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Branding is a significant marketing activity that has gained significant momentum in the contemporary business environment (Schau, et al., 2009). It is mainly because companies today operate in a highly turbulent environment that is affected by factors like globalisation digitalization and dynamism. A strong branding approach assists companies to not only withstand competitive pressures but also emerge as a leader amidst such intense competition (Kao et al., 2016). Companies are on investing heavily on being innovative to stay ahead of the competition. One such innovative approach that companies today have started resorting to is developing and maintaining brand communities. Especially after success stories of companies like Harley Davidson wherein brand community was to a larger extent responsible for organisational survival and success it has attracted the attention of many companies and thus needs to be explored (Baskin, 2013). 
The primary intention of this study is to explore one such brand community. With online branding community taking over traditional approaches, this study makes an effort to study the issues and significance of online branding community of Starbucks. The study focuses on different aspects related to the brand community of Starbucks which is title as "My Starbucks Idea" thus collecting information about its rise and success. The study also attempts to derive the perceived benefits that are experienced by companies my resorting to branding community as a form of marketing communication which is ultimately followed by a conclusion to the study. In this last section, certain suggestions related to the topic under study is put forward which might assist Starbucks to refurbish its approach and be more successful in the long run.
[bookmark: _Toc512002930]Brand Community Identification 
A brand community is a social networking platform that is used by an organisation or a brand to promote itself as well as develop a wide network of people having shared feelings. The basic essence of brand communities to encourage customer participation and engagement. Though brand communities have in existence for quite some time they caught attention in recent times with booming internet and social media networking (Algesheimer, et al., 2005; Brodie, et al., 2013). 
One of the examples of such brand communities which has been shaping the brand success is “My Starbucks Idea” (Brenner, 2017). This is an online brand community which provides an opportunity to the consumers especially the fanatics of Starbucks to put forward their ideas and discuss the same. the ideas shared in this medium are open to appreciations as well as criticisms thus enriching the overall idea. These appreciations and criticisms are given by other community members in form of votes. The overall experience of being a part of the brand community make the consumer feel important. Once the ideas are enriched, the ideas chosen by Starbucks for practical execution are applauded and the customers are notified through the social media platform. This helps Starbucks to continue to motivate its customers to share ideas on this platform.
The brand community of Starbucks which started in 2008 today has more than 150,000 members for whom this approach is based on the customary philosophy of a box for suggestions (Gembarski, 2012). Starbucks not only promotes consumers to participate in idea generation but with the help of its Partner Team ensures that the best idea is modified and put into practice. The company has implemented a series of improvements ranging from availability of WI-FI services free of cost to consumers, introduction of new products like peach green-tea lemonade, Cake Pops and Hazelnut Macchiato (Harvard Business School, 2015). Within 5 years of setting up the brand community, the company was able to generate more than 150,000 ideas. From these, it adopted more than 250 ideas too (Harvard Business School, 2015). 
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Figure 1 My Starbucks Idea
Source: (Harvard Business School, 2015)

One of the primary benefits of this platform to Starbucks is that it helps the company to comprehend the needs of its target consumers. It also assists in keeping a track of alterations in consumer preferences as well as analyse their motivational factor. The company through such an approach has been successful over the years and triumphed over hurdles without major hiccups (Tybout & Calder, 2010). The overall approach adopted by Starbucks for branding community and its management is very simple for all the stakeholders thus making it convenient for the consumers to participate. 
[bookmark: _Toc512002931]Issues related to the creation and sustaining the brand community 
While creating a brand community, it is important for a company to understand that these communities provide a platform for interaction and communication with the target consumers. Problems arise while creating such communities when companies tend to treat this platform as one for generating business (Terechshenko & Radionova, 2011; Fournier & Lee, 2009). Though such communities result in the creation of loyal consumers it is not necessary that it would result in growth in organisational profitability and revenues. One of the primary objectives of creating and sustaining brand communities is to ensure that the consumers or general public related to a brand is being served without expecting any monetary outcome in return. For this, it is important for companies to work dedicatedly in supporting brand communities. The company might have to bring about changes within its existing culture which is a stringent and difficult activity. One successful example is that of Starbucks who brought in extensive changes within its organisational framework to support brand community but not necessary all organisation experience similar benefits and thus cautious efforts needs to be resorted to (Schau, et al., 2009). Thus, for effective brand community creation and nourishing it for long run benefits it is important for all the functional departments of an organisation to operate dedicatedly though coordinated efforts which are a challenging activity (Podnar, 2015). 

Amongst all the issues in sustaining a brand community one of the most significant ones is the management of these communities. These communities are not assets of the company and thus it is difficult for them to closely and strongly manage and control activities within communities (Fournier & Lee, 2009). For example, there are brand communities like anti-Starbucks which are defaming the brand and the company (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010). Though measures are undertaken by the company to exercise a certain level of control it is a mere misapprehension because brand communities are controlled by external forces which are beyond organisational reach.
[bookmark: _Toc512002932]The narrative surrounding the brand

Starbucks has an age-old history but since its inception, it has dedicated itself to serve the people and community as a whole. The company irrespective of hiccups faced has been progressing beyond leaps and bounds but in the year 2008, once the economic recession was faced by the world at large, Starbucks was also adversely affected (Wiggins, 2008). This made its survival difficult thus forcing the company to look for innovative approaches to overcome such a mammoth problem in hand. The online branding community was thus an approach to deal with the repercussions of economic recession as well as restore lost confidence of its consumers (Cabiddu, et al., 2012). The company through its online branding community made attempts to make its consumers feel valued and thus respected their thoughts shared over the common platform (Cabiddu, et al., 2012; Wiggins, 2008). 

The My Starbucks Idea thus emerged as a platform where not only the consumers interacted with the company but also interacted with other members on the platform (Hossain & Islam, 2015). Therefore, this acted as a strong social hub for people from all across the world to interact and socialise hence assisting the company to meet its vision through shared values. 
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Once a consumer is exposed to a brand which it finds to be interesting then he or she is motivated to collect more information about the same. One of the factors that have the most significant impact on a consumer is the association of a brand with the other which is termed as an inter-brand relationship. With inter-brand relationships comparison between brands becomes more informational for a consumer thus directing their behaviour and assisting them to take their call for the brands. Upon comparison between brands, the brand for which wider range of information is available wins over the other. 

Starbucks, as an organisation though does not, has strong relations with other brands but it resorts to approaches that boost the growth of its own brand and thus form a part of its brand architecture.
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Figure 2 Starbucks: Inter-brand relationships and Brand Architecture
Source: (Taylor, 2016)

Along with this inter-brand relationship over social media exercised by Starbucks is very strong. The growth of the company across social media platforms especially Facebook and Twitter is an example of the same. Such relationships have assisted Starbucks to nurture itself and emerge as a powerful brand within its industry (Fournier & Lee, 2009). 
The potential inter-brand relationships have a strong impact brand attitude and in turn influence evaluations of the brand. As inter-brand relationships depict a broader picture of the market it assists is the creation of value that is intangible in nature and thus provides for greater benefits to the consumers (Stieler, 2017). 
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Shared consciousness means the perception of members about the brand community (Zaglia, 2013). It is the shared consciousness amongst the members of Starbucks branding community which assists them to stay together in a connected format. The members of Starbucks differentiate themselves from the others especially the non-members. A sense of being in the right place is developed amongst the members of the brand community (Zaglia, 2013). Further, it is with the help of this shared consciousness that a feeling of categorisation on a social platform is being created which makes it possible for the group members to compare themselves with others. 

Rituals and traditions comprise of sharing of experiences over the community platform thus creating histories. These experiences over a period of time get associated with the brand history and values thereby setting examples and creating behaviour. The rituals and traditions of Starbucks which is primarily formed owing to its consistent approach and behaviour towards its customers globally make the experience of consumers impactful (Ozlek, 2015). These experiences triggered by one’s personal emotion when shared over social media platforms embeds the ritual and tradition and thus assigning meaning to the brand community. Over the branding community of Starbucks, people are motivated to share stories about people and not the products offered by the brand (Gallo, 2017). Storytelling is a legacy over the brand which is evident from the stories shared by its executive chairman that is Howard Schultz and the same has been ingrained in its branding community (Gallo, 2017). 

Moral responsibility in branding communities implies accountability of the members of the brand community and the brand itself towards each other (Zaglia, 2013; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). In the case of Starbucks, both the company as well as the members of the brand community share mutual relationships towards each other. For example, on one hand, the consumers interact and put forward ideas for improvisation to the company which is acknowledged by Starbucks. Once the idea is being accepted the members involved in providing the same and those involved in improving it are publicly applauded and recognised. This creates a sense of pride among the consumers thus motivating them to be more active. Members also fulfil their moral obligations by adding new members to the community thus increasing the size of Starbucks fans. 
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One of the fascinating factors about Starbucks is its consistency which is also passed to its customers while interacting with them over the branding community. This consistency is evident in every aspect Starbucks right from its logo till its culture (Roll, 2017). The branding community of Starbucks aims at creating an experience similar to its approach in the stores. This culture of Starbucks has motivated consumers to establish higher levels of interaction over branding community. The logo of the company has been considered as one of the most discernible ones across the world. The basic logo of the Siren has been the same but with changing times multiple aspects have been added to the logo which not only hints the consumers about the changes but also raises their curiosity (Roll, 2017). This triggers their interest in branding communities. 

[bookmark: _Toc512002936]The role of perceived benefits in marketing communications
In marketing communications, the role of perceived benefits is quite significant as it assists the marketer in undertaking decisions with regards to the communication channel. Within the social media or the digital media forum some of the most important perceived benefits that the marketer seeks to avail through marketing communications are collection of information, following-up movements of competitors, collection of information about consumers, gaining knowledge about creativity and innovations, sharing of knowledge, interactions with consumers, raising awareness, enhance communication within organisation, swift response towards requests and grievances, enhanced communication with organisational stakeholders like vendors, keeping a tap of conversations over social media platforms, search for employees and their recruitment and ultimately socialise (Tiago & Veríssimo, 2014)
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Branding community has proved to be a strong marketing tool in the case of Starbucks. The company has been effectively using it and thus steeping ahead competition irrespective of hindrances. Though the branding community has resulted in significant outcomes but yet measures can be undertaken to improve upon this approach which will assist Starbucks in deriving maximum benefits. One of the suggestions is that Starbucks should provide for monetary benefits to its customers who share quality ideas that are beneficial for the company. These monetary benefits would motivate consumers to share more idea thus resulting mutual benefits. It is also recommended that Starbucks should support the active involvement of other organisational stakeholders like vendors in idea generation. This will help Starbucks to derive holistic benefits thus realising the true meaning of branding communities.
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