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ABSTRACT

According to the recent “The Long Tail” perspective (Anderson, 2004) the significant changes brought about by the digital age and by the web 2.0 are having a deep impact on market structures since they are leading to hyper differentiation: much information is now available, the marketplace is more transparent and consumers can now optimize their choices (Clemons, 2008).

As a consequence the importance of business models based in niche markets is steadily increasing. In the past most of companies were more likely to focus on mass markets and key clients who were thought to be more profitable. Nowadays the falling costs of storage and distribution and the global market makes it profitable to target the so-called “The Long Tail”, which means serving niche markets and niche clients. That is why niches often translate to riches (Brynjolfsson, 2006). 

So far the costs to retain small niche clients have generally been estimated to be higher than the corresponding costs to retain key clients. Anyway given the new technologies, on which the long tail perspective is based, retention costs can be strongly decreased.

This research is a preliminary study about the consequences of the changes mentioned before for brand loyalty and brand strategy. In particular, this paper intends to gather some evidences on how brand loyalty is positively or negatively affected by the choice of focusing on the long tail instead of the mass market, i.e. whether long tail customers are more or less loyal to the brand as compared to mass market customers. Specifically this study focuses on brand loyalty expressed by small and localized, “The Long Tail” virtual communities, following recent researches about general brand loyalty within virtual communities (Lin, 2008; Lin et al. 2008; Porter and Donthu, 2008)
The preliminary results confirm that “The Long Tail” niche clients are characterized by different brand attitudes and by a different level of brand loyalty as compared to mass market clients. 

INTRODUCTION
"The Long Tail" term was first coined by Chris Anderson (2004), starting from the research conducted by Brynjolfsson et al. (2003) on the value of the Internet and especially on the access to products variety for customers. Anderson (2004) illustrates the niche strategy of online businesses developed by Amazon.com and Netflix demonstrating that small quantities of a large number of unique items can provide significant profits. In this way, “hard-to-find” items are sold to many customers, instead of selling large volumes of a reduced number of popular items. 
The segment of customers that buy the "niche" items is called “The Long Tail”. Niche products can collectively make up a notable market share in comparison with bestsellers and blockbusters, if the store or distribution channel is large enough. Therefore, “The Long Tail” concept seems to be applicable on the businesses with low costs of inventory and distribution, such as e-tailers, (Amazon, Netfix, etc..) and communication publishers (webradio, newspaper online, etc…), but also in micro-finance, social networks and marketing techniques.
Especially networks have affected the way to do marketing online: through social networks and virtual communities, companies can reach low-frequency, low-intensity consumers in a cost effective way. According to Porter (1987), companies can compete through two different strategies: differentiation and cost leadership strategies. Cost leadership strategies are based on the lower costs of production and distribution than competitors and the capabilities required are based on efficiency and economies of scale in production and distribution. Differentiation strategies develop their competitive advantage through innovation, image, products, format; this implies segments of customers disposed to pay a surplus for superior services. The costs of a differentiation strategy are related to researches, involvement and communication with niche customers, very expensive to discover in the real world. Therefore, marketers are participating into communities in order to understand more deeply customers and to differentiate offers according to segmented needs. 

The Internet technology can reduce distribution, communication and relationship costs and especially communities are a low-cost way to find out and communicate with niche customers. This is particularly true when local niche communities turn into virtual communities.
This paper wishes to analyse this phenomenon through the analysis of a case study (Yin, 2003). Differently from globalized communities, local communities have high costs of involvement because their members are often technological reticent and dedicate much time to offline activities. On the other side, local communities seem to have a deeper involvement and participation into the niche subject than general communities (Falk, 1998). Involved potential consumers create a very interesting environment for brand managers and consequently, an active potential market. The objective of this work is to gather initial evidences about a major loyalty and commitment to communities’ sponsors expressed by online local communities than by online globalized communities. In order to reach this research goal, the first part of the paper will define the terms of local, globalized, robust and ephemeral communities, moreover, a literature review on communities online and sponsorship will be provided. In the second part of the paper, a case study has been considered, gathering initial data through interviews to the management of the community and brand managers of the sponsors. The results of this exploratory research will be discussed in the conclusion section.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Local and globalised communities online
The definition of a community takes its meaning from sociology research (Tönnies, 1957). Before the advent of the internet, communities had a strong geographic implication and relations had been considered mostly face-to-face. Internet has created virtual environment where people have generated online communities where relations are computer-mediated. 

Virtual Communities are places of aggregation of people who share a common interest and communicate through electronic devices: mailing lists, chat rooms, forums or any other internet instrument (Rothaermel and Sugiyama 2001; Hagel and Armstrong, 1997). 
Virtual communities can be globalized in nature when members from all over the world interact mostly in virtual places, their relations are computer-mediated and community activities are chiefly online. Virtual communities can be also local, when groups of people, whose involvement is especially offline, decide to go online. Some examples are local sport teams, theatre groups, promoters of local events, etc… These communities are created in the real world and successively move online. Millions of these local communities exist and most of them are not online.
Globalised and local communities can be defined also as robust or ephemeral, Falk (1998): 
a “robust community” may be defined as one in which the members not only have a sense of interrelatedness and shared experience but also share common ideals and believe that membership of their community is more likely to lead to their own personal fulfilments than if they belonged to any other community. 

Members of a robust community spend personal resources and commitment because they feel their believes and emotional supposes reflected into the community. 
On the other side (Falk, 1998):

an “ephemeral community” is unstable and transitory. Its population may change rapidly, and interact chaotically, with little confidence that its members share common ideals or could realistically advance the possibility of attaining them through the community. 
Interaction within an ephemeral community satisfies only a few of the members’ needs, they may share some interests, but not believes and cultures. This is particularly evident, when catastrophic events occur. In these cases, ephemeral communities disappear, and in contrast, members of “robust communities” find support and help.
In this paper, local communities are considered “robust”, because members share important cultural elements like history, believes, uses, languages, etc… Moreover, their relations are based on many modes of interrelation, and basically, on face-to-face interactions, that make stronger their connections. 
The first assumption of this work is that niche communities are more robust than globalised communities.

HP1: online local communities are more robust than online globalised communities

Moorman et al. (1992), commitment is defined as the “enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship”. When members feel committed to an organisation, they participate in its successes and failures (Ashforth and Mael 1989). This suggests that individuals who are more committed to a community are more likely to develop positive attitude and behaviour toward the sponsors of the group (Madrigal 2000; 2001). Local communities are composed by very committed members who participate in the community life in many ways and interrelate with other members in many modes. This implies many ways to relate and support each other and the community. These considerations lead to another hypothesis of our work: 
HP2: in the internet, members of local communities are more committed than globalised communities

According to social identification theory, the committed members of an organization will support its existence and development (Dutton and Dukerich 1991), therefore especially in local communities where the participation is very active and resource consuming. 
For instance, many researches have been conducted to prove that the most involved members of sport communities (Madrigal, 2000; Madrigal 2001; Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Dees et al., 2008) are also more disposed to buy sponsors’ products and services or more committed to the brands sponsored.

Sponsorship
An important and indispensable form to support communities is the corporate sponsorship, which is defined as "an investment, in cash or in kind, in an activity, in return for access to the exploitable commercial potential associated with that activity" (Madrigal, 2001, Meenaghan, 1991). Supporting communities online and offline is a form of sponsorship, and for these groups sponsorship is often the prime source of revenue for their existence. 

On the other side, sponsors gain in brand image (Gwinner, 1997; Madrigal, 2001), goodwill (Koo et al., 2006; Lee et al., 1997;) and buying intentions (Meenaghan, 2001; Lee et al., 1997; Shanklin and Kuzma, 1992; Madrigal, 2000) by specific segments of consumers.
From a marketing point of view, communities have an important role for the development of marketing strategy. Especially, niche communities can be recognised as auto-segmented markets, depending on the scope of the specific interest (Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002). In this way, marketers can provide appropriate and effective marketing strategies and build stronger relationships with individual members, thus generating a distinctive competitive advantage (Kozinets 1999).

Meenaghan (2001) also states that goodwill (members’ believe that the sponsor is doing the best for the community) and fan involvement are variables unique to sponsorship and discriminate this form of communication from traditional advertising. Marketing and psychology literature have underlined a strong linkage between sponsors and members’ positive perception. It seems that sponsoring communities is potentially more effective in achieving a strong product or brand equity (Aaker, 1991; Marshall and Cook, 1992) than traditional advertising
In addition, as noted before, highly identified committed members are more likely to purchase sponsors’ products (Fisher and Wakefield, 1998; Madrigal, 2000) and develop a more positive brand attitude (Madrigal, 2001; Gwinner, 1997;) than are those with lower levels of group commitment. Finally, Bennett (1999) asserts that sport sponsorship benefits the niche communities where the events take place. This may imply that local communities, as a type of niche communities, feel more the benefits of sponsors’ support.
HP3: in the internet, the effects of a sponsorship in local communities are stronger than those conducted in globalised communities
This research is a preliminary work of a project on local communities online, and in order to respond to the main research questions, dilettantish local sport communities have been chosen. They are considered robust communities, because merge geographic and cultural identification into a strong social organization (Falk, 1998). Moreover, dilettantish sport teams involve members also at individual level, Wann and Branscombe (1993) defined team identification in terms of one’s level of attachment to a particular sports team, moreover, sport amateurs are also directly involved.

Finally, members of dilettantish sport communities participate very actively in the community at different levels, as players, managers, coaches, spectators, supporters etc... This participation is direct and very concerning.
This research wishes to gather some evidences that the effects of a sponsorship in local communities online are stronger than those conducted in globalised virtual communities. 

METODOLOGY

The main objective of this work is to investigate if members of long tail communities are characterized by different brand attitudes as compared to mass market clients. And in order to answer to this inquiry, three derived research questions have to be answered:

- In the internet, are local communities more robust than globalised communities?
- Are members of local communities online more committed than virtual general communities?
- Are the effects of a sponsorship in local communities stronger than those conducted in globalised communities?
In order to answer to these enquiries a case study of an Italian virtual community, which collects local sport teams’ web sites, has been analysed. This group is considered a “Long Tail” niche community because it is composed by very small and geographically located teams very difficult for marketers to reach and contact in a traditional way. In this dilettantish sport community, teams can develop their own website for free and, as a counterpart, the banners of their web sites have to be sponsored by companies chosen by the management of the community, so as by the teams on their own. The result of this business model is a set of highly localized, virtual communities belonging to the long tail, supported offline and online by local and national sponsors.
In this early state of the research, a qualitative approach was chosen to gather some evidences of a superior effectiveness of marketing actions in these types of community. In particular, interviews were conducted with the management of the community and with its national sponsors. This choice has been dictated by the low level of marketing knowledge (e.g. brand awareness, brand measurement, etc…) expressed by local and small sponsors.  
The objective of the interviews with the community management was to gather information about the business model and its functionality. On the other side, the aims of the interviews with sponsors were to understand the reasons behind the choice to sponsor the online dilettantish sport community and their perceptions about the brand commitment expressed by its members. 
Interviews followed an unstructured pattern and were performed at the company headquarter or by phone for companies located far away. Each of them took a duration ranging from 40 minutes to 2 hours. All interviewed brand managers belong to national and multinational companies, selected in order to ensure maximum variation across industries. Up to now five brand managers have been interviewed, belonging to respectively: a bank and insure company, a car producer, a online travel agency, a videogame designer, a mobile phone operator. 

RESULTS
The results of interviews are here exposed divided in: interviews with community management and interview with brand managers.  
Interviews with the community management 

As mentioned, the community is composed by dilettantish sport teams and nowadays 700 sport associations have subscribed with their 35.000 players, fans, coaches and managers. Every day, from 4.000 to 5.000 people visit the web site, where ten national sponsors and more than 700 local sponsors allocate their advertising through banners, e-mail and telemarketing. The number of members is not comparable with that of globalized sport communities, but the expectation about its brand commitment is very high.
The community CEO has asserted 
“… When a young player surfs the web site of his/her team and sees his/her picture and profile near a national sponsor, she/he will feel very important. In this way, the name of the brand will remain for long time in his/her mind”  

The advantages for the dilettantish teams are several: a official team web site for free, where pictures of payers, news and information about the team involve emotionally members and supporters; moreover, they can easily communicate with fans, local community and federations; and finally new income for their activity, especially from national and international brands

On the other side, sponsors can benefit from a very committed audience; they can measure the short-term results of their sponsorship and finally they can benefit from a positive goodwill by the local community, supporting their amateurish sport teams.
The business model is based on virtual advertising, even though the teams are not internet-based. Therefore, the most expensive process of this model is moving the groups online, especially when their management (decision maker) is old economy. This implies that the community affords a lot of costs in commercial activities, with a result of a very committed and emotionally involved audience. 

Even though the management of the community has declared that sponsors are more interested in short-terms results, as click through rate (CTR), impressions and gross rating point, they declare that sponsors are also interested in the potentiality on brand commitment and brand awareness. But at the moment, the community is in its early stages and no measurement on brand awareness or commitment has been developed.

Interviews with brand managers

Decisions about the brand to be used to sponsor the community
Brands chosen for sponsoring the community were in two cases corporate brands while in the other cases they were related to specific services / products provided by the company.

The decision about the brand to be used was related mainly to brand portfolio issues. Where possible a brand closer to the specific target (young, sport practitioners) was selected. The brand managers of a car producer for example reported: “…our brand has a stronger appeal to mature people while sometimes ignored by young car drivers. Through the community we intended to rejuvenate our brand…”.

Given the novelty of the community business model based on micro-communities, brand managers reported they had chosen this media also to test its effectiveness as compared to other media and generic portals.

Motivations to sponsor the community
In order to understand motivations driving respondents to decide to sponsor the community, specific questions were asked. Respondents first of all mentioned the importance of the Internet in guiding consumers purchasing choices, and above all the increasing power of communities in general. 
The possibility of reaching specific target was also mentioned:

“…The community was chosen because of two main reasons: its closeness to the sport world and its strong links with local communities…” (brand managers of a bank and an insurance company)

“…It is a way to reach a network of non professional sport teams, which can’t be reached singularly…” (brand manager of a videogame design company)

“..with the community the single user (team player, supporter, etc.) is the protagonist and you can hit this user…” (brand managers of a mobile phone company) 

“..sometimes you can reach sport players who book together a travel and the related services. This is thank to word of mouth within the community..” (brand manager of an online travel agency)

Specificities of the community
The community offers a brand new business model, at least within Italian communities: it offers the possibility to every local (and even very small) non professional sport team to have their own team web site for free. Sport teams have only to host some banners of sponsors provided by the community on their sites and have also the opportunity to finds other local sponsors and to earn money hosting their banners.

It was therefore interesting to understand how brand managers perceived the community as a different portal as compared to the globalised ones. In three cases managers reported that their brands were already present on several other communities.

“..The community provides a “broadcast yourself” model. Users visit their teams’ web sites as they were players or supporters of professional teams such as A.C. Milan or Inter. Therefore their involvement is enormous…” (brand managers of a mobile phone company)

“…The community is different because it is very close to local communities” (brand manager of a videogame design company)

“…The community is different because it is made by the users. It is also close to less popular sports. Moreover it overcomes one of the main difficulties of the Internet because usually when you do a deep segmentation based on personal interests you end up with a small number of contacts…This does not happen with the community because of their network structure…” (brand manager of a videogame design company).

“..The community enables us to reach a well profiled target. Most importantly we think there is a strong emotional user involvement when they see that their local team site is sponsored by a strong and well-know national and international brand…” (brand managers of a car producer).

From the analysis of the answers it seems therefore that two main reasons have driven managers’ choices: the network structure which allows companies to reach a lot of micro-communities, which would not be possible if the community was not available, and the strong emotional commitment of the users toward their site and, in turn, toward the sponsoring brands. The following answer summarizes very well the most important concepts:

“…our most important aim is not to intercept this particular target since we could find other media or portal to reach these people. Through these small communities we want to be at our customers’ home. You can think at the difference of watching an ad during a film or during your home made holidays film…” (brand manager of a videogame design company). 

Brand performance measurements and expected results

Managers were also interviewed about brand performances related to the sponsorship of the community. Respondents mainly used click through rated (landing pages), cost per thousand impressions and cost per click: the performance was described as acceptable / good and in one case it was excellent. Other general indicators such as brand awareness were not measured specifically with reference to their campaign on the community.

As mentioned before, community is in its early stages and sponsoring firms mainly intended to test its efficacy: performances are then satisfying. 

CONCLUSION

National sponsors seeking for a short-term return of sales for their marketing activities don’t find their expectations satisfied, but they feel the potentiality on their brand awareness and commitment. Nevertheless, any measurement of this aspect has been developed neither by the community nor by sponsors.
Nearly all of the national sponsors interviewed are aware of the value of this community, chosen not only for its specialized segmentation, but especially for members’ emotional involvement. Moreover, they have also asserted that without this community, it would have been very expensive to reach this audience in a so close way. So, it can be said that from sponsors’ point of view, local communities are more robust than other online sport communities and therefore, members are more committed and aware of sponsorship conducted in their community. But, at the moment, this is only a feeling, there are no quantitative evidences. Therefore it cannot be said that marketing activities in local community online are more efficacy. 
Moreover, it can be noted that two national sponsors interviewed have not utilized the local nature of the community, using their local brands, because the costs would have been too expensive also online. This may mean that sponsors are testing the potentiality of the community but specific marketing actions have not been organized yet.
In order to answer these research questions in a more quantitative way, a survey will be distributed to the community members, using Meenaghan’s (2001) model to measure members’ involvement, the brand commitment and goodwill towards national and local sponsors. 
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