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the views of students on branding (Jevons, 2006).  More recently, researchers 

(Nguyen, Melewar & Hemsley-Brown, 2019; Winter & Chapleo, 2017) suggest that 

in contemporary years university branding has increased substantially, with 

publications focused on university branding activities (Chapleo, 2017; Lowrie, 2017), 

more specifically, theoretical and methodological aspects of brand strategy, planning 

and measurement in HE (Nguyen et al., 2019). However, these studies (see Nguyen et 

al., 2019; Hemsley-Brown, Melewar, Nguyen, & Wilson, 2016) focus largely on 

conceptual explorations of the brand building activities of English universities (from 

the inside-out), with limited direct attention on what the brand means (from the 

outside-in) (Hemsley-Brown, Melewar, Nguyen, & Wilson, 2016). An understanding 

of how student consumers create, share and co-create brand meaning is of particular 

importance for building a strong brand in HE, since these meanings motivate the 

choices consumers make and the attitudes they form towards brands (Batey, 2008). 

Therefore, a detailed understanding of what the university brand means warrants a 

student-centred exploration of the English HE sector. Critically, understanding 

student-centred experiences with the brand over time across a journey is central to the 

thesis exploration. Accordingly, this thesis explores brand meaning in the English HE 

market, with a specific focus on contemporary consumer society traits that influence 

student consumer awareness of branding in the HE sector.  

1.2 Rationale for Theoretical Approach of the Study   

The theoretical focus of this study is situated at the intersection of modern branding 

theory with its interdisciplinary roots of co-creation theory (Holt, 2002; Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2000, 2004a & b; Vargo & Lusch, 2004a & b) and postmodern branding 

theory. The academic positioning of this study is illustrated in Figure 1: 
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extant literature in the areas of modern branding, postmodern branding and co-creation 

theory, including the evolution of such concepts in marketing and the less established 

exploration in the context of HE. Additionally, in Chapter 2, the context of this study 

is described by exploring the existing marketisation of English HE literature. Chapter 

3 outlines the philosophical perspective that delivers the direction of this thesis, with 

a detailed appreciation of the underlying principles of interpretivism. From here, the 

rationale for the data collection is presented detailing the specifics of data collection 

at each stage of the student consumer journey. Chapter 4 presents the analysis and 

interpretation of the findings from each of the stages of the journey. Chapter 5 brings 

the findings from the three stages together to present contributions from the study. The 

thesis concludes with a review of the contributions to knowledge both theoretical and 

practical to draw a critical review to the thesis and highlight potential areas for future 

research. 

1.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter commenced by providing an overview of the emergence and 

development of marketing and branding in the English HE sector. From here, the 

theoretical concept of co-creation was introduced and highlighted as a gap in the 

research context of branding in HE, this provided a foundation to the study. The 

overall researchable question and objectives were reviewed along with the 

significance of this research. The chapter concluded by providing an outline for the 

remainder of the thesis. This chapter has provided a background to the research, 

including a rationale for the research conducted and a brief overview of the research 

context.
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student consumers choice, universities can do little to control where they are located. 

Therefore, by using the modernist approach, which is assumed by the marketing mix, 

that is, marketers as cultural engineers, organising how people think and feel through 

branded commercial products (Holt, 2002), English university brands are truly only 

able to adopt promotional strategies as a means of differentiating their brands to attract 

student consumers.  

In addition to this, Sandel (2012) notes this consumerism which plagues contemporary 

society is also indicative of the reach of this market-oriented thinking into aspects of 

life traditionally governed by non-market norms, this he argues has led to the creation 

of a consumer society, a market driven society in which the purchasing and marketing 

of goods and services is the most important social and economic activity (Rhoades, 

1987). This notion of consumerism shifts attention to the contentious role of branding 

as part of the marketisation of English HE (Chapleo, 2011). Predominantly, two 

schools of thought exist in this area, that is, 1. critics of marketing approaches in HE 

and 2. the desirability of marketing approaches in HE, with one side a determined 

sceptic of marketing, while the other an accepting advocate of marketing in HE 

(Maringe & Gibbs, 2008). Central to this debate is the role that HE plays in 

postmodern society, this includes the philosophical contradiction of whether HE 

should produce wisdom or utility (Lobkowicz, 1983). As such, one side of the debate 

(the advocates) maintain that because marketing offers a way in which value can be 

exchanged and delivered, education needs to embrace the marketing philosophy as an 

integral part of its development and delivery (Maringe & Gibbs, 2008). However, an 

alternative view (the sceptics) insist universities should not be in the business of 

marketing (Bunzel, 2007) and that education should never be commoditised, because 

a move towards consumable education through modularisation, semesterisation and 
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self-directed learning creates a market view which turns students into consumers and 

educators into services providers (Chapleo, 2011; Gibbs, 2001). This, according to 

Gibbs (2001) escapes the objective that higher education should contribute to the 

social wellbeing of its society, and therefore this ought to be preserved outside the 

market (Chapleo, 2011).  

Irrespective of which side of the marketisation debate certain arguments are 

positioned, it is clear that vast sums of money are designated to university branding 

activity (Chapleo, 2011; Jevons, 2006), and while the influence of market forces have 

been acknowledged, whether the structure of HE should be a quasi-market, state 

controlled or a direct response to competitive forces is a discussion that has informed 

this thesis, but is not within the scope of exploration (Barnett, 2010; Hemsley-Brown, 

2011; Maringe and Gibbs, 2008; Naidoo, 2008; Naidoo, Shankar & Veer, 2011). What 

is of concern in the contemporary environment is that market forces and other 

traditional forms of competition have radically altered the governance of HE (Doherty, 

2007) and one of the most significant transformations of marketisation and branding 

in the sector has been the reconceptualisation of students as consumers of HE (Naidoo 

& Williams, 2015). 

2.1.1 Students as Consumers 

One of the most prevalent debates within the marketisation of HE has been increasing 

interest in redefining the relationship between institutions and their students (Svensson 

& Wood, 2007). With escalating fees paid by the student the concept of the student 

consumer emerged (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). This is because the contemporary 

university in which students construct their student identities has been formed within 

an economically motivated political agenda in which budgetary restrictions determine 

pedagogical decisions (Lawrence, 2001). Debate surrounding this area is divided by 
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of their symbolic consumption system (Bengtsson & Firat, 2006). As this symbolic 

system has evolved, consumption has become not just a matter of satisfying immediate 

needs, brands have become important symbols that provide structure and stability to 

the freedom of making choices (Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1990). Although this 

has been a rich area of research over the past few decades, the meanings and uses 

associated with the concept of brand management have been disputed as this area has 

developed. The traditional understanding of a brand, and the methods in which an 

organisation communicates its brand, is considered a product of a modernist 

managerial paradigm, with a typical emphasis on consistency/uniformity, control, and 

coherence (Brown 1995, 1999; Firat & Shultz 1997).  In a short period, the processes 

and ideas related to branding evolved from ownership and reputation to brand image, 

symbolic values, and relationship partner. Postmodernism and contemporary 

consumer culture have challenged traditional logic with one of flexibility and 

openness, since consumers are no longer willing to commit or conform to any unified 

and consistent idea, system, or narrative (Goulding, 2000; Lyotard, 1984; Venkatesh, 

1992). But this has also added complexity in understanding brand meaning and the 

definition of brands in contemporary consumer society.  

Holt (2002) maintains that brands have become a site for consumers to channel their 

desires. In the symbol-rich market of postmodernity, consumers can exert control over 

their lives with the consumption of the symbolic meanings around them (Elliott, 1999; 

Thompson, 2002).  Brands have thus become very accessible resources in which the 

consumer is not the passive recipient of the meanings of objects, but an active player 

in the process of their meaning making (Fournier, 1998). These ideas are rooted in the 

theoretical foundations of postmodernism and contemporary consumer society, which 

fundamentally question modernist practices (Best & Kellner 1991; Crotty 1998). For 
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rationality appear unsuitable for acquiring meaningful knowledge of a hyperreal, 

fragmented and juxtaposed world of a postmodern individual, that is embedded with 

irrationality (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995). By contrast to the traditional ways of living, 

postmodern consumers live in a fluid and less stable set of conditions, with 

fragmentation central to the experience (Brown, 1995; Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Firat 

& Shultz, 1997; Goulding, 2003) and therefore consumption becomes a means through 

which individuals can fill a meaningless void by creatively constructing a multitude 

of identities that are open to them (Firat & Ventakesh, 1995; Goulding, 2003). This 

lifestyle choice must relate to the other parts of the mosaic that makes up the 

individual's social world (Prus, 1997). The collapse of traditional socio-economic 

classes, synonymous with classic notions of modernity, which provided the basis of 

identity building, has allowed consumption, as a means of constructing and expressing 

identity, to become even more dominant (Goulding, 2003; Lee, 1993). The individual 

is therefore able to adopt a wide variety of identities in a postmodern culture, each of 

which has its own role to play in the particular everyday routine circumstances that an 

individual encounters. For example, in the English university context, this could be a 

student from a low-socioeconomic status aspiring to go to Oxford University because 

the brand has meaning and therefore the student can use this meaning to create a 

desired identity. This is because the postmodern consumer, as described by Firat and 

Venkatesh (1995) and Goulding (2003), assumes multiple and sometimes 

contradictory projects, experiencing a loss of commitment to either grand or singular 

projects, prompting cultural theorists to focus on the diversity of human experience in 

specific contexts (Lyotard, 1984).  
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there are instances where links can be made to commercial branding, often in the 

commercial setting the focus will be on points of interaction to increase the chances 

of purchase. Therefore, when Donnelly and Young (1988; 2001) describe that the 

individual will also decide whether they want to continue to learn about the subculture 

at this stage, this can be likened to the purchase stage of the consumer journey when 

focus moves from considering the brand to actually purchasing. Consequently, the 

consumer makes an active decision to become more knowledgeable about the brand. 

If they do, then they begin to make tentative contact with insider members of the 

subculture (Donnelly & Young, 1988; 2001; 1999; Kleine & Kleine, 2000; Kleine et 

al., 2006). At the purchase stage, it is hoped that contact with the more knowledgeable 

members provides the individual with the opportunity to learn and interpret the insider 

meanings co-created for the brand and therefore inspire confidence that consumers 

have made the right decision in choosing the brand (Khanna et al., 2014). In the HE 

environment, this is likely to happen when the student consumer arrives on campus 

for their first year to commence the student journey. Direct brand experiences through 

a number of brand and social interactions allow the student consumer to assess whether 

the knowledge they have gained thus far is relevant for their enculturation lifecycle 

(Dean et al., 2016). Furthermore, through the process of personal interpretation, 

analysis, and understanding at this stage, Donnelly and Young (1988; 2001) suggest 

the individual is continually experimenting with their identity; they use apparel as a 

symbolic representation of co-created meaning rather than an identity source only. 

Similarly, in the HE environment, apparel wearing is an essential signifier of identity 

and group membership. This is because fundamentally at this stage student consumers 

will imitate more established members to fit in, rather than demonstrating their own 

subcultural knowledge (Elliot & Wattanasuwan, 1998; Gabriel & Lang, 2006; 
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in the physical goods sphere (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000, 2004a & b; Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004a & b).  Therefore, understanding what this means for a service 

environment such as HE will contribute to a better understanding of brand meaning 

making.  

The research on brand meaning co-creation has evolved: brand control has been 

challenged (Shao, Jones, & Grace, 2015). While some research advocates that brand 

management teams still have most of the power and a strong influence in the 

development and management of brand meaning (Urde, 2016), other studies contend 

that the branding process has been transformed and the control of brand meaning has 

been mostly relinquished, as brands are co-created with agents that are part of a 

network of associations and do not work in the company (Cova & Paranque, 2016). 

The democratisation of communication has played a significant role in this. That is, a 

dominant feature of consumerism and capitalist society is the ubiquitous information 

which was previously provided by the gatekeepers of the brand but is now easily 

accessible, fragmented, user-generated and intertwined (Taylor, 2014). This has been 

brought about through advances in technology, specifically social networking sites 

and Web 2.0 technologies (Berthon, Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro, 2012). As such, 

communication developments reduced the role of meta-narratives in contemporary 

society and led to a constant interaction of heterogeneous subjective components 

(Lyotard, 1984; Taylor, 2014). Since consumers are no longer willing to commit or 

conform to any unified and consistent idea, system, narrative or identity, the 

emergence of postmodern consumer society, and subsequent contemporary 

interpretations of branding, have challenged traditional approaches. In addition to this, 

branding in the services context is even more complex as the product offering is 

intangible (Bateson, 1977, 1979; Berry, 2002; Chapleo 2008; De Chernatony & 
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The debate on who controls brand meaning in the postmodern era, and at what point 

it is co-created has different implications for the branding of services as opposed to 

goods. This thesis will explore how brand meaning is co-created in the contemporary 

environment through understanding consumer awareness of branding in the English 

higher education market.  

2.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter began with an overview of the marketisation of English HE. 

Contributions made by modern and postmodern marketing and branding theory in the 

commercial sector were reviewed. The specific purpose of this chapter was to explore 

the extant literature in the areas of modern and postmodern branding theory, as well 

as the theory of value co-creation, which are well established in the marketing sector 

but less well explored within the HE literature. The chapter concluded by establishing 

that meaning co-creation in service brands can be explored across a journey by 

focusing on social links which assist consumers in their identity construction. 
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Nevertheless, for some time there have been two dominant, competing and much 

contrasting approaches to seeking knowledge in social sciences, more specifically, in 

the field of consumer research: positivism and interpretivism. The ontological, 

epistemological and methodological assumptions of the positivist and interpretivist 

paradigms will be discussed as the researcher determines the congruity of the various 

research paradigms with their own worldview while considering the research aims and 

objectives. Of particular importance is the ontological position of a particular 

paradigm, because this decision will go on to influence the choices available in 

answering the epistemological question, which in turn will limit the possible responses 

to the methodological question (Morgan, 1983). 

3.2.2 Positivism  

A wealth of enquiry on human and consumer experience has centred on the dominant 

doctrine of positivism and has dominated the field of consumer research (Crotty, 1998; 

Patterson & Williams, 1998). Positivism assumes that it can explain and predict 

consumer behaviour scientifically under universal law. Ontologically, positivism 

argues reality is separate to individual perception, exists outside the mind of the 

individual, and is knowable in its totality (Corbetta, 2003; Sobh & Perry, 2006). 

Epistemologically, within the positivist paradigm the researcher and the subject are 

independent of one another (dualist), with neither influencing the other (objective) 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Krauss, 2005). Knowledge comprises of generalisations of 

cause and effect which are time and context free (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Therefore, 

its ontology suggests that consumer behaviour is deterministic, time-free and context 

independent, whereas epistemologically, a positivist approach can be employed to 

explain real causes of consumer behaviour. The primary method of investigation into 

this reality is theory testing governed by explicit theories and hypothesis (Guba & 
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1994, p. 106). The quantitative methods favoured by positivist researchers result in a 

reductionist approach, which leads to the stripping of context from findings and 

disregards the ambiguity, complexity, deeper insights and fluidity of consumer 

realities (e.g. the postmodern self and consumption meaning). This is an important 

consideration for the current thesis as the nature and structure of English universities 

as businesses are by their very nature context bound. Therefore, in order to understand 

human experience and thus consumer experience, consideration of locally contextual 

aspects such as society, culture, language, practices, rules and conventions are 

required; it is essential to study the human subject in the natural setting of cultural 

contexts (McCracken, 1986). Importantly, the multifaceted and paradoxical nature of 

human experience must be acknowledged and the researcher employ various 

perspectives, particularly perspectives of the human subject studied, to interpret it 

(Firat & Venkatesh 1995; Nietzsche 1967). It is therefore necessary to consider a 

paradigm of inquiry that is capable of accommodating more complex social 

phenomena while preserving an appreciation of contextual facets.  

3.2.3 Interpretivism 

Acknowledging the complex nature of human experience, there is a considerable 

amount of literature in consumer research which advocates interpretivism in seeking 

this knowledge (e.g., Arnold & Fischer, 1994; Arnould & Price, 1993, 2000; Belk, 

1998; Elliott, 1996; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1992; Holbrook, 1995; Holbrook & 

O'Shaughnessy, 1988; Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Sherry 1990; Thompson et 

al., 1994; Wallendorf & Arnould 1991). The ontological position of interpretivism 

justifies the adoption of this paradigm in this thesis. Interpretivism maintains that there 

is not one external reality as held by positivism, but rather multiple constructions and 

interpretations of reality with the aim of developing an understanding of the subjective 
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involved. One outcome of this selection strategy however was that the cases were 

restricted in terms of geographical scope to the north east of England, Newcastle upon 

Tyne. Although purposive sampling has been adopted in general to approach the 

research objectives in this thesis, each individual study, which made up the three stages 

of the student consumer journey under exploration, utilised a slightly different 

selection process. The principle according to which the research developed, and the 

sample within that research, emerged practically in line with the apparent needs of the 

research as it progressed, and according to what was judged as being the most 

appropriate means of addressing specific research questions and areas of research 

interest, as they occurred. For example, the first stage of the journey, the pre-purchase 

stage, selected participants based on the use of a specific hashtag in an online 

environment. What emerged from this was a need to explore a specific group of 

students with a precise criterion such as course enrolled on at a specific time in order 

to map the journey further (see each stage of research design for specific detail in 

Figure 2, Section 1.4). Furthermore, the principle behind each of the discussed 

strategies for the three stages was to ensure that the samples selected for each study 

were rich in the data relevant to developing an in-depth understanding of the co-

creation of brand meaning. Each specific sampling strategy will be discussed in the 

data collection section for each of the stages (see Section 3.4).  

3.3.4 Limitations Considered of Case Study Approaches for Research Design 

While case studies represent a common approach within marketing and consumer 

behaviour research, a number of concerns related to the approach persist. Due to 

conflicting epistemological hypotheses and the intricacy characteristic in qualitative 

case studies, many researchers (Gustafsson, 2017; Ritchie et al., 2013) have suggested 

that it is difficult to describe what a case study is. However, Yin (2009, p. 18) explains 
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transcribing was not required. Guided by the use of #IWANTNU, the initial open 

coding process (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014) was conducted by hand. Despite 

the large amount of multiple, complex and interrelated data (Kozinets, 2015) from the 

dual platform data collection, there were contextualisation benefits to coding by hand 

in this exploratory research (Kozinets, 2002; Saldana, 2015). For example, posts 

generated by hashtag users which were unrelated to the university and the pre-

purchase journey or posts which were of an external promotional nature were 

discarded immediately. The remaining posts were then separated into those that were 

relevant to identity construction and loose association with the university brand, and 

those that were on other unrelated topics. Messages that were directly related to the 

research question were analysed further using axial and selective coding, breaking 

down the core themes which had initially emerged, and identifying final coded data 

categories.  

In addition to the traditional coding approach, reflective field notes (Appendix A) were 

recorded (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011) outlining the data collection and analysis 

processes. The intention was to record the netnographic journey from outside to inside, 

as well as documenting the learning of languages, rituals, sites, information, people 

and researcher involvement in a social web of meanings (Kozinets, 2015). This 

resulted in being immersed in the context of the research setting allowing judgement 

of which details were important and those that could be omitted, and thus extricating 

the significant findings from the participant observations. In addition to this, the 

supervisory team was used and challenged the interpretations of the observations, 

therefore the reflective field notes were intended to enable the researcher to explore 

the differences between individual interpretation of messages on Twitter and 

Instagram to ensure that coding and analysis was consistently robust and trustworthy, 
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(Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 78). One of the advantages of thematic analysis for this 

thesis was that it provided a set of analysis skills that can be commonly shared among 

a variety of qualitative analysis methods (Holloway & Todres, 2003) such as the focus 

groups and semi-structured interviews. 

The framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) for thematic analysis (Table 3), 

served as the basis for the analysis process employed in the present study. 

 

Table 3. Braun and Clarke (2006) adapted framework for thematic analysis 

The following section describes in detail how the above framework was employed in 

the data analysis process of the present study. 

1. Familiarisation with Data 

Focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, notes were also taken 

during the interviews, which were affixed to each of the transcript Word documents. 

This was for simplicity of reference when cross-checking the audio files and re-
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reading the transcripts to guarantee the conversations were accurately heard and 

transcribed. It also helped to minimise overlooking the identification of vital points, 

such as non-verbal behaviour observations.  

The first analytical stage objective was immersion in the data and engagement with 

the data, therefore focus at this stage was concerned with a thorough initial reading of 

the data and conversations in the transcripts. The qualitative data analysis package 

NVivo was deployed to support the stages of coding, theme review, theme refinement 

and development of analysis, through tying together notes and annotations to coded 

text. It is important to highlight that NVivo software is merely a facilitation tool and 

therefore cannot offer the necessary level of academic interpretation that a researcher 

is required to undertake (Bryman & Bell, 2015). A second and third robust re-reading, 

searching for meanings and patterns, aided the initiation of notes and memos (an 

NVivo function that enables the researcher to record their ideas, insights, 

interpretations and growing understanding of the study), written manually to start 

with, as notes in preparation for the creation of nodes (codes) in NVivo. This stage 

also included returning back to both the audio files and the notes written during the 

focus group interviews, in order to verify accuracy, consistency and reliability of 

transcription. 

2. Generating Initial Codes 

It is important to highlight that the process of coding is influenced by individual filters 

regarding perception, documentation and coding data (Saldana, 2015). The process in 

the current study involved categorising interpretation, combined with personal implicit 

knowledge and intuition to establish what the data looked and felt like when grouping 

together (Guba, & Lincoln, 1994). The epistemological stance taken was identified 
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involved a continuous shift between collating codes, code descriptors and researcher 

field notes into potential themes. The entire data set was read and re-read several times 

for this purpose. Additional data extracts that were left un-coded during the coding 

process were ascertained and were coded, or even re-coded to fit into other themes. 

These amendments to the additional coding proved that coding is an on-going, iterative 

process that is not merely confined to phase two (generation of initial codes) of the 

thematic process.  

In line with the philosophical underpinning of this thesis, that is an interpretive 

paradigm, it was important that this iterative approach continued throughout the 

coding process to assist interpretation. This emphasis on interpretation manifests itself 

within the interpretive paradigm in the form of the hermeneutic spiral (Arnold & 

Fischer, 1994, p. 63; Thompson et al., 1994) which can be expressed in a series of 

different steps (Figure 12).  

Figure 12: The Hermeneutic Spiral (Ritson, 1996) 
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again for this study, this enabled a focus on the areas of interest while at the same time 

omitting questions not relevant to particular respondents. Therefore, the interview 

questions for the final stage of the student consumer journey ensured interesting lines 

of inquiry could be pursued within interviews and as they progressed. Bryman and 

Bell (2015) also stress that the researcher needs to be certain about what needs 

investigating to ensure that the research questions are addressed. This was a pivotal 

point at this stage of the student consumer journey, because the two studies which had 

preceded this stage revealed that perceptions are individual, but are socially informed 

and, therefore, a further study was needed to answer the question regarding how 

student consumers co-create brand meaning in the HE environment. 

3.4.3.1 Recruitment   

As previously discussed, this study adopted a semi-structured approach to 

interviewing, this section outlines the processes involved in data collection, 

specifically related to sample and the interview research tools. Although the sampling 

was that of purposive snowballing in line with the overall research question, a different 

sample group was employed for this third study. This was because the ability to gain 

a variety of perspectives from participants knowledgeable on phenomena was of vital 

importance for the third study. Therefore, it was important that the sample moved 

beyond the scope of sports students in order to test the strength of the university as a 

brand more generally throughout the wider university. Consequently, four sample 

groups were identified: students who study a sport related degree programme and play 

university sport; students who only study a sport related degree programme, but do 

not play university sport; students who play university sport but do not study sport and 

finally; students who do not play university sport or study a sport related degree 

programme. The ability to gain a variety of perspectives was facilitated by this sample 
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selection. The justification for this approach was that in order to explore the notion of 

the sport strategy the university was adopting at the time of data collection fully, 

perspectives of those students who did not study or play sport were vital to 

understanding university brand meaning. This is because those students who were 

involved in sport to some capacity were clearly exposed on a regular basis to certain 

cues and stimuli that influenced their meaning co-creation, however, the students who 

were not exposed to this as frequently would provide a different experience of the 

student consumer journey and brand meaning. While respondents differed with regard 

to courses studied and whether they play university sport, they all exhibited 

commonality in their remit to respond to questions on brand meaning within the 

university environment. A well attended (100 + students) first year undergraduate 

lecture was used again to recruit participants for the third study. Volunteers were asked 

to complete a short promotional questionnaire (see Appendix C1) and at the end of the 

questionnaire there was a section where the participants provided an email address if 

they were interested in the area and would like to discuss the topic further. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



165 
 

Participant Course Gender Currently part 

of university 

sport? 

Level of study 

A Sport Management M N First year 

undergraduate. 

B Computer Science F Y First year 

undergraduate. 

CA International Business 

with Spanish 

F N First year 

undergraduate. 

CO Sport Management M N First year 

undergraduate. 

E Law F Y First year 

undergraduate. 

JA Sport Management F Y First year 

undergraduate. 

JO Sport Management M N First year 

undergraduate. 

K Sport Management M Y First year 

undergraduate. 

M Sport Management F Y First year 

undergraduate. 

T Business with 

Marketing Management 

F N First year 

undergraduate. 

 

Table 4. Summary of sample recruited for the semi-structured interviews and third 

stage of the journey. 

3.4.3.2 Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews provided an in depth understanding of brand co-creation, 

to assist and identification of when a brand becomes a brand on the student consumer 

journey within the English HE sector and what is the brand that is being co-created by 

the students. Building on the first and second stages of the journey analysis, the 

researcher directed inquiry towards the most relevant areas in the interviews. 

Therefore, prior knowledge served to inform the development of the interview 

schedule; the following section discusses the construction of this and the subsequent 

conduct of the semi-structured interviews.  
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3.9 Chapter Summary  

The aim of this chapter was to provide comprehensive insight into the methodological 

approach taken and details of the data collection methods used. This chapter opened 

with a discussion of the philosophical paradigm within the boundaries of which the 

present research was conducted. This chapter has demonstrated how the core stages 

that make up the methodological framework can be used as a foundation towards 

collecting primary data. A qualitative case study approach was justified on 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological grounds, and the design of the 

research discussed. Within this broader context, detailed data collection and analysis 

techniques were presented and their adoption rationalised. The limitations of each 

selected method were considered during the research design, and criteria to judge the 

validity and reliability of the study were expounded upon, with reference made to how 

these criteria were satisfied. It would be naïve in a study exploring the multiple 

interpretations of consumer realities to suggest that other methodological and 

analytical approaches would not produce different results. However, the processes 

described in this chapter provided evidence capable of addressing the research aim 

and objectives from the findings, which are presented in the next chapter, Chapter 

Four, Findings. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

4.0 Chapter Four Introduction  

The specific purpose of this chapter is to present the themes synthesised from the data 

that respond to the research objectives across the three consumption stages of the 

student consumer journey. These objectives included the adoption of a co-creative 

framework to conduct the three studies which maps brand meaning as a process across 

the student consumer longitudinal journey at the pre-purchase stage, initial purchase 

stage and the established consumption stage. Therefore, this chapter is organised into 

three parts. Part 1 presents the findings of the pre-purchase stage of the prospective 

student consumer journey. Part 2 discusses the findings from the initial purchase stage 

of the student consumer journey and Part 3 details the findings of the more established 

consumption stage of the student consumer journey. To conclude this chapter, an 

interpretation of the findings is provided, to explain how this thesis demonstrates how 

brand meaning emerges across the student consumer journey in the HE environment.  

4.1 Part 1 - Pre-purchase Stage Findings 

This section provides insight into the pre-arrival conceptions of the university brand 

on the student consumer journey and establishes whether conscious brand meaning 

exists at this stage. Figure 13 Presents the framework (adapted from Lemon & 

Verhoef, 2016) used to explore these findings. 
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Figure 13. Student consumer journey communication framework for pre-purchase 

stage 

 

 

This model details the three crucial consumer stages across the undergraduate student 

consumer journey, it also highlights key behaviours of focus at each stage of the 

journey and possible modes of communication that helped to reveal possible 

touchpoints that altered the way the student consumers felt about the university.  

In addition to the student consumer journey framework developed to guide the key 

findings of this thesis, an additional figure (see Figure 14) was also created to illustrate 

the results of the pre-purchase stage thematic analysis. The findings revealed that there 

were four key touchpoints in the pre-purchase transitional journey (see Figure 14). 
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(accommodation), demonstrating that the student narrative was more important than 

the university marketing driven messages. This also reveals some of the power 

tensions emerging in the hashtag community e.g. this could be due to the university 

not sending out what student consumers perceive as meaningful communication or a 

fear of conflict with each other, as demonstrated in the previous co-creation example 

(the student consumer chose the university and the university brand chose the student 

consumer). It was evident these posts also enabled the expansive topic of identity 

through affiliation with the university to quickly transform into a conversation about 

the course of study.  

Social media networks are playing an important role at this pre-purchase stage; 

however, social media is only one actor involved in the network of associations at 

play. It plays the role of providing the environment for the tribes and brand 

communities to co-create experience and meaning. Further support of this was 

demonstrated in the interchanging use of two key social medias. In addition to the 

Twitter posts, Instagram posts featuring branded university hooded jumpers initiated 

further peer to peer communication not only in relation to course selection but also in 

relation to accommodation choice. Accommodation is a well-established topic of 

conversation in the transitioning student literature (Thomas, 2012), but what the 

findings of the pre-purchase stage did suggest was that the students were aware that 

their accommodation would be a significant factor in promoting the establishment of 

initial social networks, once more highlighting the co-evolutionary processes of on-

going practices and elements of the social (network) structure. Throughout these posts 

regarding accommodation the students sought and offered reassurances to each other; 

they evaluated expectations and helped to alleviate tensions. Student conversations 

moved quickly from identifying themselves with the university to seeking to establish 
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university (see screenshot 20 in Appendix D1) this makes sense of the previously 

discussed power tensions involved in co-creation in the HE environment and the 

student consumer nexus and how it works in practice.  Although the university has 

initiated a lot of discussion, curated some content and influenced a high level of control 

over the topics that are discussed on the social media pages, student users display 

having the option of ignoring posts or commenting in any direction that they choose 

to pursue. However, what the university brand does appear to be able to control is 

when the intensity of interactions occurs, a further example of the active and passive 

interactions that shape the student consumer brand experience, relationship with the 

brand and the marketplace. Furthermore, after a while of being immersed in the 

hashtag, frequent (high involvement) posters began to emerge, these types of posters 

tended to post information or comments to start themes of discussion, which attracted 

the attention of other kinds of hashtag users and encouraged them to participate in the 

community. Therefore, these high involvement posters (screenshot 15 in Appendix D1 

poster was a frequent poster in the #IWANTNU community) were extremely 

important to the hashtag community and the creation of value, more so than the 

university. Essentially, what this demonstrates is the evolving and dynamic nature of 

meaning in the postmodern environment. Student consumers clearly engage with the 

university social media communication, which precipitated cultural knowledge of the 

brand. Yet postmodern conditions determine meaning is not static, it is constantly 

being challenged and re-iterated for the student consumers to make sense of. 

Therefore, the cultural intermediaries that are being used by the student consumers at 

this stage such as university branded apparel, accommodation, course and facilities 

are part of the cultural knowledge that emerges from the university brand and is used 

by the student consumers as a marketplace resource to make sense of their brand 
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Figure 17: A hermeneutic spiral of brand meaning in HE 

 

 

 

Brand meaning as a process is iterative. Through the lived experiences with the 

university brand, Figure 17 demonstrates that contexualisation on the student 

consumer journey is shaped by interactions between individuals, consumer groups and 

the university brand, relevant marketplace resources are also used to communicate 

meanings across the journey, these resources change throughout the learning process 

and this change feeds back into the student consumers socialisation and enculturation 

process. This results in brand meaning continuously transforming and manifesting in 

response to the student consumer changing subjective realities. The outer arrows 

display that the lived experience informs as well as draws from meanings, this then 
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demonstrates making choices such as which location to choose (appropriate) as they 

acquire (appropriating) information about the university. However, there was a clear 

progression from interpreting university marketing to co-creating peer-to-peer 

meaning as the journey evolved. This active demonstration of co-creative postmodern 

consumers whose understanding of the cultural phenomenon (the importance of the 

university apparel from the outset) is again mutually constitutive of the development 

of that phenomenon. Peer-to-peer learning and sharing are central to this facilitation 

of brand experience with the university. Therefore, to answer the thesis, the findings 

demonstrate across the student consumer journey that the university never truly 

emerged as a brand, however, the university sub-brands communities (e.g. sport, 

business, law) did emerge as brands and therefore were central to how the student 

consumers constructed brand meaning.  

5.2 Contributions to Knowledge 

This thesis makes a number of significant contributions to the extant HE branding 

literature. The first contribution to knowledge this thesis makes is that postmodern 

education brand experience is co-created as a process throughout the longitudinal 

journey of the student consumers. This is a direct consequence of the constant 

iterations between student consumers, the university and the market. The ongoing 

interactions and dialogues between these actors revealed that meanings in the HE 

environment are embedded in a network of associations, that is, as part of a system of 

individual and collective identities mutually determining one another in an 

increasingly interlinked social system with rituals and cultural understanding. This 

leads to a brand socialisation and enculturation process across a three stage student 

consumer journey, prior to, initial and established purchase. Through this learning 

process, student consumer identity projects emerged as a contextual focus of the 
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A2. Visual Representation of Emerging Themes Across the Journey 
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A3. Excerpts of Reflective Journal Maintained for Duration of Immersion in 

#IWANTNU Community 
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Q11. Do you intend to play sport at University? If so, which one? 

Yes, which sport? ______________________________________ 

No 

Q12. Do you know anyone who plays sport at University level? 

Yes  No 

Q13. Do you use social media? 

Yes  No 

Q14. Which social media platforms would you say you used the most? Please Circle; 

 

Any other forms of social media which are not listed  

Q15. Did you use social media to inform you when deciding upon your University choice? 

Yes  No 

Q16. Have you ever interacted with the University on social media? E.g. liked or 
commented on a post? 

Yes  No 

Q17. Since accepting your offer onto your degree programme have you discussed any 
aspect of University life on social media? 

Yes  No 

Q18. Are you aware of the hashtag #IWANTNU?  Yes  No 

Q.19. Please circle below the top three brands you currently use the most; 

 

Q20. Describe yourself in few words  

 

 
 

 



297 
 

 

Would you like to have the opportunity to discuss this further? If so please provide your 
email address below: 
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B2. Focus Group Interview Schedule 

 

Introduction to Focus Groups 

Hello and welcome to our session.  My name is Kimberley Hardcastle. I am very grateful to 
you all for sparing time to talk about your student journey so far.  

How are things going with your course/university life so far? Is Everyone good? 

The purpose of this focus group is to explore who you are as student consumers, I want to 
know why you are at Northumbria, how do you define yourself and what it means to be a 
Northumbria University sport student. This will enable a greater understanding of the 
communities, which exist within Universities and provide me with a greater understanding 
of how you the student likes to communicate and how you make sense of messages from 
the University.  

You were invited along to this focus group because you meet the criteria for the study and 
have expressed an interest in this research. 

There are no wrong answers but rather differing points of view. Please feel free to share your 
point of view especially if it differs from what others have said. Keep in mind that �/�[�u���i�µ�•�š�����•��
interested in negative comments as positive comments, and at times the negative comments 
are just as helpful. I would like you to feel comfortable saying what you really think and how 
you really feel. 

You have probably noticed the microphone. I am tape-recording the session because I do not 
want to miss any of your comments. People often say very helpful things in these discussions 
and I cannot write fast enough to get them all down. We will be on a first name basis today, 
and we will not use any names in our reports.  

Opinions expressed will be treated in confidence among project staff for the purpose of 
establishing a base of evidence in response to the research question of the study. All 
responses will remain anonymous.  You are assured of complete confidentiality. 

For ethical reasons participants will be asked to sign a Participation Consent Form, containing 
the following sections: 

�{ I have been given an explanation of the nature and purpose of the study. 

�{ I understand what I will need to do to take part and my questions have been 
answered satisfactorily. 

�{ I have the contact details for the staff involved. 

�{ I understand that I may withdraw myself and my data at any time, without 
consequences. 

�{ I am satisfied with the arrangements to ensure that it will not be possible for me to 
be identified when the results are made available. 

The researcher will go through this information with each participant and ask them to sign 
the form. 

Phone etiquette/name cards 
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Demographic Info of the students? 

Discussion 1 �t Your student journey 

Q1. Why did you choose Northumbria University? 

�Y�î�X�� �,���À���� �Ç�}�µ�� ���š�š���u�‰�š������ �š�}�� �u���l���� �(�Œ�]���v���•�� �Á�]�š�Z�� �}�š�Z���Œ�� �(�Œ���•�Z���Œ�[�•�� ���]�š�Z���Œ�� �}�v�o�]�v���� �}�Œ�� �]�v�� �‰���Œ�•�}�v��
before coming to Northumbria? 

Q3. Is there anything about your student journey so far which has made you feel anxious or 
vulnerable? Do you feel anxious/vulnerable? What about the future? What is important to 
you about your university life/experience? 

Discussion 2 �t Northumbria University brand - brand value and co-creation 

Q4. What is your perception of Northumbria University? (Prompt �t reputation, is it a sport 
university to you? Or have you come for the course, Newcastle, any other reason?) 

Q5. What does it mean to you to be a part of Northumbria University? (Prompt �t �Á�Z���š�[�•��
important in your university life right now?) 

Discussion 3 �t Informational Exchange with Northumbria University and others 

Q6. Did you use social media to seek information to help you decide on your university 
choice? Which University social media accounts do you follow? Why? 

Q7. Have you ever interacted with Northumbria university on social media? E.g. liked, 
commented or re-tweeted a post? If not how do you communicate with the University? Do 
you prefer words or pictures as a feature? How do you make sense of some content �t 
produce an example. 

Q8. Would you post something like this? Produce a document with tweets and posts from 
Instagram/Twitter regarding the #IWANTNU �t (Prompt - Have you ever used the #IWANTNU? 
Do you use hashtags?) 

Discussion 4 �t Social Media Usage  

Q9. Do you interact on social media or do you just observe feeds and posts? (Prompt - How 
do you engage with content?)  

Q10. Which social media platforms do you live your lives on? (Prompt �t break down 
frequency of use, do you have different purposes for different platforms (provide an example 
if required e.g. Facebook for family, Instagram for photos due to enhanced photo editor)? 
What are they?) 

Q11. Take some time to think about the types of things you post on social media, what are 
the purposes of your posts on social media? (Prompt - information seeking, personal 
admission, opinion based, complaining, re-assurance, entertainment? And are they different 
depending on the audience?) 

Q12. Does the device you use change the way you behave on social media? (Prompt �t if you 
use a mobile and a URL link is provided rather than the info already presented, would you 
class this as a barrier to seeking that information?) 
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Discussion 5 �t Identity 

Researcher keep in mind you are looking for responses which highlight how identity is 
produced, negotiated, affirmed and reinforced. 

�Y�í�ï�X���t�Z���š���]�����v�š�]�š�Ç�����Œ�����Ç�}�µ�M���t�Z�}�����Œ�����Ç�}�µ�M�������•���Œ�]�������Ç�}�µ�Œ�•���o�(�Y�X�X 

Q14. Does social media allow you to create an identity which is not constricted by factors 
you would find in everyday life? Does it provide you with more freedom? Or do you find it 
hard to maintain your identity on multiple platforms and as such limits what you can do? 

Q15. How do you see your identity developing at University? (Prompt �t where do you see 
yourself in a month? Two months? End of semester one?) ask if they have or plan to 
construct a new identity for university life? 

Discussion 6 �t Sport 

Note added after Focus Group 1 - see if they offer it as part of their choice of NU, and their 
identity and interaction before you ask questions about it directly. Note if they have 
discussed this voluntarily before you signpost them towards it. 

Q16. Do you currently play for a sports team? (Prompt - What level? What is your role within 
the team?) 

Q17. Are you going to play for a sports team whilst studying at Northumbria? Why? What do 
you think it will be like playing sport for a University sport team? (Prompt e.g. members 
behaviours, stereotypes, apparel, initiation) How have you created that perception? 

Q18. How much does sport impact your identity? (Prompt �tdo you refer to sport fairly early 
on in a conversation when someone asks what do you do, what are your interests? has sport 
impacted your decision to come to Northumbria?) 

Closing Comments �t Is there anything I have missed? What is the most important point we 
discussed today? 

Summarise discussion and thank participants for their time as well as collecting 
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B3. Focus Group Consent Form 

 

                    A GENERIC INFORMED CONSENT 
FORM 

 

 

Project Title:  

 

Engaging the consumer: A study of the student 

journey within the English HE sector, as defined 

by the sport consumer. 

 

Principal Investigator:  

Kimberley Hardcastle 

Investigator 
email:Kimberley.hardcastle@northumbria.ac.
uk 

 

               please tick or initial  
  where applicable 

I have carefully read and understood the Participant Information 

Sheet. 
 

 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study and 

I have received satisfactory answers. 
 

 

I understand I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without 

having to give a reason for withdrawing, and without prejudice. 
 

 

I agree to take part in this study.  
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Signature of participant.......................................................    

�'�D�W�H�����������«�«�«�«�«�«���� 

 

(NAME IN BLOCK 

LETTERS)...............................................�����������«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«��  

 

 Signature of Parent / Guardian in the case of a minor  

......................................................................................... 

 

 

Signature of researcher.......................................................    

Date...�����«�«�«�«�«�«����  

 

(NAME IN BLOCK 

�/�(�7�7�(�5�6�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�� 

 

FOR USE WHEN PHOTOGRAPHS/VIDEOS/TAPE RECORDINGS WILL BE 
TAKEN 

 

Project title: Engaging the consumer: An ethnographic study of the student journey 

within the English HE sector, as defined by the sport consumer. 

 

Principal Investigator: Kimberley Hardcastle 

 

I hereby confirm that I give consent for the following recordings to be made: 

 

Recording Purpose Consent 

Voice Recording  Each focus group discussion will be 

recorded to allow the researcher to 

code and analyse the data collected. 

 

   
    

 

Clause A: I understand that other individuals may be exposed to the recording(s) 

and be asked to provide ratings/judgments. The outcome of such ratings/judgments 
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will not be conveyed to me. My name or other personal information will never be 

associated with the recording(s).  

 

Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause A           �F    

 

Clause B: I understand that the recording(s) may also be used for teaching/research 

purposes and may be presented to students/researchers in an educational/research 

context. My name or other personal information will never be associated with the 

recording(s). 

 

Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause B           �F    

 

Clause C: I understand that the recording(s) may be published in an appropriate 

journal/textbook or on an appropriate Northumbria University webpage, which would 
automatically mean that the recordings would potentially be available 
worldwide. My name or other personal information will never be associated with the 

recording(s). I understand that I have the right to withdraw consent at any time prior 

to publication, but that once the recording(s) are in the public domain there may be 

no opportunity for the effective withdrawal of consent 

 

Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause C           �F  

 

�6�L�J�Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������'�D�W�H�����������«�«�«�«�«�«���� 
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B5. Researcher Field Notes for Focus Groups  

 

Focus group field notes and reflective notes of elements which assisted analysis such 

as passionate comments, body language of participants, non-verbal activity, 

dominant speakers and position of speakers/participants throughout discussion.  
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12. Will you be playing in any Stan Calvert 2018 matches?  

 

Yes  No 

 

 

13. What are your top three sport brands?  

 

14. Do you wear branded Team Northumbria clothing? 

 

Yes  No 

 

15. Do you wear branded standard Northumbria University clothing? 

 

Yes  No 

 

16. Did you participate in some kind of initiation event? 

 

 

Yes  No 

 

17. Would you say you are fully involved in all aspects of Northumbria 

University? E.g. go training, play matches, go on socials, initiation, 

communicate regularly with teammates?  
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C2. Interview Schedule  

 

When does the brand become a brand? At what point does the brand begin to matter on 
the journey?  

Capturing the Journey  

 
 

1. Describe yourself when you started at Northumbria University?  What sports did you 
play, what activities were you involved in? What did you like, who did you gather 
with? What did you wear? How did you feel about starting your degree?  

a. How do you see yourself now? Have you made any changes? To your 
accent/speech? Altitudes? Or the way you dressed? Types of activities you 
do in your spare time? Altered characteristics of the 
tribe/team/community/other students to fit in?  

i. Were there huge differences about what you thought your first year 
student journey would be like? Why? Who / what has informed the 
changes that you have just discussed? If they have just happened, 
why do you thing they have happened �t has it been a deliberate 
choice. Do you think that others have also made those choices �t who 
was the first to change in your friendship group/team/course? 

ii. Are there any changes that you have made that you are especially 
happy about? When did these changes happen? First few months or 
later? What was going on at the time?  

iii. Do you participate in group activities?  What are you part of? Are 
there any changes that you have had to make just to fit into a social 
group/team? 

 
2. Can you tell me about the early initiation events you were involved in when you first 

joined (this could be anything from induction, first seminar, first training practice, 
first social, first game)?  

a. How would they take place? Did you expect that? Why/not?  
b. Did these change any of your behaviours �t for example did you feel that you 

were now more part of the tribe than before the induction? 
c. Was there anyone who did not do it? How were they treated?  

 
3. Can you explain if/how involvement in sport at university has impacted your 

journey? What does it mean to you?  
 

4. What about if you had not been involved in sport (had not been selected; had not 
participated in the initiation), do you think that would have influenced how you 
describe yourself as a student?  
 
 
Event experience �t  
 

5. Have you attended any university sport events this academic year? For example 
Stan Calvert? The big one? Netball super league? Describe the event.  
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6. Tell me about why/not you attended the event? Did it make you feel further part of 
the university/a tribe/ university sport? How so? 

7. Describe yourself at the event?  
a. What did you wear �t Team Northumbria apparel? Why?  

b. Who did you go with? A team? Your halls friends? Your course 
friends? How did they impact the game for you? What did they 
think?  

 
Identity Construction  

 

8. Explain how you feel about being part of Northumbria University? Why do you feel 
that way? What does it mean to you to be a part of Northumbria University? What 
do you value the most about Northumbria University? What do your friends think 
about Northumbria? Do you think like that too? Why/not?  
 

9. When did you first hear about Northumbria? How did you hear about NU? What was 
your perception of Northumbria University when you started? The reputation, is it a 
sport university to you? Or have you come for the course, facilities, Newcastle, any 
other reason? Has this perception changed at all throughout your first year? What 
about now?  
 

10. If someone asked you why Northumbria, what would you say? What 
attributes/personality would you include associated with Northumbria? How is it 
different from other universities? E.g. successful, high class, friendly, a market 
leader?  

 
11. Would you recommend someone to come to Northumbria University (Loyalty)? If so, 

how would you promote/describe the university to them? How would you describe 
Northumbria to a friend? 
 

12. Do you believe there is such a thing as a Team Northumbria/university sport 
community? Describe it to me? 
 

13. Do you feel part of Team Northumbria/university sport community? Describe how it 
feels to be part of TN? Would you say you have more of an attachment to TN than 
the university itself? Why/not? 

 
14. Explain your journey with Team Northumbria/university sport? How did it start? Is it 

what you expected?  
a. Do you see it as separate to your journey at university of part of it? In what 

way?? 
b. What has influenced this? Friends?  
c. Did the event impact this? Why/not? 
d. Do you view Team Northumbria as a representation/extension of yourself 

with similar values? Why/not? More so than Northumbria university?  
 

15. Describe the team you play for? 
a. What was the stereotypical image of the group before you joined? 
b. What about initiation events?  Were your early thoughts of the group 

accurate or misplaced?  
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c. Within the group do you all act the same way or do some of you behave in a 
different way to others?  

 
16. Have you taken on any new roles within your team/course/Uni/accommodation 

since starting? How has that made you feel? �t did you give off the impression that 
you knew what you were doing and how to be part of the team more than what was 
actually the case? E.g. did you wear TN kit at times when you perhaps normally 
�Á�}�µ�o���v�[�š���]�v���}�Œ�����Œ���š�}���(�]�š���]�v���u�}�Œ�����‹�µ�]���l�o�Ç���Á�]�š�Z���š�Z�����P�Œ�}�µ�‰�M���t�Z�Ç�l�v�}�š�M���/�•���]�š���]�u�‰�}�Œ�š���v�š���(�}�Œ��
you to have your role/position in the group both on the field and off the field 
confirmed by the more experienced members of the group? Why/not? Has this 
helped you to create an identity?  
 

17. Would you consider yourself to be full involved in all aspects of university life? 
Explain what you think is meant by full involvement? (involvement with the brand 
too) 

 
University sport and Northumbria University branded clothing.  
 

18. Do you wear branded Northumbria University or University sport/TN clothing? 
Which one? Why/not? If participant wear both �t structure questions accordingly.  

a. Where do you wear it? If not at university then why? Has the way you wear 
it changed since starting your journey? E.g. did you use to wear it on campus 
but not anymore? Why?  

b. What does it mean to you wearing university clothing? Describe how you 
feel wearing it? Representing the brand? An identity? Do you share similar 
values?  

c. Do you wear Northumbria/TN branded clothing in a non-Northumbria 
setting? Why/not? 

d. Is there expectation that you wear it all �t who expects you to wear it? 
e. Do your friends wear Northumbria/TN branded clothing? What do they think 

�t do you think like that? What courses are your friends on? What do you 
think about their course? 

f. Describe the characteristics of people who wear TN/NU branded apparel? 
Are you one of them?  

g. Do you believe what you think of yourself is reflected by what you wear? 
h. Does wearing TN/NU clothing help you fit in or differentiate you?   
i. Describe your status within university sport? Beginner, intermediate, expert, 

leader? Are you comfortable with your status? Why? Seeking to change this 
status? Does apparel change this status? Does wearing TN apparel 
represents your status? Do you feel you are just a bit better than someone 
���o�•�����]�(���Ç�}�µ���Z���À���������d�E���Z�}�}���]�����}�v�����v�����š�Z���Ç�����}�v�[�š�M 

j. Can you describe to me your use of branded clothing? E.g. do you wear it for 
functional reasons �t practical and useful? Or is it for image purposes? Does 
it have meaning beyond what the clothing can do for you?  

 
19. As you have developed as a university sport player and as a student, has your need 

to display connection with the Northumbria the University decreased? E.g. not 
�Á�����Œ�]�v�P�����‰�‰���Œ���o�����•�� �•�µ���Z�������Z���À�]�}�µ�Œ���������u������ �v�}�š�����}�}�o�M���t�Z�Ç�M�����}�� �Ç�}�µ���(�����o���o�]�l���� �]�š�[�•�� ����
balancing act e.g. do not want to wear branded clothing on campus but will happily 
wear it at home. 
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20. In what way do you think Northumbria/TN branded clothing is related to the image 
you want to display? What are you communicating by wearing branded clothing? 
Are they the same �t TN V NU clothing?  
 

21. Would you buy the university sport branded clothing if you were not playing for 
them? Why/not? What are your thoughts on the free hooded jumper Northumbria 
distributed when you confirmed?   

 
Sources of Information  

22. Have you ever interacted with Northumbria University on social media? E.g. liked, 
commented or re-tweeted a post, watched a video? If not how do you communicate 
with the University?  
 

23. Do you follow any of the university/university sport accounts? Why/not �t what are 
your thoughts on the content they post? Does it interest you? Does it help you? Can 
you think of any examples or do you tend not to notice what the university are 
posting?   

 
24. Where and who do you tend to get your information from about the 

university/university sport? Why did you retrieve your information this way? Do your 
friends do this too?  

 
25. How do you tend to communicate with your friends/team/course 

group/accommodation? Who informs this communication?  Was your group made 
more accessible by social media? Tell me about who influences decisions in your 
group/team? Dos the university initiate any discussion? Does this influence your 
thoughts? Do you generally think the same as your friends/group? Why/not? 
 

26. Do you tend to initiate (lead) discussion or do you prefer it when others drive the 
discussion (follow)?  �t give me an example of this?  
 

27. Do you ever notice ads when you are scrolling through various social media 
newsfeeds? Which ones? What makes them stand out?  
 

28. Have you heard of the #IWANTNU? Where and when? Do you know what it stands 
for? Can you think of any other hashtags which are associated with Northumbria 
University or Northumbria sport?  Do you use them?  

 
Marketing and Brand Meaning - Is the brand important?  

 

29. Think about ads you see on all communication channels, can you give me an example 
of �����P�}�}�����}�Œ���������������À���Œ�š�]�•�]�v�P�������u�‰���]�P�v�U���š���l�����Ç�}�µ�Œ���š�]�u���U�������v���������•�‰�}�Œ�š�����µ�š�����}���•�v�[�š���Z���À����
to be, could be absolutely anything �t a brand you love or hate. Why? What made it 
so good? Are there any adverts which you really love/hate? 
 

30. Spend some time thinking about your favourite brand �t 
 

a. What is the first brand that comes to your mind?  
b. What characteristics of this brand makes it recognizable?  
c. How often have you seen this brand in the past month?  
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d. Where have you seen it?  
e. What makes this brand more recognizable than competing brands?  
f. Do your friends buy the same brands as you? Who bought it first? 

 
 

31. Can you explain what marketing means to you? What would you recognise as 
marketing?  Any examples specifically from TN/NU? Would your peer group (friends 
/ family) agree with your assessment? �t Why? 
 

32. Tell me a bit about your thoughts on the marketing and promotion of universities?  
 

33. Which of the following logos do you recognise?  
 
 
See logo visuals at the end of interview  
 
 
 
 

a. What comes to mind for each logo? What makes them different? What type 
of personality does each logo have? 

 
34. When I mention Northumbria University the brand what is the first thing that comes 

to mind? Why? Do you see the Northumbria University as a brand? And a brand that 
you want to be associated with? Why/not? In the past three months, where have 
you seen or heard about the brand Northumbria? 
 

35. Do you ever discuss brand meanings with your friends?  For example, how being a 
NU student makes you feel - How influential are your friends on your purchasing of 
brands would you say?  
 

36. What do you like about Northumbria University?  
 

a. What about TN/university sport? Is it a different brand to you?  
b. Does each brand have a different meaning to you?  
c. Which one is stronger in your opinion?  
d. What would you say your greatest affiliation is with? Is it Northumbria 

University or Team Northumbria? Or is it just team Northumbria, or even 
just your team? Or in your opinion does one automatically lead to 
membership within the other? Or do you perceive them as two separate 
entities? Why? 

 
 

37. Think about when you decided to come to Northumbria University, describe the 
decision making process you went through to ensure you made the right decision 
about choosing Northumbria? What jumps out as a unique selling point to you? 
Remove the commodity from the brand element of the university �t e.g. remove the 
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degree from Northumbria, what do is left that makes up the brand? What is the 
brand? Is it a brand?  

a. Did you sign up for Newcastle as a city? Why?  
b. Or did you sign up for Northumbria University?  
c. Explain what it means to be a Northumbria university student and not a 

Newcastle university student? What does Northumbria have vs competitor?  
d. Did you sign up for a faculty?  
e. When making those early decisions was accommodation important to you?   
f. Was your course important to you?  
g. Was sport important?  
h. What is the brand you are aligning yourself with? Is it Northumbria sport, 

Northumbria University or is it your faculty?  
 

38. Would you say you made a fully informed decision to purchase a degree with 
Northumbria? How so? Were you aware of what you were purchasing and how it 
differentiates from other universities? Did you choose to come to Northumbria 
because of what the brand stood for or did the brand not matter to your decision 
making? Were you aware of the brand and what it means before you decided to 
come to Northumbria?  

39. The New branding �t What are your thoughts on the new brand which has been 
recently rolled out by Northumbria University? How does this differ to the brand you 
signed up to (if they did sign up to a brand at all?) How do you feel about the new 
hashtag #TakeOnTomorrow? The new logo? New colours? Has this altered any 
perceptions you previously had which you described before e.g. personality �t more 
of a market leader, better quality? 

 
 
Closing Comments 

 
Is there anything we have not covered in this interview which you would like to 
discuss or are there any points you would like to return to and elaborate further?  
 
Summarise discussion and thank participant for their time as well as collecting all 
necessary consent forms. 

 

 

Images for question 5 of marketing section �t put on separate sheet?  
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C3. Interview Consent Form 

 

                     

A GENERIC INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Project Title:  

Exploring the interpretive strategies employed 
throughout the student journey to understand to 
understand brand meaning and the impact of 
university sport.  
Principal Investigator:  

Kimberley Hardcastle 

 

Investigator email: 
kimberley.hardcastle@northumbria.ac.uk 

 

 

               please tick or initial  
  where applicable 

I have carefully read and understood the Participant Information Sheet.  
 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study and I 

have received satisfactory answers. 
 

 

I understand I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without 

having to give a reason for withdrawing, and without prejudice. 
 

 

I agree to take part in this study.  
 

  

 

 

mailto:kimberley.hardcastle@northumbria.ac.uk
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Signature of participant.......................................................    

�'�D�W�H�����������«�«�«�«�«�«���� 

 

(NAME IN BLOCK 

�/�(�7�7�(�5�6�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�� 

 

 Signature of Parent / Guardian in the case of a minor  

......................................................................................... 

 

 

Signature of researcher.......................................................    

�'�D�W�H�����������«�«�«�«�«�«���� 

 

(NAME IN BLOCK 

LETTERS).......................................���������������������������«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�«�� 

 

FOR USE WHEN PHOTOGRAPHS/VIDEOS/TAPE RECORDINGS WILL BE 
TAKEN 

 

 

 

Project title: Exploring the interpretive strategies employed throughout the student 
journey from pre-consumption to self-defined tribal identity.  

 

Principal Investigator: Kimberley Hardcastle 

 

I hereby confirm that I give consent for the following recordings to be made: 

 

Recording Purpose Consent 

Voice Recording  Each interview will be recorded to 

allow the researcher to code and 

analyse the data collected. 
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Clause A: I understand that other individuals may be exposed to the recording(s) 

and be asked to provide ratings/judgments. The outcome of such ratings/judgments 

will not be conveyed to me. My name or other personal information will never be 

associated with the recording(s).  

 

Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause A           �F    

 

 

 

 

�6�L�J�Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������'�D�W�H�����������«�«�«�«�«�«���� 
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Screenshot 1 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 2 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 3 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 4 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 5 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 6 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 7 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 8 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 9 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 10 #IWANTNU 

 

Screenshot 11 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 12 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 13 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 14 #IWANTNU 
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 Screenshot 15 #IWANTNU 

 



329 
 

 

 

 

Screenshot 16 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 17 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 18 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 19 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 20 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 21 #IWANTNU 
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Screenshot 22 #IWANTNU 

 



336 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Screenshot 23 #IWANTNU 

 



337 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Screenshot 24 #IWANTNU 
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