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The Cult of Mac: An Analysis of Apple/Mac Brand Advocates 
 

“We must recognize that brands don’t belong to marketers. Brands belong to the 

customer… Successful brands embrace their customers by anticipating basic and spiritual 

human needs. Success creates magnetic brands—Cult Brands.”  

- BJ Bueno, The Cult Branding Company 

 

Introduction: Brand Advocacy in the Apple/Mac Community  

There are several individuals who tend to purchase specific kinds of products, 

including Mp3 players, computers, video games, DVD players and many other products 

of interest. People buy such products because of the special meaning or significance they 

believe those products and brand names carry for them. Oftentimes, support systems and 

communities with a shared interest will form around the brand image to encourage a 

sense of homophily, where like attracts like (while those who do not share this similar 

interest are excluded). A strong sense of solidarity and fraternity permeates the 

community and carries them to even higher levels of belonging.  

Based on this shared sense of sorority between members of a brand community, I 

attempt to look at what point do supporters become apart of a brand cult within the well-

renowned brand community known as Apple/Mac. What differentiates members of this 

cult from a support group? This research paper thus attempts to explore and determine the 

attitudes, thoughts and feelings with regards to the Apple/Mac brand. I am also interested 

in understanding the relationship between brand advocates and the Apple/Mac brand, 

including how they interact with other community members and outsiders.   
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Literary Review 

What is a brand? 

A brand holds emotional and psychological relationships with its customers 

(Ehret, 2009). Strong brands, such as Google, Apple and Starbucks, tend to elicit 

thoughts, feelings and psychologcal responses from individuals. These thoughts and 

feelings turn into conversations that act as a live current that runs throughout the brand 

community, which is why word of mouth marketing becomes very important (and often 

utilized in strategic planning) for marketers (Hall, 2010). All of these factors help create a 

brand identity that resonates with its customers. 

According to Mike Hall, author of How Online Brand Communities Work, brand 

communities allow members to “have conversations of their own, on topics of their own 

choosing, with whoever they like, when they like – just as in real-life communities.” 

These communities carry content across multiple channels, including the custom-built 

managed communities set up by or on behalf of a company. These channels, argues Hall, 

are the main channels for research agencies and consumer insight departments. Open 

communities, such as Facebook, are accessed by businesses.  

Additionally, Hall offers that participation is the new control (Hall, 2010). He 

argues that leaders, marketers and advertisers need to stimulate wide participation of the 

community members in order to ensure that the community thrives. People are engaged 

not because of the content, but because of the process. People assert that they feel they 

are getting something valuable out of what they are reading; it ensures participation and 

information exchange. 
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Brand Advocacy 

According to Marta Strickland (2010) at DirectMarketingNews.com, individuals 

part of a brand community spread information through word of mouth mostly because 

they are interacting with the brand, helping their friends, desiring recognition for their 

expertise and knowledge the brand as their own. Community members share information 

they find with others and build supporters to provide authenticity for the brand. 

Brand advocates not only have a favorable perception of the brand they consume, 

but they communicate the same thoughts and emotions to others, even to the point of 

convincing others to convert to consuming or supporting the same brand. Such word of 

mouth communication not only promotes brand awareness (and even brand recall in some 

cases), but it also influences purchase intentions.  

Brand advocacy not only reflects the presentation of a product or service, but it 

also reflects a lifestyle. A company’s biggest loyalist can also talk about products or 

activities that are of interest to them and not the brand they are currently supporting. 

Strickland argues that it is also not the amount of supporters that brands have, but how 

the company strategically appropriates them. 

What marketers need to understand, asserts Strickland, is that fans on Facebook 

do not translate to brand advocates. It is a mere symbol to add to their lapel as opposed to 

an avid follower of a brand. Strickland observes, “Ninety percent of the time a user 

spends on Facebook is in the newsfeed, so after they hit that “fan” button they likely will 

never return to your fan page.” Realistically, these fans can be potentials that can 

transform into brand loyalists.  
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Robert Fuggetta (2010), CEO of social media company Zuberance, contends, 

“Brand Advocates are highly-satisfied customers who pro-actively recommend their 

favorite brands and products online and online, without being paid to do so.” According 

to Fuggetta, word of mouth marketing is the most trusted form (five times more trusted, 

to be exact) of communication than advertising, paid search, e-mail and other marketing 

tools. The idea behind brand advocates is to energize and prolong their staying power.  

An analysis of Zuberance-powered advocacy programs shows that companies that 

systematically identify and energize brand advocates are getting at least 10 times their 

ROI in media and sales value. In other words, for every $1 a company invests in 

energizing advocates, the company gets $10 in positive word of-mouth impressions and 

sales are 10 times the “Return on Advocacy,” is significantly higher than the return that 

marketers receive from paid search campaigns on Google and other marketing 

approaches (Fuggetta, 2010). 

 Priit Kallas (2010), author of How Businesses Use Facebook, believes that brand 

advocacy and engagement are two main factors that drive customer acquisition and 

marketing effectiveness. The more crucial value-drivers respondents mentioned in a 

study, according to Kallas, were that brands give customers a valid reason to want to 

share brand-related content (94%), identify and engage top influencers (86%) and 

leverage the reach and multiplier effect of social networks (85%). Again, it is evident that 

that buzz and viral marketing play a crucial role in building brand awareness and loyalty 

not only among community members and supporters, but outsiders as well. 
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Cults 

Melanie Wells (2001), author of Cult Brands in Forbes, describes a cult brand as 

seizing “the imagination of a small group who spread the word, make converts, help turn 

a fringe product into a mainstream name.” A cult brand, however, is not to be confused 

with a fad, which take off quickly, peak and then simmers down within large populations 

(Wells, 2001). Wells argues that people participate in cult branding because, unlike 

religion, they enjoy the sense of belonging to something tangible.  

BJ Bueno, author at The Cult Branding Company defines a cult brand as a group 

of individuals who are not followers, but “living, breathing surrogate famil[ies] filled 

with like-minded individuals. They are the support group that just happens to sell 

products and services.” He argues that the rest of society is merely another vehicle that 

fuels its success. Furthermore, a cult is “primarily the result of an extraordinary consumer 

tribe, and only secondarily of an extraordinary product.” (Schindlholzer, 2009). 

Being a part of a cult brand is almost analogous to a religion. According to Robert 

Jay Lifton, a psychiatrist and author of The Protean Self: Human Resilience in an Age of 

Fragmentation, humans feel the need to feel a part of something larger than themselves 

(Wells, 2001). He further elaborates, "If you're part of, say, Harley-Davidson, you can 

feel that this movement has existed before you were born and will continue beyond your 

finite life span." Essentially, the brand becomes an extension of oneself.  

Wells goes even further to introduce the idea of a pilgrimage. More specifically to 

the Apple/Mac brand, Wells argues that 85,000 Apple Computer supporters “make a 

pilgrimage to the MacWorld expo, the annual four-day event at San Franciscos Moscone 

Center” (Wells, 2001). This event offers MAC fans to investigate the most up-to-date 
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technological devices and products, but more importantly, the opportunity to “touch” 

Steve Jobs (the man who gave power in the hands of ordinary people).  

Cult branding also has its downfalls. Often, cult brand members (a euphemism 

perhaps for fanatics) can “hijack a brand and make it serious trouble for a company” 

(Wells, 2001). They tend to take control of the image of brand and what it represents, 

making it harder for the company to direct customers to where they want them to be.  

To avoid a brand cult leader hijacking a brand, companies need to discover ways 

to influence others’ opinions, attract a specific type of customer that may represent the 

brand image you wish to portray, and giving them a sense of security and belonging to 

the group (Schindlholzer, 2009). Fundamentally, a cult occurs when followers of your 

brand voice their opinions about your product or service, where, according to 

Schindlholzer, this is where tribal marketing can blossom.  

 

Tribes 

According to Bernhard Schindlholzer (2009), author at Customer Experience 

Labs, a tribe is a “group of people connected to each other, to your products and your 

brand. Successful marketing increasingly includes the task of cultivating, nurturing and 

developing a tribe and its members.” Tribal marketing focuses on individuals as opposed 

to a group and permits them to be partake in the growth of a brand while attempting to 

convert them into a loyal and passionate follower (which will ultimately lead to word of 

mouth marketing) (Schindlholzer, 2009). 

Godin contends that to become an influential leader, one must create movements 

that empower communication within a ‘tribe’, a group of like-minded individuals 
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connected to a leader and a shared interest. Leaders create a culture around a tribe’s goal 

and establish a foundation for people to make connections, as opposed to forcing the tribe 

to follow them. CrossFit.com, Godin exemplifies, is an online tribe of fitness fanatics that 

compete in timed events against people around the world and record their times on the 

website. CrossFit.com members share news and ideas and grow as a fellowship through 

viral marketing as individuals recruit other members and set their own standards while 

their leader, Greg Glassman, helps them to do so.  

 One common theme that surfaces in Tribes is the Internet as a vehicle that 

enhances and facilitates communication between brand communities. Online tribes are 

thus an integral part of the Interactive Advertising Model, as the Internet spawns an 

explosion of social media that encourages individuals to communicate and spread the 

word to other tribes. Social media attempts to bolster the relationships within tribes as 

ideas are shared and decisions are made quickly among other tribe members.  

 Leaders, Godin argues, find groups that have a sense of solidarity and a shared 

sensed of consciousness who are seeking leadership and lead them to where they want to 

go. Godin further states that exclusion is also an important aspect to consider that 

enforces loyalty and attention; the individuals who are not apart of a movement matter 

just as much as those who are. This idea relates to Symmetry Theory, as members 

attempt to influence one another through communication in order to sustain an 

equilibrium within the tribe. Congruity Theory is also applied, as the leader’s attitudes 

must balance those of the individuals within the tribe to establish a consistency. 

 An important aspect of a leader to consider is credibility. Godin argues that 

leaders must use charisma in a variety of ways if he/she wishes to attract and motivate 
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followers (Godin, 2008). Leaders must also be transparent, since tribes must understand 

and be aware of a leader’s intentions in order to deem them credible and thus trustworthy. 

Tribes will thus eagerly await the command of a leader when they want something done. 

It is about seeking these vibrant and passionate tribes who want to be guided towards 

their goal, which allow leaders to become more powerful and thus more influential as 

more and more people continue to join a movement. 

 A strength of Tribes is the idea that every tribe communicates differently and in a 

unique way. This is important to the advertising practice as it teaches researchers in the 

industry to fully understand their audience in order to serve them better in the future. 

Godin insists that leaders should “help their tribe sing, whatever form that song takes” 

(Godin, 2008). Moreover, he argues that Internet marketing amplifies connectivity, 

engagement and word of mouth that spreads at a faster rate than traditional advertising. It 

is up to the leader to help guide their tribe where they want to go and help them to voice 

their opinions.  

 A limitation to Godin’s book is that becoming a leader requires practice and is not 

something immediate. Godin ignores the idea of the time, effort and practice that is 

required to become a leader. To gain a tribe’s trust, one must build a credible reputation 

by demonstrating one’s competence and honesty. However, this requires time in order to 

foster a meaningful relationship between individuals. Moreover, multi-billion dollar 

companies, such as Facebook and Twitter, are gathering information of individuals for at 

the expense of their privacy. This in turn can harm the image of leaders who want to 

demonstrate credibility to their tribes by illustrating alterior motives or hidden agendas.  
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 Godin argues that tribes have become the most effective media channel to date as 

they are longer-lasting and more effective. This is the key reason why Godin argues that 

leaders must join a tribe, since it is proving to be one of the most powerful and successful 

marketing investments. Buzz and viral marketing is also reinforced through the existence 

of tribes as it identifies leaders within their communities and spread the word about a new 

product or service. Godin argues that marketers must listen and cater to customers 

because they are the true leaders of brands and companies today.  

 Additionally, social networks such as Facebook and Ning allow individuals to 

form their own online communities and build relationships without geographical 

boundaries and interference of monolithic media conglomerates. In Connected, 

Thompson contends that “We are tied not just to those around us, but to others in a web 

that stretches farther than we know” (Christakis & Fowler, 2009). The Internet amplifies 

connectivity and engagement that spreads at a faster rate than traditional advertising. 

Social media is thus the most effective channel for marketers to utilize in order to better 

understand and cater to audiences.   

The mob mentality factor of tribes plays a large role in influencing others, 

considering 90% of people trust their friends over advertisers and marketers (Nielson 

Wire, 2009). This surprisingly high statistic should motivate marketers and advertisers to 

locate the leaders within social network communities, listen and learn from them. 

Consequently, listening to the conversations individuals are having is crucial to building 

stronger connections with leaders and their followers. Bob Garfield, author of The Chaos 

Scenario, introduces the concept of “listenomics,” where the marketers no longer have 
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the power to target, lecture, invade and dictate customers, but listen, connect and 

cultivate customer insights instead (Garfield, 2009).   

Similarly, Charlene Li and Bernoff (2008) of The Groundswell argue that 

marketers also need to listen. Marketers need to be reading reviews and ratings of 

customers on products, services and brands they are consuming and understanding what 

people are saying about them. Such reviews offer a valuable skill set for receiving 

feedback and provide an opportunity to companies to improve their relationships with 

their customers (and thus ameliorating their business).  

All of these factors (conversations, tribes, leaders, listenomics and the 

groundswell) allow marketers to pay close attention to the conversations that occur on the 

Web. The greatest difficulty, however, is sifting through this information overload and 

data clutter to determine not only who is telling the truth about themselves, but what and 

how they are putting themselves on display within social networks. While it is crucial, as 

Garfield argues, to listen, create and cultivate ideas based on customer insights and 

feedback, such information may not be relevant for potential market research.  

Marketers must be weary of using information from tribes or groups within social 

networks because of the ambiguity of truth of information. This may be due to the 

concept that leaders (which also influence tribes), may have ulterior motives and not only 

create a persona that exaggerates their characteristics or undermines their personality, but 

this fabrication can also lead to deception amongst the tribe that is following him/her. As 

marketers look for leaders within groups to appropriate brand, product or service 

advocacy, such false information can lead to a collapse of relevant research.   
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Basic Network Concepts 

A network is a set of relationships (Kadusin, 2004). Each network has a point of 

contact, or node, that describes its relationships between other nodes through ties. The 

most simple of networks contains two nodes with one tie linking them. For networks to 

function, there needs to be not only a link between individuals or organizations, but 

information must also be available about the connections between the two nodes. 

Connections are either symmetrical, where the liking between two nodes is mutual, or 

multiplex, where there is more than one relationship.  

Ego-centric networks, according to Kadushin (2004), are networks that are 

connected to a single node. Socio-centric networks are closed, meaning there is a clear 

boundary that includes members and excludes outsiders. Contrary to socio-centric 

networks are open system networks that have undefined boundaries. In reality, 

individuals are more likely to form communities because of their closeness to one 

another, transcending both time and space (Kadushin, 2004). Similarly, brand 

communities (or socio-centric networks) thus create boundaries that segregate them from 

both the brand advocates and loyalists based on a shared interest. 

When discussing social networks, a common term that arises is ‘homophily.’ 

Homophily, according to Kadushin (2004), is defined as “having one or more common 

social attributes, like the same social class.” However, homophily is an interestingly 

duplicitous concept. Although the term supports the idea that “birds of a feather flock 

together,” it is also simultaneously the cause of segregation. While homophily lies on the 

principle that stronger connections made between similar people form more readily than 

dissimilar people, homophily also limits people’s social worlds. According to 
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McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook (2001), information, attitudes and interactions 

disseminated through networks will become localized and will obey certain specific 

dynamics with regards to interaction with other social entities (McPherson et al, 2001).   

Individuals with similar network structures are more likely to have interpersonal 

communication and thus have a stronger influence on each other (Marsden, 1984). 

Similar behaviors, attitudes, abilities, beliefs and aspirations are also factors that 

demonstrate the willingness for people to share such patterns and have stronger peer 

influence. These connections in part have to do with schools that help breed ties and 

maintain them, even into adulthood (Marsden, 1984). This then fosters a structural 

system of homogenous community building based on age.  

A more obvious note on homophily is geographical boundaries. It is evident that 

people are more likely to interact with each other when their location is in close 

proximity (as it takes more time and energy to communicate with people who are 

separated by large distances) (Marsden, 1984). Although communication has been made 

a lot easier with the rise of communication technologies that transcends both time and 

space, these new modes have not completely eliminated the idea that people in closer 

proximity to each other communicate more often.  

Evidently, homophily exists within social networks that bind individuals with 

similar backgrounds, while simultaneously excluding others. It is our human nature to 

seek out others who have a closer and stronger connection to, although this may produce 

consequences of exclusion. This concept also relates to the idea of having stronger vs. 

weaker ties; the more time and effort we put into relationships with others, the stronger 

the ties and vice versa.  
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Similarly, Christakis and Fowler’s definition of homophily is having the 

“conscious or unconscious tendency to associate with people who resemble us.” Both 

authors argue that individuals tend to choose their network structures in three ways. First, 

people decide how many people we want to be connected to. Second, we influence how 

densely interconnected our friends and family are. And third, we control how central we 

are to the social network (Christakis et al, 2009). 

Although we all have weak ties to others within other social networks, we do not 

invest our energy as willingly as desired towards stronger ties. This automatically (and 

possible unintentionally), creates a separation between individuals and social networks. 

Homophily can thus be seen as either a bridge that connects like-minded individuals with 

shared interests and characteristics, but it can also be considered as a gap that seeks to 

unintentionally distance others from formulating connections.  

 

Connected 

Christakis and Fowler define a group as having an attribute or a particular 

collection of individuals to whom we can point out. Although a network contains 

expresses the same idea, a network also contains a specific set of connections between 

people within the group. These ties and their patterns are more important than the nodes, 

or the individuals themselves. They permit groups to do things that a disengaged 

collection of individuals cannot (Christakis et al., 2009). Moreover, a network 

community not only connects many people together, but it also connects them to other 

parts of the network.  
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A network thus consists of two elements: humans and the ties that bind them. 

Connections are not impositions, but instead “evolve organically from the natural 

tendency of each person to seek out and make many or few friends, to have large or small 

families, to work in personable or anonymous workplaces” (Christakis et al., 2009). 

Humans create their own connections and thus make a decision to either nurture (or not) 

and transform them into strong or weak ties.  

Firstly, there is a connection between two nodes (individuals) in a group. These 

connections form a typology pattern of ties within a social network. Secondly, there is a 

contagion, which pertains to the type of information (if any) flows through the 

connections (Christakis et al., 2009). Although an individual may have many connections 

(hundreds and some reaching the thousands), a person will usually have a few close 

friendships to maintain.  

Knowing if your contacts are connected with each other is a strong indicator of 

centrality. The more your friends are connected with each other, the less number of 

“hops” an individual has to take from person to person to reach other people within the 

social network (Christakis et al., 2009). This increases one’s centrality, thus making one 

“more susceptible to whatever is flowing within the network.” 

The type of information that flows across ties is also important as it can determine 

how humans can influence and copy each other (Christakis et al., 2009). The motivation 

for people to pass along information, however, depends on the size of the network. Often 

times, individuals engage in what is known as a hyperdyadic spread, which is the 

tendency of people to relay information from person to person, beyond an individual’s 

shortest social ties. 
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A social network exhibits a collective intelligence. This attribute helps to exclude 

non-members. This attitude does not develop individually, but instead fuels a mob 

mentality. This dynamic insinuates that individuals do not have “complete control over 

their own choices,” which raises questions about people’s motives and morals, which 

thus affects human agency (Christakis et al., 2009). 

Christakis and Fowler introduce the concept of Three Degrees of Influence, where 

everything that is said or done tends to have a ripple effect within the network. This 

ripple effect goes far enough to influence our friends (one degree), our friends’ friends 

(two degrees), and even our friends’ friends’ friends (three degrees). Eventually, our 

influence on others steadily dissipates and ceases to have a conspicuous effect on people 

beyond our three degrees of separation. Similarly, Christakis and Fowler argue that 

individuals “are influenced by friends within three degrees but generally not by those 

beyond” (Christakis et al., 2009). 

There are, however, limitations to the Three Degrees of Influence model. 

Individual influence will gradually dissolve, decline due to unavoidable evolution within 

networks that render third degrees stagnant, and ties do not last forever (Christakis et al., 

2009). Moreover, individuals have evolved in small groups where people are connected 

to everyone else by three degrees or less. Consequently, humans have not lived in larger 

groups enough to extend their degrees of influence threefold. 

 

Centrality  

Hanneman makes several connections to the idea of centrality. He observes that a 

person’s position within a social network indicates their centrality in relation to who they 
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are connected to. Individuals with many ties (compared to those who have a few) are 

more independent and can call on more resources within the network to satisfy their 

wants more easily (Hanneman, 2005).  

When researchers refer to centrality, it is in reference to individuals who have 

stronger connections to friends and thus move away from the outer edges of the social 

network (Christakis et al., 2009). Centrality can even be measured by counting the 

number of friends and other contacts, as well as individuals’ friends’ friends, and their 

friends, and so on. 

Centrality thus alludes to a person’s degree of power, influence and importance 

within a network. The more ties an actor has, the more prestige they are said to possess 

(Hanneman, 2005). These individuals are capable of exchanging information and 

communicating with many, thus being more influential because they face fewer 

constraints. According to Hanneman, there are several types of centrality. The first type 

of centrality, “closeness,” emphasizes how far or how close a person is to others within 

their community network.  

The second form of centrality, “betweenness,” occurs when two actors 

communicate through an intermediary. The more people that depend on an actor to 

connect others, the more power that actor has. The third type of centrality is “flow” 

centrality. Flow occurs when individuals use pathways that connect to each other, 

regardless of length and inefficiency. When individuals are more central than others, the 

variability in flow betweenness is large.  

Both centrality and power, Bonacich (1987) notes, depends on the number of 

connections an actor has, as well as how many people are within the same network. The 
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more connections people have in a network, the more central you become; the fewer the 

people in that network, the more powerful you are (Hanneman, 2005). Each actor’s 

power and centrality depend on others’ power and centrality. Since weak ties merely 

facilitate flow of information and integrate a social network (Kadusin, 2004), it seems 

that is it not necessary for members of a social network to spend a lot of time interacting 

with others and fostering a meaningful relationship to be considered central or having a 

lot of power... or does it?  

If individuals do not need intimate and frequent connections with others, 

communication and exchanging information (and eventually doing favors for others), can 

also be superficial. Interestingly, people who may have strong centrality and power are 

regarded as so because of flow and betweenness. Perhaps it is unnecessary, however, that 

individuals must engage with others on a regular basis in order to have strong centrality. 

 

The Internet and the Public Sphere 

The Internet allows for not only one-to-many communication, but many-to-many 

communication as well. According to Gideon Rose at the 2011 Foreign Affairs Live 

conference, the Internet has three primary effects on the media landscape, the first being 

its widespread availability of information at a low cost, thus easy to access to a vast 

majority of it. Secondly, the Internet provides access to amateurs in the public sphere, 

where the average citizen can voice their opinion at any time. Lastly, the Internet permits 

group coordination and synchronization of activities, where like-minded individuals can 

unite under a specific cause (Shirky et al., 2011).  

According to Anne-Marie Slaughter, who also appeared at the 2011 Foreign 
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Affairs Live conference, individuals over-estimate the value of their access to 

information and the value of access to each other; people synchronize their opinions, 

coordinate their activities, and document their results. Slaughter argues that social 

networking sites are being used to fabricate a society and augment the public sphere 

(Shirky et al., 2011). The idea of fabrication deserves special attention not only with 

regards to how individuals fabricate themselves but also their online public sphere. 

 

Social Media Influence 

Paul Worthington (2009), head of Strategy for Wolf Olins, argues that for 

branding, it is all about “involvement – first by observing the conversation and then by 

involving yourself in it.” Branding is not only the image or identity for what your product 

or service represents, but it is also about engagement with the audience. Worthington 

further notes, “…great branding has always been about influence and not control – 

influencing consumer choices and desires in a manner conducive to your goals and their 

satisfaction” (Worthington, 2009). Customers, after all, are the ones that help brands 

grow, evolve and differentiate itself from the clutter of their competition.  

 The advantage of utilizing social media for strategic marketing purposes is that it 

is transparent in the sense that it is a public collaborative project (Smith, 2009). Social 

media encourages crowd-sourcing ventures for customers to provide feedback and 

opinions about the product or service. Due to this open-source aspect of social media, 

Smith elaborates product, service and brand quality are enhanced through promotion of 

their customers. Big brands, such as Apple, allow free access to their social platforms. 

Their websites allow users and fans alike to post or comment about whatever they want 
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to communicate to others. It is through these platforms that community members drive 

the content and the conversation (Smith, 2009).  

 According to LBI, a social media company based in the U.K., 14% trust online 

ads while 94% trust word of mouth (Forrester, 2010). Forty per cent of consumers tend to 

recommend brands to others, while 60% of advocates believe that good brands are worth 

talking about (ComScore 2010). Moreover, 65% of the U.S. economy is impacted by 

word of mouth (McKinsey & Co, 2010), and 70% of conversations refer to 

recommendations of a product, service or brand (Keller Fay, 2010). Finally, a whopping 

90% of brand advocates write something positive about a purchase experience.  

Evidently, conversations held by peers are highly trusted information resources 

that are valued above advertising and marketing – a key insight which helps to leverage 

the idea that brand advocates are the most effective media channel for promoting brands 

and encouraging others to maintain the same brand. 

 

Qualitative Content Analysis 

 The goal for this research approach is to understand consumer attitudes towards 

the Apple/MAC brand and empathize how this brand community functions. Thus part of 

the qualitative research objective is to conduct a content analysis on three Apple/Mac 

communities online. Observations were taken from community members’ speech, how 

they engaged with others, the type of information they shared, as well as the environment 

and consumption setting was described. Inspections were also made on how members 

conducted themselves as spectators, lurkers, drivers, sponsors and whichever role they 
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were thought to emerge from. Finally, aspects of company and brand interaction between 

customers were monitored as well. 

In Netnography, Robert Kozinets uses an online content analysis approach in 

which ethnographic procedures (both quantitative and qualitative) are used to evaluate 

individuals’ emotions. A qualitative approach categorizes words and expressions based 

on their positive and negative connotations, whereas a quantitative approach counts the 

number of positive and negative words expressed within an online discussion forum 

(Kozinets, 2010). However, although this research technology is available, it still does 

not have the capacity to determine the true identity of an individual and what they 

represent by merely evaluating their dialogue through words and expressions.  

The method for collecting data was to observe words, phrases and nature of 

complains mentioned through online discussions and reviews. Three different 

Apple/MAC communities were chosen for observation, including MacWorld, Mac 

Rumors and the Apple/Mac website under the Apple Support Discussions. Each online 

brand community was examined to comprehend how community members communicate 

with each other, how they consume the Apple/Mac product, services and brands and the 

types of discussions held.   

Based on previously existing research and observations, there is ample evidence 

to conclude that the Apple/MAC slogan continues to translate to its consumers, but in a 

more powerful manner. The Apple/MAC community is more likely to identify with a 

‘cult’ membership that dedicates its time to improving the brand (by re-mixing, mashing, 

modifying, adding and subtracting elements of products, brands and services) as opposed 

to simply following it. My hypothesis is that community members tend to portray 
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themselves as Apple/MAC revolutionaries. This research will thus attempt to determine if 

the Apple/Mac slogan (“Don’t ask what your computer can do for you, but what you can 

do with your computer”) translates to what is occurring in the online communities. 

Behind the technical conversations of this ‘community of interest’ (Moisander et 

al, 2006) emerges a social hierarchy where individuals attempt to portray themselves as 

leaders, followers or facilitators of discussion. Through textual interpretation, I will 

attempt to specify these individuals and determine how and why they communicate in the 

manner that they do. 

The researcher merely examines the interaction between individuals and the brand 

within the online community and does not participate in it. Information is collected with 

field notes and a type of “netnographic” approach was used to analyze online discussions. 

York University’s MBA professor, Robert Kozinets, coined the term netnography to 

describe this process as an ethnographic analysis of content online. Content was 

evaluated based on positive and negative connotations of words and phrases written in 

the discussions, thus evaluated on the nature of their conditions.  

Apple/MAC brand advocates were observed objectively in online discussions 

forums. Information was coded by categorizing words and sentences in the following 

classifications: passive vs. indicative verbs, status labels such as newbies, members, 

advanced members and veterans, negative vs. positive connotations, symbolic 

boundaries, facts and unsupported claims. Axial coding was then implemented to derive 

theory from field notes and the coded data and both etic (beliefs of the observer) and 

emic (the meaning to a participant in the research) notes are incorporated in the paper.  
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Sentiments expressed in various discussion boards vary on the topic, thus creating 

potential misrepresentation of a type of persona that is representative of one brand 

community over another. For example, one topic titled “Difference between 9.0 and 

9.0.4” will tend to include more technical information than another chat forum titled “OS 

X Turns Ten Years Old,” which tended to exhibit lighthearted expressions and lead away 

from technical discussions. In order to alleviate this bias, however, several discussion 

topics were chosen with regards to the Apple/Mac brand. The following are observations 

on these varying discussions within the three online communities.  

 

Content Analysis Results & Observations 

MacWorld 

The first Apple/MAC community under observation is MacWorld. Members are 

also labeled based on their level of participation in the forums. Statuses are derived from 

member participation and labeled as newbies, members, advanced members and veterans. 

This type of status display, known as “symbolic interactionism,” allows individuals to 

create identities through social interactions and familiar situations (Armstrong, 2010). 

Labeling individuals within this community also indicates an individual’s search for 

status and positive reinforcement (Kozinets, 2010).  

Community members are keen on sharing their knowledge with one another while 

also offering revolutionary ideas on how to make Apple/Mac products and services more 

efficient for customers. As an example, the “MacWorld Magazine for iPad”1 led to a 

newbie who called himself boyweho to voice his opinion about an online version of 

                                                
1 http://forums.macworld.com/index.php?/topic/122471-macworld-magazine-for-ipad/  
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MacWorld: “What I would love is to subscribe to an electronic version.” Other members, 

including TnNV, goldcoastjon, Downing, liberlike and JWD second boyweho’s opinion: 

“Excellent idea! I second it!” and “To me, having Macworld magazine on the iPad is 

almost reason enough for me to purchase an iPad. Seriously.” Not only does this 

information provide great opportunity for Apple/MAC to listen and respond accordingly 

to consumer insights, but more importantly, the positivist attitude among the community 

spreads the feeling to others as well.  

 Individuals in this community demonstrate their wealth of Apple/MAC products 

with ‘help’ links to news articles, photographs and videos that act as “facts” for proving 

their knowledge and comprehension. Under the “Newbie – Mysterious Shut Down” 

discussion,” Shooter1 asks for help with computer problems, while DKotaev offers 

insight and advice on the problem: “This is what we call a kernel panic. You get this 

screen when your Macintosh crashes.” This level of understanding towards other 

community members does not only demonstrate their knowledge base, but also illustrates 

their willingness to help other community members. 

 Several discussions lead to suggestions on improving or modifying Apple/MAC 

products and services. There also seems to be a lot of demand in this community. One 

member called avidartist argued to see “Serenity Caldwell (and any other female 

MacWorld contributors) collaborate to bring us coverage of fashionable iPad bags & 

purses for the ladies” (no reply was iterated from the moderators). Other members 

contend, “I want MacWorld to examine only Apple products” and “I wish MacWorld 

would stop covering mobile devices.”  
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Although there is a lot of demand to improve Apple/Mac products and services, 

retaliation from other members of the community to defend MAC appears to be a 

recurring theme. One member called cpoff retaliates, “Then don’t click on that article. 

It’s really that simple.” Another member called Martian asserts, “How something works 

with a Mac is the only part of a review that can’t be found “anywhere” else on the web, 

and therefore could/should be the most valuable info that can be in a product writeup.”  

It is through social interaction (both individual and collective engagement), that 

MacWorld members attempt to inform and influence fellow members about brands to 

express their personal views and values (Moisander et al, 2006). Biallystock writes, “It is 

an uphill battle for Apple's competitors and Apple can change the game almost at will.” 

This is due to the strong voice that Apple/Mac brand advocates have when it comes to 

brand image, products and services. 

 

MacRumors 

 The second Apple/MAC community to be examined is the MacRumors forum 

discussions. One immediate distinction made from MacWorld that is noteworthy is the 

level of professionalism and a lax attitude between the two communities. MacRumors 

members utilize several emoticons and pictures to express their varying points of view. In 

one discussion titled “Steve Jobs to Meet Obama on Thursday,”2 ten emotions, pictures 

and web links were included to express different perspectives and to add emphasis to 

their sarcastic expressions. Member Cmaier exclaims, “But how can that possibly be, 

                                                
2 http://forums.macrumors.com/forumdisplay.php?f=4 
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considering that most people on here think he's already got one foot in the grave? 

</sarcasm>.” 

Community members illustrate a strong sense of commitment and dedication to 

the Apple/Mac leader, Steve Jobs. Under the same discussion topic, some member state, 

“I hope he’s there, looking healthy as an ox” (Sbrhawkp3), “Obama wants the goodies on 

the next iPhone” (Iphone3gs16gb), “Do saints bow to each other?” (Bubba Satori), 

“Perfect timing! Well played Apple… well played [emoticon]” (Brock2621), and “My 

two favorite dictators” (RawBert). From this discussion alone, Apple/Mac members are 

idolizing Steve Jobs and putting him on the same pedestal as the U.S. president and thus 

treating him like their religious cult leader.  

In another discussion titled, “Apple Officially Confirms iPad 2 Launches in 25 

Countries on Friday,” several members interpret the topic in a witty manner. Yebot 

offers, “So Pavel in Czech Rep is going to get his iPad 2 before I get the one I ordered 11 

days ago. How drole!” NebulaClash sets up his own comedy act and writes, “Americans: 

‘What! We still haven’t gotten all of ours yet!!!.’ Everyone else on Earth: ‘Finally.’ Asian 

gangs buying up iPad 2s at the Fifth Avenue store: ‘Curses, foiled again!.’”  

Although some topics hold a sarcastic air to them, others can become slightly 

more unreceptive. In one discussion forum, there seems to be a negative reaction to 

members located in North America. Kes601 admits, “No cool as far as I am concerned.” 

HelveticaNeue retorts, “Some American who don’t want to share, judging by some of the 

comments in this thread and others I’ve seen in the forum.” Another member writes, “I’m 

guessing indignant Americans who did not manage to obtain an iPad2 and now somehow 

feel wronged by the “injustice” that is ‘sharing with the rest of the world’. ” (Lone 
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Deranger). It appears that geography has an influence on Apple/MAC supporters. Seeing 

as the iPad is an American product, there is some sentiment of selfishness and self-

entitlement, that Americans should have priority. This further illustrates the social 

hierarchy that exists amongst community members living in different geographical 

regions even though the Internet helps to transcend such geographical boundaries. 

Out of the 64 reviews that were documented in this particular discussion, there 

were several members that voiced their opinions on how Apple/MAC has improved OS 

or what they had difficulties with. Some members thus attempt to distinguish themselves 

through elite appeal and a prominent display of knowledge and social class (Kozinets, 

2010). Community member TEG, for example, remembers his past history with MAC 

OS: “The first time both OS X and OS9 were on the same partition, in the second, they 

were separate, and the third, they were separate, and there was another partition for data.” 

In this chat forum, it appears that members are more concerned with the lighthearted 

aspects of MAC OS as oppose its technicalities.  

The MacRumors online community illustrates a stronger connection between its 

social ties. First, they feel they have a strong knowledge base and connection to their 

leader, Steve Jobs, but comparing to Barack Obama and even a holy figure (although 

there are hints of sarcasm mentioned in the discussion). There is also a sense of pride that 

the members hold, as they are territorial when it comes ‘their North American products’ 

and will try to defend its position from others. This strong connection to not only the tribe 

leader but also to other members belonging to the group is what binds the ties and builds 

strong brand advocates and loyalists.  

 



 Byers 30 

Apple Support 

 The third Apple/MAC brand community under scrutiny is the MAC – Apple 

Support Discussions3. Members of this community forum appear to be focused on the 

technicalities of Apple/Mac products. In one discussion forum titled “Difference between 

9.0 and 9.0.4.,” members discuss, “Public (general) releases of OS 9 on retail (universal) 

Install CDs are 9.0, 9.0.4, 9.1, and 9.2.1; in addition, 9.2.2 was issued as a downloadable 

public release” (Don Archibald). This member attempts to demonstrate his knowledge 

with regards to the Apple/MAC products. He further argues, “For general stability, I’d 

upgrade to 9.1 unless you have software not known to operate on it…” These members 

are not only willing to help others with their product and service issues, but they are also 

simultaneously demonstrating their knowledge to other members of the community. 

 The sentiment of helping others is carried over to another forum labeled 

“*URGENT* iMac G3 PPC (Slot load) Mac OS 9 – HELP!” MikesiPodHelp writes four 

paragraphs explaining his dilemma with his Blue iMac while Don Archibald (who 

previously gave advice to Romko23 in the last discussion forum), offers several more 

paragraphs to solve his problem: “To reset PRAM – restart or boot the machine, 

immediately press the Command-Option-P-R keys…” The tone in this discussion is thus 

more serious (if compared against MacRumors), and members are quick and eager to 

help one another by providing ample amounts of information and links to other sources.  

The amount of information provided is a lot more than that provided by members 

in MacWorld and MacRumors, which suggests that perhaps this audience is more 

sophisticated, experienced and professional in the sense of product and service use. This 

                                                
3 http://discussions.apple.com/index.jspa?categoryID=1 
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speaks some truth, considering the discussion forum is part of the Apple website. Brand 

members who visit this site perhaps expect to be dealing with high-tech computer nerds 

and thus expect the information they receive to not be more pertinent, but more elaborate.  

Another discussion topic labeled “Internet sharing… won’t work on OS 9 side,” 

there appears to be some detestation for older Apple/Mac products and services. One 

member Grant Bennet suggests, “As far as older Mac OS X versions go… "Do not pay 

money for any version of Mac OS X previous to 10.2 Jaguar." If you want to play around 

with older versions, have a nice time, but do not expect help.” Although help is offered to 

others, members are firm and confident about their advice, suggesting the level of 

experience that they have.  

The Apple Support discussion forum appears to have a stronger focus on 

technicalities of Apple/Mac products and services. Members voice their discussions in a 

more serious tone, and although they are more than willing to impart information and 

knowledge on others, there is also a sense of do-it-yourself factor that plays into the 

conversations.  

 

Survey: Apple/MAC Brand Community Members 

The Apple/Mac Brand Community survey was created in Qualtrics. The survey 

was created in order to understand how the Apple/Mac brand community perceived 

products, brands and services, but Apple/Mac community members as well. The 

following survey contains 15 questions and is distributed via Facebook and Twitter over 

the course of one week (between April 27th, 2011 to May 2, 2011). The following is a 

survey that was completed by 38 respondents.  
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There are people who tend to buy certain kinds of products, including Mp3 

players, computers, video games, DVD players and the list goes on. People do so because 

of the special meaning or significance they believe those products and brand names have 

for them. This survey is interested in how people think and feel about the brand known as 

Apple or MAC. The interest lies in understanding the relationship you have with this 

brand, as well as the fans and supporters of this brand community. If you consider 

yourself an avid Apple/Mac follower, it would be greatly appreciated if you answer some 

questions. Thank you for your time! 

 
1. For how long have you been an Apple/MAC supporter? 

o Less than a year 
o 1-2 
o 3-4 
o 4-5 
o 6+ 

 
2. Which of the following Apple/Mac products have you bought? List all that apply. 

o Lap top 
o Desktop computer 
o i-Pad 
o i-Pod 
o None 
o Other _______ 

 
3. How would you label yourself in relation to Apple/MAC?   

a. Brand advocate/enthusiast  
b. Brand loyalist  
c. Brand user  
d. Occasional supporter 

i. What are your reasons for labeling yourself as such? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. From the answer you provided in question 3, what are your reasons for labeling 
yourself as such? 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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5. Have you ever mentioned or discussed Apple/MAC products on any social media 
sites (i.e. Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, etc.)?  

a. Yes 
b. No 

i. If so, do you remember what you said?  
ii. How? 

 
6. If you've answered 'yes' in question 5, do you remember what you had written? 

How did you communicate this information? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
7. Do you participate in online forums in relation to the Apple/MAC brand 

community? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
8. If you answered 'yes' in question 7, which ones and for what reasons? How often? 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

9. Free word association: list three adjectives for each. 
a. What comes to mind when you think of Apple/MAC? 

 
 

10.  How would you describe other Apple/MAC followers? 
 
 

11. Please arrange the following four words (1 being the word that has strongest 
value, 4 having the weakest) would you use to describe the Apple/Mac brand? 

a. Hip/cool 
b. Reliable 
c. Innovative/revolutionary 
d. High-tech 

 
12. Please arrange the following four words (1 being the word that has strongest 

value, 4 having the weakest) would you use to describe the Apple/Mac advocates 
(i.e. supporters and promoters)? 

a. Hip/cool 
b. Reliable 
c. Innovative/revolutionary 
d. High-tech 
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13. What is your age? 
a. Younger than 18 
b. 18-24  
c. 25-34  
d. 35-44  
e. 45-54 
f. 55+ 

 
14. What is your gender? 

a. Female 
b. Male 

 
15. How much education have you completed?  

a. None 
b. High school 
c. Some college 
d. College 
e. Graduate 

 
Thank you for your time! 
 
 
Survey Results 
 

Many of the participants have been Apple/Mac users from three to four years (13 

respondents), four to five years (7 respondents) and more than six years (14 respondents). 

Ages range from 18 to 54 and 56% of respondents were male (44% female). Seventeen 

percent of survey participants held a college degree, while 83% held a graduate degree. 

Thirty-one respondents own laptops, 34 own iPods and 24 own iPhones. Although merely 

five participants said they were the occasional Apple/Mac supporter, there are equal 

numbers of brand advocates and brand users (10 respondents each), with 12 claiming to 

be brand loyalists.  

The following is an analysis of the four brand labels (brand advocates, brand 

loyalists, brand users, occasional supporters), and their responses to each question. 
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Brand Advocates 

 The 10 respondents who labeled themselves as brand advocates have had 

Apple/Mac products for more than six years and have claimed to have grown up with the 

brand. One participant argued, “My family never had anything other than apple while I 

was growing up and I've never wanted any other computer/music player.” When asked 

about participating in Apple/Mac community discussion forums, the same participant 

claimed that they always said something positive about the brand, including “I love 

Apple products.” 

 Brand advocates see Apple/Mac products to be of superior nature than others: 

“Hard to explain, just find them superior. User friendly. Nicer aesthetically. Just easy to 

use and does all that I need.” Another participant shared, “The brand has been so reliable 

and integral in my everyday life, I can't help but become an advocate.” The Apple/Mac 

products seem to be well integrated into the daily lives of brand advocates and appears to 

be an extension of not only their daily routines but of themselves as well.  

 Interestingly, another survey participant who labeled himself as a brand advocate 

contends, “For personal use, I believe they make the highest quality products that are 

straight forward and easy to learn, yet capable of providing powerful results. I would not 

recommend them for corporate use though.” Although this participant pushes the 

Apple/Mac brand to others, he is still hesitant on promoting the brand for all-

encompassing uses.  

 When asked if they participate in any online community discussion forums for the 

Apple/Mac brand (and how often), one brand advocate declares that he shares his 

thoughts and insights on MacWorld three to four times a week. Surprisingly, out of the 
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10 brand advocates that label themselves as such, only participant claims to consistently 

participate in online discussion forums. 

 

Brand Loyalists 

 Respondents who label themselves as brand loyalists have similar claims to those 

of the brand advocates. One male participant argues, “I've received such amazing 

customer service, I would never go back to some place that needs to ship my computer to 

Taiwan to fix.” Many brand loyalists trust and claim to own many Apple/Mac products. 

Another female participant asserts, “I own many products and like them very much (I 

wouldn't go back to PC/Android/whatever else), but I don't tend to advocate products for 

any brand.”  

 Brand loyalists, although seemingly passionate as brand advocates, do not have 

the necessary funds to purchase everything they desire and more when it comes to 

Apple/Mac products. One respondent shared, 

I have a Mac, iPod, and I enjoy and use Apple softwares like iTunes, Final Cut 

Express, Logic Express, GarageBand, etc. I don't foresee buying a PC in the 

future, just Macs. Apple also has many products I'd be interested in getting but 

can't currently afford: Logic Studio, Final Cut Studio, Apple Desktop, iPhone, 

iPad… 

The knowledge that brand loyalists carry about Apple/Mac products is clearly abundant. 

Yet the one factor that keeps segregates them from brand loyalists thus seems to be the 

ability to afford all of these products. Another respondent argues that although he does 
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not have all of the products, “…so I'm not a complete Mac junkie, but I definitely 

promote Mac products to my friends and suggest them.”  

 Although price seems to be a hurdle for some brand loyalists, it is not for this one 

male respondent who contends, “I always buy apple products if they are available. Price 

is not a consideration, whether it's a Mac is.” More interestingly, however, is the user 

experience for this group. One participant describes the user experience 

…unlike any other line of products I have ever encountered. They work 

seamlessly with each other and are easy to use but have the ability to do just as 

much or more than comparable products. Therefore, I will continue to use their 

products. 

 Brand loyalists that claim to participate in online community discussion forums 

about the Apple/Mac brand argue, “how awesome apple products are.” Another 

respondent wrote, “How much I love my iphone, how I think apple computers are better 

than PCs.” Although brand loyalists enjoy sharing their positive experiences with the 

brand, they are not likely to do so often: “I think I expressed on Facebook how happy I 

was when I first got an iPod. Other than that, I haven't really done much of that.” 

 

Brand Users 

 Brand users assert that they own other products, including Blackberries, but do 

not exclusively use Apple/Mac products. Others merely found the Apple/Mac brand to be 

reliable. Price appears to be a common theme among brand user considerations. One 

respondent illustrates, “I can't afford to be a huge advocate at the moment but I enjoy 
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using Apple computers when I have the chance.” Another participant shares, “Price 

appears to be a common theme among brand user considerations.” 

 Moreover, brand users seem to use Apple/Mac products as an after-thought. They 

enjoy the mechanics and functionality of the products, but do not care for the allegations 

attached to them: “Like the products, don't care about the lifestyle implications.” Another 

respondent argues, “Because there are some things about Apple products I don't 

like/support but overall I enjoy using the devices.” Brand users thus use Apple/Mac 

products for basic functional purposes as opposed to using them to create an image of 

themselves or their lifestyles.  

 When asked about participating in online discussion forums, one brand user 

argued that they shared their thoughts on Facebook where he “told my friends that I 

finally broke down and got an iPhone because my old phone broke.” It is evident (as 

aforementioned), that brand users tend to view Apple/Mac products simply for its utility 

purposes and are not quick to jump on the bandwagon when it comes to purchasing new 

products; they will consider them if their current devices are not properly functioning.  

 

Occasional Supporters 

 The occasional brand supporters argue that they have used Apple/Mac products 

before but “would not consider it a God.” These occasional supporters of the brand had 

somewhat of a pessimistic view of Apple/Mac. Another participant claimed, “mac 

products are overpriced and offer outdated and inferior hardware. The iphone happens to 

be one of the least glitchy phones on the market.”   
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 Occasional Apple/Mac supporters do not seem overly impressed by the brand, 

products or services. One participant expresses, “I am deeply impressed by some 

products and some of the Apple philosophy, but I am also less impressed by some parts 

of the portfolio and the Apple thinking.” There seems to be some difficulty in completely 

accepting the message or lifestyle that the Apple/Mac brand promotes. 

 Members of this group tend not to participate in online discussion forums often, 

but if they do, they are more likely to voice their opinion on competitive products. One 

participant expresses that he wrote some thoughts and insights on Facebook forums: 

“Typically reciting their giant price and outdated hardware. Why are they still using intel 

core 2 architecture when intel has since released 2 new chip architectures, both of which 

are more power efficient and faster?” Occasional supporters thus seem to take into 

consideration the breadth of products that exist on the market as opposed to fixating on 

Apple/Mac products alone. 

 

Quantitative Research  

This content analysis describes values of brand sentiments of Apple/MAC 

community members and the choice of words they use to describe the Apple/Mac brand 

in the survey. Data was collected and coded into categories based on negative and 

positive connotations and placed into tables to count the number of words expressed. The 

responses from the Apple/MAC community are analyzed on a basis of the total number 

of words that were given, the total number of positive and negative items listed in the 

reviews, and the percentage. Each element was calculated as the following: 

• N = total # of reviews on webpage 
• n = total # of positive/negative items listed in reviews on webpage 
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This method of calculation is chosen to observe the number of times positive and 

negative words were mentioned offered in the survey. This is to illustrate the ratio of 

positive words compared to negative words. However, although it is important to look for 

words of both positive and negative connotations, it is evident that because of the nature 

of the survey (which is targeted to Apple/Mac brand community members), it is also 

unlikely to find a negative word used to describe the brand or product. 

 The quantitative approach involved analyzing the word count for question #9: 

What comes to mind when you think of Apple/MAC brand? Please list three adjectives. 

The following is a quantitative content analysis on positive words that were mentioned: 

 
Table 1: Frequency of words with a positive connotation 
 
 Positive Words Mentions 
 Sleek 3 
 Dependable 2 
 Stylish 3 
 Smart 3 
 Cool 2 
 Reliable 3 
 Clean 2 
 Easy 2 
 Innovative 2 
Total N = 9 n= 22 
 
Table 2: Other “positive” items 
 
 Items Mentions 
 Quality 1 
 Sexy 1 
 Premium 1 
 Trendy 1 
 Useful 1 
 Chic 1 
 Slick 1 
 Unique 1 
 Seamless 1 
 User-friendly 1 
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 Good Marketing 1 
 Pretty 1 
 Fashionable 1 
 Creative 1 
 Fun 1 
 Shiny 1 
Total N = 16 n= 16 
 
Table 3: Other “neutral” items 
 
 Items Mentions 
 White 1 
 Design/Design-oriented 3 
 Apps 1 
 iPad2 1 
 Steve Jobs 1 
 Apple Logo 1 
 Integrated 1 
 Solid 1 
 Function 1 
 Mainstream 1 
 New 1 
 Fast 1 
Total N = 12 n= 14 
 
 The four most popular words used to describe the Apple/Mac brand are reliable, 

stylish, sleek and smart. These words are expressed by brand enthusiasts (five 

respondents), brand loyalists (four respondents) and one brand user, which reinforces the 

idea that these members are more concerned with the design and reliability of Apple/Mac 

products. They are also concerned with the smart, innovative and clean lifestyle that the 

brand image portrays to the community members and which they relay to other followers. 

There were no negative words used to describe the Apple/Mac brand itself, which 

demonstrates the positive image the brand holds in the eyes of its varying audience. 

 The quantitative approach also incorporates the analysis of a word count for 

question #10: How would you describe other Apple/MAC followers? Please list 3 

adjectives. The following is a quantitative content analysis on positive words mentioned: 
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Table 1: Frequency of words with a positive connotation 

 Positive Words Mentions 
 Smart/intelligent 4 
 Creative 4 
 Trendy 4 
 Artistic 3 
 Savvy 3 
 Leaders 2 
 Early Adopters 2 
Total N = 7 n= 24 
 
Table 2: Other “positive” items 
 
 Items Mentions 
 Better-looking 1 
 Wealthy 1 
 Large wallet 1 
 Informed 1 
 Advanced 1 
 Enthusiastic 1 
 Funky 1 
 Unique 1 
 Hip 1 
 Loyalty 1 
Total N = 10 n= 10 
 
Table 3: Other “neutral” items 
 
 Items Mentions 
 Cultish 1 
 Educated 1 
 Bandwaggon-y 1 
 Social 1 
 Aware 1 
 Design centric 1 
 Major minority 1 
 Right 1 
 Fanboys 1 
 Fanatics 1 
 Nerdy 1 
Total N = 11 n= 11 
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Table 4: Frequency of words with negative connotation 
 
 Negative Words Mentions 
 Pretentious 2 
 Smug 1 
 Technically-handicapped 1 
 Obsessed 1 
 Haters 1 
 Emo 1 
 Snooty 1 
 Uninformed 1 
Total N = 8 n= 9 
 

The three most popular used to describe the Apple/Mac brand are 

smart/intelligent, creative and trendy. This illustrates the perspectives that the survey 

participants have with regards to Apple/Mac followers. These words are mentioned by 

brand enthusiasts (two respondents), brand loyalists (four respondents) and brand users 

(two respondents). Some neutral words included cultish, fanatics, bandwagon-y, educated 

and nerdy. As aforementioned, Apple/Mac brand followers hold fanaticism as part of 

their attitudes and behaviors towards the brand and its products (which is not explicitly 

expressed by other brand advocates and loyalists).   

Interestingly, however, several negative words were used to describe the brand 

followers, including pretentious (argued by two brand user respondents), smug (said by 

one brand user) and snooty (said by one brand advocate). This insinuates that although 

the brand itself has a positive image, the positivist perspective does not necessarily 

transfer to all individuals. Members who do not feel they are part of the closely-knit 

Apple/Mac community argue negatively towards the community, which is (for obvious 

reasons) the opposite of what the members who belong to the group argue. 
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Finally, questions 11 and 12 (Please arrange the following four words (1 being 

the word that has the strongest value, 4 having the weakest), you would use to describe 

the Apple/Mac brand and Please arrange the following four words (1 being the word that 

has the strongest value, 4 having the weakest), you would use to describe the Apple/Mac 

advocates), are arranged by respondents based on the value of words. In question 11, 

innovative/revolutionary are chosen as the words with the most value to reflect the 

Apple/Mac brand, followed by hip/cool, reliable and high-tech. In question 12, hip/cool 

are ranked first, followed by innovative/revolutionary, high-tech and reliable.  

As mentioned earlier, it is interesting to note that the brand image does not 

necessarily carry over to the image of those individuals who label themselves as brand 

advocate. Although Apple/Mac products may attempt to create qualities for their products 

and services that try to reflect similar qualities and lifestyles in their brand advocates and 

loyalists, it does not always transfer over.  

 

Limitations 

 Although the survey was distributed and promoted through Facebook and Twitter, 

a mere 38 respondents participated in the survey, thus limiting the number of participants 

in the research study. A larger number of respondents would have been more beneficial 

to the study to attain a more varying database. Moreover, the survey was taken by 

individuals in an uncontrolled environment and not specific to the Apple/Mac brand 

community discussion forums (which would have been more interesting to measure if 

what online discussion members were saying in the forums would translate to their 

thoughts, emotions, attitudes and beliefs towards the brand). 
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One improvement to be made is to distribute the survey (or create a separate one 

to be distributed) to the Apple/Mac communities under the qualitative research portion 

for content analysis (MacWorld, MacRumors and Apple Support). Moreover, the survey 

ran for merely one week, thus if more time was allotted to receive more responses, the 

data may have given more diverse insights for the research study. 

 What could make this research study more elaborate would be to integrate more 

intense and traditional research methods, including focus groups, in-depth interviews, or 

a ZMET (Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique) process. The more in-depth research 

that can be performed to uncover insights and emotions of brand advocates toward the 

Apple/Mac community could provide a more profound and varied research study. A more 

elaborate quantitative analysis within the discussion forums may have also offered a more 

elaborate study and hold more objective perspectives, as measuring qualitative research is 

very difficult in itself; it requires strict definitions and an agreement with terms used. 

 Another limitation would be labels that are not identified in the survey. For 

example, the question about labeling individuals under four categories (brand advocate, 

brand loyalist, brand user and occasional supporter), did not have definitions nor 

limitations to the term. Therefore, the interpretation was open to respondents to choose 

the status based on their own terms, leaving room for bias and thus error for a measure 

that was not controlled by strict a definition.   

 Lastly, the nature of the questions asked within the survey. One important 

question to have asked is about trust and whether or not the respondents’ answers reflect 

those of the Nielson statistics, which claim that individuals trust in word of mouth 

advertising from their peers from up to 90% (Nielson Wire, 2009). It would be interesting 
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to note as to whether or not individuals feel they can trust other community members as 

opposed to individuals that exist outside the fraternity boundaries.  

 

Final Discussion 

There is consistency in members expressing their desires for improvement or 

modification with Apple/MAC products and services, as well as mockery for others. 

While some members feel the need to offer ample amounts of information for particular 

products in one Apple/MAC community, others make witty or amusing comments as a 

way to keep the atmosphere light for others. In this sense, there is no way to define an 

Apple/MAC brand advocate, considering there are several types of Apple/MAC personas 

that exist within these online communities. The defining character of an Apple/Mac 

brand advocate, however, is their positivist attitude and willingness to engage others in 

interacting with not only members, but the brand as well. 

 Apple/MAC brand supporters and advocates appear to be revolutionaries, just as 

the brand portrays itself in several advertisements (the most famous one being the 1985 

“Lemmings” commercial that aired during the Super Bowl). Desires and demands are 

reiterated throughout the discussions platforms that seem to gain a lot of support from 

fellow Apple/MAC lovers. Members show off their brand knowledge not out of self-

promotion but for the sake of the group in gaining collective knowledge and 

understanding. They voice their opinions and offer improvements and suggestions in 

order to better the brand and maintain a healthy relationship with the company. 

 Discussion members in online conversation platforms attempt to inform and 

influence fellow members about brands to express their personal views and values. There 
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is a strong fan base and connection even to their leader, Steve Jobs, who is regarded as 

some sort of idol. There also seems to be a stronger connection between Apple/Mac 

members that reflects a type of brotherhood, where the community is welcoming to those 

with similar tastes and values but exclusive to those who support other brands. It is this 

fraternity bond that holds the Apple/Mac brand advocates together.   

One prominent difference between brand advocates and brand loyalists, one 

respondent argues, it that he is “a fan, not a fanatic.” According to this statement, 

Apple/Mac brand advocates tend to be more passionate about the products and services 

they support, and slightly on the extreme side of radicalism and fixation. Brand users also 

argued that they “use the brand but I’m not obsessed with it.” To illustrate the point 

further of brand obsession, another respondent shared, “I like my Mac, and of course I 

like my iPhone and iPod, but I'm not one of those crazy fans who has the Mac sticker on 

the back of her car or anything.” 

 Another salient feature of brand advocates is their bank account. Brand advocates 

(over other Apple/Mac labels) seem to be able to afford these expensive products, 

whereas it is somewhat of a feat for others. Although brand loyalists have a desire to 

purchase many Apple/Mac products, their lack of funds prevent them from doing so. 

However, the desire to purchase the products is still there. Brand advocates do not 

mention necessary funds to purchase Apple/Mac products, but merely the superior quality 

and functionality that their products offer. 

 In comparison to brand users, such individuals perceive Apple/Mac products 

simply as a device to get something done. Such products and services are regarded for 

their utility and performance purposes only, whereas brand advocates and loyalists tend 
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to see it as gifts from God. They are also less likely to follow suit from the early adopters 

and only purchase such products when they are left with little choice or are forced into 

making a decision (such as their phone broke so they resulted in getting a new one). 

 Occasional supporters tend to have a more critical perspective on the Apple/Mac 

brand. They are more likely to support a breath of technology and consider all options 

when purchasing products, weighing both pros and cons of their options as opposed to 

automatically buying an Apple/Mac product based on preconceived notions of the brand. 

As indicated by several answers from the survey, brand advocates and loyalists tend to 

place Apple/Mac products above all else and do not consider other products into the 

equation: it is indeed a Apple/Mac world that they live and thrive in. 

The openness and the availability of information on the Internet allows 

individuals to form the Apple/Mac communities and social networks to nourish and 

strengthen relationships. As Thompson argues in Connected, brand advocates (as well as 

members belonging to other categories) are tied not only to people of our immediate 

surroundings, but also geographical interfaces across the Web (Christakis & Fowler, 

2009). The Internet thus amplifies connectivity and interaction between Apple/Mac 

individuals, much faster than advertising can. Because of this, social media thus 

demonstrates its ability to help individuals voice their thoughts, emotions and opinions on 

just about anything, which is clearly illustrated in the three Apple/Mac discussion forums 

under observation.  

 As noted earlier, a brand is defined as holding emotional and psychological 

relationships with its supporters, eliciting insights and emotional responses from 

individuals. Such thoughts and feelings transform into dialogue that permeates 
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throughout the social network community that help to maintain the brand image and what 

the advertisers want it to communicate. Similarly, the Apple/Mac community members 

participate in discussion forums to share their knowledge of the brand, not only to impart 

wisdom on others but also as a way of gaining credibility and a reputable image among 

community members and outsiders. 

As illustrated in both qualitative and quantitative content analyses of the online 

discussion forums and the survey results, the Apple/Mac brand advocates not only have a 

favorable perception of the brand they consume, but they also tend to communicate 

similar insights and emotions to others (whether they belong to the same community or 

they are excluded from it). Brand advocates hold a positivist attitude in relation to the 

Apple/Mac community, while others (brand users and occasional supporters) tend to 

downplay the quality and image of the brand.  

Just as Robert Fuggetta mentions about brand advocates pro-actively 

recommending brands both on and offline, the Apple/Mac brand advocates promote 

products and services to their friends and community members both on and offline as 

well. This form of word of mouth marketing helps to build a bigger brand loyalty base 

and more trust not only in its users, but the company and brand image as well.  

 Apple/Mac brand advocates acknowledge their ‘cult’ leader, Steve Jobs, as 

essentially the tribe leader of the community. Examining the Apple Support community 

discussion forum, Steve Jobs is regarded as the leader that connects and maintains a 

strong hold on a brotherhood, where the community is welcoming to those with similar 

tastes and values but exclusive to those who support other brands. It is first the leader that 
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attracts its members under similar causes, which then reflects the surrogate brand family 

of like-minded individuals that Bueno (2011) talks about.  

As an introduction to the paper, B. Bueno (2011) mentions, “We must recognize 

that brands don’t belong to marketers. Brands belong to the customer…” Evidently, both 

primary research studies identify Apple/Mac community members as the leaders within 

the tribe that dictate what the Apple/Mac brand represents to their support system (and to 

what they represent to outsiders). Additionally, tribes within the Apple/Mac community 

appear to be the most effective media channel. Apple/Mac online community members 

and survey respondents share that they are more than willing to tell their friends about 

products and brands that they have bought or would recommend, thus reinforcing the 

positive effects buzz and viral marketing have on others. It is through this medium (brand 

advocates themselves) that offers the most valuable information gateway to advertisers 

and marketers today. 
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