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ABSTRACT 

 

This research aims to extend the TRA (theory of reasoned action) by adding social (perceived 

cohesion, social identity), psychological (self image congruence) and motivational (perceived 

enjoyment) factors to explain the participation in a small group brand community based around 

the Counter Strike game. The conceptual model proposes to test the mediating role of the 

perceived cohesion in the relationship between the perceived enjoyment and the attitude, the 

impact of the self image congruence on the social identity and the role of desire as a mediating 

variable for the effects of the subjective norms, the attitude and the social identity on social 

intentions. This study is conducted nearby 145 gamers, members of the Counter Strike small group 

brand community. The findings revealed that the perceived cohesion partially mediates the 

relationship between the perceived enjoyment and the attitude. It also showed that the self image 

congruence is an antecedent of the social identity. The desire mediates fully the effect of subjective 

norms and the social identity on social intentions, and partially the impact of the attitude on social 

intentions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

rand community research has distinguished essentially between the network based brand community and 

the small group brand community (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; Dholakia, Bagozzi, and Pearo, 2004; 

Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). The first approach, introduced by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001), treats the brand 

community as a social network organized around the brand. Social interactions occur within virtual venues in which 

consumers share information, experiences and feelings about the brand. Even though brand communities have 

commercial purposes, they are considered as a credible source in guiding customers to make their choices. They are 

employed as an effective tool making customers loyal and even “evangelical” (Fournier et al in Algesheimer, 

Dholakia, and Herrmann, 2005, p19). In this setting, firms organize some events and activities related to the brand in 

order to reinforce and intensify relationships between community members (Algesheimer, Dholakia, and Herrmann, 

2005). The second approach takes into account face to face interactions and geographical considerations (Bagozzi 

and Dholakia, 2006). The members of a small group brand community are close to each other. Harley-Davidson 

clusters were taken as a prototypical example of this type of gathering (Shouten and McAlexander, 1995). Their 

activities turn around social actions like “organizing competitions, raising funds for people, protesting political 

decisions or even encountering in public spaces”, in addition to brand related activities (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 

2006). Harley devotees act essentially on the basis of their friendship and passion for the brand inside small groups, 

regardless of formal hierarchical structure (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006).   

 

In this article, clusters of Counter Strike gamers are treated as an example of a small group brand 

community. Counter Strike 1.6, is a tactical first person shooter video game, produced by Valve and has the largest 

gathering on the net (www.counter-strike.com). Offline clusters of Counter strike are groups of friends sharing the 
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same passion around the game and engaged in joint actions like competitions or social encounters. Their interactions 

occur essentially within videogame clubs.  

 

Participating in such gatherings can be influenced by social and psychological variables. Recent studies 

have focused on developing a theory of consumers' participation in brand communities (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 

2006a, b; Dholakia et al, 2004). On the basis of behavioral theories such as the theory of reasoned action (TRA), the 

theory of planned behavior (TPB) or the model of goal directed behavior (GDB), some motivational, social and 

psychological factors are introduced in order to contribute to predict the consumer behavior regarding the brand 

community (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006a, b; Dholakia et al, 2004). Consistent with this perspective, this research 

seeks to deepen the understanding of social actions in a small group brand community building upon Bagozzi and 

Dholakia’s model (2006a). Their study provides a useful framework for our research. Beyond the traditional 

antecedents of the TPB (subjective norms, attitude and perceived behavioral control), they consider the impact of 

anticipated emotions (positive and negative) and social identity on social intentions. Conforming to the model of 

goal-directed behavior (Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001), desire was introduced as a key mediator factor between the 

effects of all these variables and social intentions. Despite the relevance and importance of their research, one 

principal limit can be addressed to their study. As attested by Dholakia et al (2004) the antecedents of exogenous 

variables were not integrated in their model. Consequently, this study aims firstly to introduce both of perceived 

cohesion and perceived enjoyment as attitudinal beliefs within the TRA and self image congruence as an antecedent 

of social identity. The desire is considered as mediating all the effects of subjective norms, attitude and social 

identity on intentions. The theory of relational cohesion (Lawler and Thye, 1999), the theory of self image 

congruence (Sirgy, 1982), the theory of extended self (Belk, 1988), and the social identity theory (Ellemers, 

Kortekaas, and Ouwerkerk, 1999) are therefore employed for developing our research model. Secondly, this study 

provides the opportunity to guide brand managers to organize and integrate offline small groups of videogame in the 

development of a brand community.        

 

After the review of the literature, a quantitative study is performed. The sampling frame and data collection 

procedures are then presented. Analysis and results are discussed as well as implications and future research 

directions. 

 

RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES 

 

Perceived Enjoyment and Perceived Cohesion in A Small Group Brand Community: Theory of Relational 

Cohesion  

 

Within Counter Strike small group, gamers are willing to organize some encounters and informal 

competitions for entertainment purposes. Theses activities lead to several states of excitement and enjoyment related 

to the consumption experience of the game within clusters of friends. Perceived enjoyment is seen as a crucial factor 

for the success of the experience whereas the essential reason for participation in such gatherings is recreational. 

Perceived enjoyment within the online game community context is defined as “the extent to which the activity of 

participating in the online game community is perceived to be pleasure and satisfaction” (Hsu and Lu, 2007). The 

more gamers enjoy the participation process in small groups based on the preferred game, the more they positively 

evaluate their actions toward the community. Two studies consider the impact of perceived enjoyment on the 

attitude toward the participation in virtual community games and conclude that this concept has a positive impact on 

the attitude (Hsu and Lu, 2007; Wu and Liu, 2007). For our considerations, perceived cohesion is mediating the 

relationship between the perceived enjoyment and the attitude. The proposed model determines therefore only the 

indirect effect of perceived enjoyment on the attitude through the perceived cohesion. This is partially supported by 

the theory of relational cohesion which highlights the role of emotions in the unity of the group. Within social 

exchange context, recent researches consider the important role of emotions in sustaining relationships in social 

network structures (Lawler and Thye, 1999). It is advanced that “joint activity reaffirms and strengthens social 

solidarity because of the shared emotions and feelings it produces” (Durkheim in Lawler and Thye, 1999, p223). 

Consistent with the proposals of this theory, perceived enjoyment related to the process of participation in small 

group of Counter Strike strengthens the solidarity between the members’ group. Gamers pleased and satisfied of 

their experiences within the group, build a tightly and closely relationships with members in order to maintain their 

practice around their favorite game. The success of collective actions and the perceiving of positive outcomes can 
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not be achieved when the relationships inside small group are loosely and members are not able to act in the best 

interest of the group. The perceived cohesion plays therefore a key role in participating in small group of Counter 

Strike. On the basis of previous researches, perceived cohesion is in turn considered as a determinant of the 

behavioral attitude (Hsu and Lu, 2007). When the individual perceives that he maintains an intimately relationships 

with members’ group, he develops a favorable or a positive attitude regarding participating in groups’ activities and 

events. On the basis of this discussion, it is possible to hypothesize that:  

 

Hypothesis 1:  Perceived cohesion mediates the relationship between the perceived enjoyment and the attitude.  

 

Self Image Congruence and Social Identity in A Small Group Brand Community:  Beyond the Theory of the 

Extended Self 

 

Consistent with the phenomenological approach, the self is studied in a holistic form (Sirgy, 1982). It goes 

beyond one’s “possessions, perceptions and experiences” that constitute the self and extends to “persons, objects, 

places and group possessions” which form the extended self (Belk, 1988, p140). Possessions are considered not only 

as a communicative and constructive device that maintain and enhance the personal identity but also as mediating 

interpersonal relationships (Ahuvia, 2005; Belk, 1988). “Relationships with objects are never two-way (person-

thing) but always three-way (person-thing-person)” (Belk, 1988). Brand community is therefore a form of extended 

self through which consumers build relationships and construct a social identity based on the shared passion, 

enthusiasm and experiences around a specific brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). From our perspective, it is 

important to advance that consumer-brand relationship seems to precede the consumer-consumer relationships. 

Consumers holding a strong relationship with the brand are able to be connected to other devotees (Algesheimer et 

al, 2005). When they attempt to construct and define their selves, they strive to possess brands which images are 

similar to their self perceptions and build relationships that assist their choices and construct a social identity. This is 

coherent with Algesheimer et al (2005) research in which they consider that brand-consumer relationship is a 

predictor of community identification.  Meanwhile, this hypothesis is contradictory maintained by Bagozzi and 

Dholakia’s study (2006a). They sustain that consumer-brand identification is a consequence of social identity 

whereas brand-consumer relationship will be strengthened after joining small group brand community. Within this 

setting, the first relationship is predicted coherently with our previous discussion. Therefore,   

 

Hypothesis 2:  Self image congruence has a positive influence on the social identity. 

 

The Mediating Role of Desire:  Bagozzi and Dholakia’s (2006) Model 

 

The mediating role of desire in the TPB was essentially introduced by Perugini and Bagozzi (2001) within 

the model of goal directed behavior (MGB). They sustain that all the processes established in the model work 

through the desire. It is maintained that the traditional antecedents of the TPB are a “rational reasons for acting”. 

Meanwhile, they lack an “explicit motivational” factor that pushes the intention to act (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; 

Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001). Desire is therefore considered as a catalyst that “energizes” intentions to achieve 

actions (Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001). Furthermore two conditions are determined to explain in which way this can 

be happened. Under “volitive desires”, the consumer constructs a self-commitment to act which afterward 

encourages him to perform the action. “With appetitive desires reasons for acting serve as catalysts to release or 

free-up a hidden or latent desire related to such biological needs as food, sex, or safety” (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 

2006, p70). For our purposes, the “volitive desires” are considered, whereas the desire is introduced as a mental 

statement that influences social intentions and not as arousing statement that lead consumers to act. Accordingly, the 

desire can be defined as “a state of mind whereby an agent has a personal motivation to perform an action or to 

achieve a goal” (Perugini and Bagozzi, 2004, p71). Consistent with this view, desire occurs as a mediator factor in 

our model. It mediates the impact of subjective norms, the attitude and the social identity on social intentions. This 

is can be sustained by the research of Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006) in which they attest that desire fully mediates the 

effects of attitude, emotions, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control and social identity on social intentions. 

Therefore, it is possible to hypothesize that:   

 

Hypothesis 3:  The desire mediates the effect of subjective norms on the social intentions. 
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Hypothesis 4:  The desire mediates the impact of the attitude on the social intentions. 

 

Hypothesis 5:  The desire mediates the influence of the social identity on the social intentions.  

 

 Based on the above hypotheses, a conceptual model is developed (Figure 1): 
 

 

Figure1:  Research Model 

 
 

EMPIRICAL STUDY 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

Counter Strike clusters meet in videogame clubs which propose several other games. The choice of the 

small groups of the Counter Strike community is related to the game notoriety. International competitions are 

regularly organized. This game generates one of the largest gatherings on the net (www.counter-strike.com) and 

offline groups which encounter regularly within the framework of non official competitions for leisure purposes.  

 

Clubs’ owners encouraged members to participate in the survey which has been performed during a period 

of two months from 15
th

 of July to 15
th

 of August 2008. 250 questionnaires were distributed in four clubs. 170 

members returned the questionnaires and only 145 questionnaires were entirely completed. At the beginning of the 

questionnaire, it was noticed that only members that engage in regularly activities within small groups of Counter 

Strike devotees that were targeted by the survey.  

 

All variables were measured by multi items scales stemmed from previous researches (Appendix 1). To 

make sure that items are well structured, a pre-test was conducted nearby fifteen gamers.  

 

The sample encompasses small groups varying from 6 to 10 members. Surprisingly, only men participated 

to our survey. This may be due to the nature of the game: war strategy. 22.8% are 13 to 16 years old. 62% are aged 

from 17 to 25 years, and only 14.5% from 26 to 30 years. A unique individual has more than 30 years. 
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Data Analysis and Results 

 

Initially, all measures were tested for their internal consistency using Cronbach’s Alpha. Factor structures 

were determined via principal components analyses. Secondly, separate regression analyses were conducted for all 

relationships proposed by the conceptual model. Finally, mediating tests were assessed coherently with the 

procedure recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). SPSS .15 was employed for theses purposes.  

 

Psychometric Quality of the Scales  

 

All measures reveal a high reliability (α ≥ 0.7) as requested by Nunnaly (1978). As in the literature, all the 

scales are one-dimensional, except social identity. In contrast with Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006), social identity is a 

one-dimensional construct.  

 

Mediating Role of the Perceived Cohesion in the Relationship between the Perceived Enjoyment and the 

Attitude  

 

The separate direct effects of perceived enjoyment and perceived cohesion on attitude and perceived 

enjoyment on perceived cohesion were sustained. Both of the perceived enjoyment (βs=.896, p<0.05) and the 

perceived cohesion (βs=.923, p<0.05) significantly and positively affect the attitude toward participating in small 

group brand community. The impact of perceived enjoyment on perceived cohesion is significant and positive 

(βs=.888, p<0.05).  

 

In order to test H1, a multiple regression was conducted. Results indicate that the regression model is 

globally significant (F=516.318, p<0.05). The effect of perceived enjoyment on attitude toward participating in 

small brand community through perceived cohesion was attenuated (βs=.359, p<0.05) comparing to the direct effect 

established previously. H1 is therefore partially sustained whereas the impact of perceived cohesion on the attitude 

is significant, positive and more important (βs=.604>.359, p<0.05) than the effect of perceived cohesion on the 

attitude which is always significant.  

 

Impact of the Self-Image Congruence on the Social Identity 

 

On the basis of simple regression findings, self image congruence significantly and positively influence 

social identity (βs=.625, p<0.05). H2 is consequently retained.  

 

Mediating Role of the Desire in the Separate Effects of Subjective Norms, Attitude and Social Identity on 

Social Intentions  

 

Mediating Role of the Desire in the Relationship between Subjective Norms and Social Intentions 

 

Both of subjective norms (βs=.857, p<0.05) and desire (βs=.904, p<0.05) significantly and positively affect 

social intentions. Subjective norms have a significant and positive impact on desire (βs=.904, p<0.05).  

On the basis of simple regression analyses, the separate direct effects of subjective norms and desire on social 

intentions and subjective norms on desire are supported as previously revealed. Besides, in order to achieve the 

mediating tests, the effect of subjective norms and desire on social intentions should be performed. Multiple 

regression analyses were consequently employed. Results indicate that the regression model predicting social 

intentions is overall significant (F=337.385, p<0.05). The impact of subjective norms on social intentions is 

nevertheless non significant (βs=.218, p>0.05). Indeed, desire fully mediates (βs=.707, p<0.05) subjective norms 

and social intentions relationship. H3 is therefore sustained. 

 

Mediating Role of the Desire in the Relationship between the Attitude and Social Intentions 

 

The separate impacts of attitude (βs=.884, p<0.05) and desire (βs=.904, p<0.05) on social intentions are 

positive and significant. Simple regression analyses indicate that attitude has a significant and positive (βs=.936, 

p<0.05) impact on desire.   
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Multiple regression analyses were conducted to test the mediating effect of the desire in attitude social 

intentions relationship. The regression model is fully significant (F=345.188, p<0.05). Despite of the significance 

and positive (βs=.309, p<0.05) relationship between the attitude and social intentions, the later is attenuated under 

desire effect (βs=.615, p<0.05). H4 is therefore partly supported.   

 

Mediating Role of the Desire in the Relationship between the Social Identity and Social Intentions 

 

Both social identity (βs=.856, p<0.05) and desire (βs=.904, p<0.05) have a separate significant and positive 

influence on social intentions. 

 

Simple regression analyses specify that social identity significantly and positively (βs=.907, p<0.05) impact 

desire. 

 

In order to test H8, multiple regression analyses were performed. Results attest that the regression model 

predicting the relationship between social identity, desire and social intentions is on the whole significant 

(F=334.039, p<0.05). Social identity has non significance (βs=.202, p>0.05) impact on social intentions. 

Consequently, desire mediates (βs=.721, <0.05) the effect of social identity on social intentions. H5 is therefore 

supported.  

 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This research was conducted to highlight some relevant variables that explain consumer participation in 

small group brand community. The findings attest that participation in a small group brand community is influenced 

by motivational, social and psychological factors that lead consumers to organize some joint actions. The effect of 

the perceived enjoyment on the perceived cohesion was successfully supported. This is consistent with the relational 

exchange literature which considers that emotions strengthen and intensify relationships in social network structure 

(Lawler and Thye, 1999). The mediating role of the perceived cohesion in the relationship between the perceived 

enjoyment and the attitude was also retained in this study. This result is noteworthy, providing the evidence that 

within small group brand community, essentially based offline, the strength of social relationships is determinant of 

the ongoing contacts and thus the survive of the group around the brand. Despite of the importance of the enjoyment 

in recreational activities (Vorderer et al, 2004), within Counter Strike small group the unity and solidarity of the 

group seems to be a central factor in the success of the experience. Such results offer the possibility to arrange and 

organize these groups within specialized clubs in order to provide an appropriate social environment for the 

development of such gatherings.   

 

Self image congruence was found a good predictor of social identity. From a theoretical stand point, this 

result highlights the social nature of the brand in supporting the individual to construct his personal and social 

identity through his social affiliation, belongingness and participation in brand community (Ahuvia, 2005; 

Algesheimer et al, 2005; Shouten and McAlexander, 1995; Belk, 1988). The brand is therefore mediating social 

relationships building upon brand identification (Ahuvia, 2005). Consistently with Algesheimer et al (2005), this 

relationship provides a mean to develop the symbolic characteristics of the brand in order to attract the most 

identified one to integrate the brand community. This relationship was also be studied by Bagozzi and Dholakia 

(2006a) from a different perspective. They sustained that brand identification is deepened through social 

identification with the brand community. This is can be worthy in the way that emphasizes the role of brand 

community in creating a more involved and experienced consumers.  

 

Our findings regarding the mediating role of desire showed that the latter fully mediates the effects of 

subjective norms and social identity on intentions (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006a) but surprisingly partially mediates 

the effect of attitude on intentions. This result is non consistent with Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006) research in which 

they found that desire fully mediates the impact of the attitude on intentions for both Harley riders and non Harley 

riders group. This is can be due to the similarity between the attitude measure, in which the respondents were asked 

if they like, is it funny or attractive to participate in some activities within the group, and desire measure, in which 

respondents were asked to express their desire to participate in some activities or competitions within the group.  
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From a practical standpoint, our findings provide new insights into research about consumer participation in 

brand communities. Firstly, video game brand managers must create a specialized clubs based around their brand in 

order to encourage encounters regularity and assure enjoyable experiences. Such actions involve the unity and the 

solidarity of the group gamers in the fulfillment of their purposes. Secondly, designers should develop a distinctive 

game personality that serves to construct the gamers’ selves and facilitates connection and relationships between 

admirers of the game. Finally, it will be beneficial to target the most experienced and identified one to the 

community to develop the hardcore and insure feed-back and cooperation with the firm.  

 

Nevertheless, a number of limitations can be addressed. Data were collected using non-probabilistic 

convenience sampling procedure. The ability to generalize the findings to the entire population is reduced. The 

sample is small which impedes us to use Structural Equation Models (SEM) in order to validate our research model. 

Future researches can therefore validate this model. It is also important to incorporate further pertinent variables 

(gamers’ expertise, game involvement, functional congruity) in order to deepen the explaining of the participation in 

a brand community.   
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APPENDIX 1  Constructs and Measures 

 

Perceived cohesion (Hunton and al, 2001)                    

I fit in well with my group of Counter Strike                   

I am comfortable as a member of my group of Counter 

Strike                                                                                 

I like the members of my group of Counter Strike       

My group of Counter Strike acts as a cohesive unit         

I trust the members of my group of Counter Strike to act 

in the best interest of the group (7-point scale)                           

Perceived enjoyment (Hsu and Lu, 2007)                 

The process of participating to the group of Counter 

Strike is enjoyable                                .                                                                                                                                               

While participating in the group of Counter Strike, I 

experienced pleasure                         .                                                 

Overall, I believe that the group of Counter Strike is 

playful (5-point scale) 

Attitude (Wu and Liu, 2007)                                           
It is a lot of fun to participate in activities with the group 

of Counter Strike                                                      .                                                               

I like to participate in activities with the group of 

Counter Strike                                                        .                                                         

Participating in activities with the group of Counter 

Strike is attractive (7-point scale) 

Subjective norms (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006) 

Please express how strongly most people who are 

important to me feel                                                           

I should participate in activities such as competitions, 

tournaments, and encounters with my group of Counter 

Strike (7-point scale)                                                      

Would approve to me participating in activities such as 

competitions, tournaments, and encounters with my 

group of Counter Strike (7-point scale) 

Self image congruence (Hohenstein and al, 2007)        

I can completely identify with Counter Strike                    

Counter Strike is a lot like me 

Counter Strike reflects what I am                                    .                                      

Counter Strike is exactly how I see myself                     

If I was a game, I would be Counter Strike                     

Counter Strike image corresponds to my self-image in 

many respects                                                   .                                                                   

Through Counter Strike I can express what I find 

important in life. (9-point “strongly disagree” (1) to 

“strongly agree” (9) scale) 

 

Desires (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006)                     

I desire to participate in activities such as 

competitions, tournaments, and encounters with my 

group of Counter Strike (7-point “agree-disagree” 

scale)                                                                        

My desire for participating in activities such as 

competitions, tournamnts, and encounters with my 

group of Counter Strike can be described as (7-point 

“very weak desire-very strong desire” scale)             I 

want to participate in activities such as competitions, 

tournaments, and encounters with my group of 

Counter Strike (7-point “does not describe me at all-

describes me very much” scale) 

Social intentions (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006)                                   

I intend that our group participate in activities such as 

competitions, tournaments, and encounters during the 

next one month (5-point “strongly agree–strongly 

disagree” scale)                                                      We 

intend to participate in activities such as 

competitions, tournaments, and encounters sometime 

during the next one month (5-point “strongly agree–

strongly disagree” scale) 

Social identity (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006)                                                   

Cognitive social identity                                    .                                                                               

How would you express the degree of overlap 

between your personal identity and the identity of the 

group of Counter Strike you mentioned above? (8-

point graphical “not at all–very much” scale) Please 

indicate to what degree your self-image overlaps with 

the identity of the group of Counter Strike? (7-point 

“not at all–very much” scale) 

Affective social identity                                       .                                             

How attached are you to the group of Counter Strike 

you mentioned above? (7-point “not at all attached–

attached very much” scale)                                          

How strong would you say your feelings of 

belongingness are toward the group you indicated 

above? (7-point “not at all strong–very strong” scale) 

Evaluative social identity                 .                                        

I am a valuable member of the group I indicated 

above” (7-point “does not describe me at all–

describes me very well” scale)                                         

I am an important member of the group I indicated 

above” (7-point scale; same as first measure)  
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