insignificant.  
 
The findings of this study revealed numerous implications regarding the role of the dimensions of IBC on not only 
the drivers of sport-based brand equity but also sport consumer purchase intentions. The greater degree to which 
sport consumers identified with the brand as well as a specific product offering of that brand, the more superior 
they viewed the sport brand in relation to its’ competition. Further, this identification with the brand as well as the 
product led to a greater degree of emotional attachment with the brand. The results of this study also illustrated the 
pivotal role of brand affect. Brand affect was not only found to significantly impact sport consumer purchase 
intentions but it also acted as a mediator between sport customer – product identification and purchase intentions. 
Surprisingly, and contrary to previous research (see Yoshida, et al., 2015; Yoshida, Gordon et al., 2015) the 
identification among sport consumers was not a significant predictor of how consumers not only interpret brands 
but also the emotional impact of those brands. Further, this sport customer-to-customer identification was not 
found to impact sport consumer purchase intentions. Overall, this study contributed to the sport marketing 
knowledge base by illustrating which aspects of the sport consumer-centric relationship with a sport team brand 
impacted consumer brand attitudes and intentions.  
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