How to build a
brand community
like the world’s
best.

When you’re browsing the web on your computer or scrolling through
social media on your phone, how often do you see sponsored ads from
brands you’ve never shopped with? Probably a lot, and it’s even more
likely that these messages annoyed you.
Far too many merchants are still focused on simply getting sales which
is not only unsustainable but also highly frustrating for you as a
customer. This type of marketing is a result of increased competition,
reduced ad space, and increasing ad costs.
This shortsighted way of thinking is what separates the world’s best
brands from the rest. Unlike their competitors, brands like Gymshark,
Apple, and Sephora have discovered the secret to sustainable growth:
building a strong brand community.

“”

Brand community: a group of customers who are
invested in more than what is being sold.
They want to become a part of the brand itself and look
for other ways to get engaged besides simply making
a purchase.

Building a
community
Building a brand community isn’t complicated. In fact, it can be
boiled down to 3 easy steps:

When you encourage
customers to join your
community, engage
with it, and share it
with others, you
develop real emotional
relationships that
ultimately set you up
for long-term growth.
In order to help you understand what this concept looks like in the wild,
we’ve chosen 5 brands that stand out as clear brand community leaders:

Apple

Sephora

Gymshark

inkbox

The Giving Keys

Let’s look at how each of these brands have built unshakeable
communities with the join, engage, and share framework.

Apple
Join: strong brand narrative
Stories are one of the most powerful tools your brand has to encourage
customers to join your community. Not only are stories interesting and
engaging, but they also connect us by identifying all the ways we are the
same.
Apple has effectively built a brand around the concept that you can be
the best version of yourself by using their products. No matter who you
are, you’re welcome and represented in Apple’s community. This taps
into the basic human need to belong, making their community not only
accessible but also extremely desirable.

You can clearly see this at work in every single one of their marketing
campaigns. Through a combination of music and video, they’ve crafted a
series of stories that tap into the emotions and deepest desires of
customers from all walks of life.
By focusing on the emotional benefits of using their products, Apple
fosters strong feelings of belonging that make it easy for customers to
choose their community over another.

Community building block:
tell a story that helps customers see
themselves as part of your brand
community.

Engage: emphasis on customer support
Technology can have huge learning curves. Whether you’re learning how
to use a brand-new device or simply upgrading to the latest model, it can
be difficult to discover all the ins and outs on your own.
In an effort to make being a member of their community even easier,
Apple has anticipated their customers’ needs and put customer support
at the heart of their business. From expert “Genius bars” to online
tutorials, customer forums, and message boards, customer support is a
huge piece of their online experience and is equally easy to find.
This incredible support experience is made even better by the way it’s
presented. Instead of simply being “customer support,” Apple has
packaged their customer service as a joint effort. Together, customers
and Apple experts are solving problems and exploring the limits of the
products they’re designing and using. This approach validates the
decision to join the Apple community in the first place as the sense of
belonging customers are looking for gets stronger.

With this type of experience readily available, Apple customers always
feel taken care of. These positive feelings then increase their desire to
purchase Apple products in the future in order to receive the same level
of attention and care with every interaction.

Community building block:
use customer support as a way of fostering
customer trust and increasing overall
satisfaction.

Share: design beautiful experiences
One of Apple’s strongest selling features is the way they look. When you
hold an iPhone you can’t help but notice how smooth it feels in your
hand or how nice it looks sitting on your desk, and this is no accident.
Apple has always been passionate about designing products customers
want to show off, making each of their products an integral part of both
the join and share stage of building their community.
By marrying design and function, Apple has designed products that give
customers a sense of pride. When you buy an Apple device you join an
elite group of customers who are all passionate about the same things,
and this social status prompts members to want to share their “success”
with others.
Apple has made this extremely easy by allowing community members to
be the primary content creators for many of their advertising campaigns.
In 2017, Apple designed a “Shot on iPhone” campaign that put usergenerated content front and center on large outdoor billboards. On a
similar token, they’ve dedicated their official Instagram content to their
customers. By tagging their posts with #ShotoniPhone, customers have
the chance to be featured on Apple’s Instagram page, getting their
content and status in front of millions of people.

These social rewards far exceed any value Apple could offer through
something like a rewards program because it aligns each contributing
member with their powerful brand. This provides a low-cost, extremely
high value experience for every member that not only looks beautiful but
also feels luxurious, making it easy to commit to sharing their
experience with others.

Community building block:
put your customers at the front of your
community experience to get them invested
in what you create.

Sephora
Join: Beauty Proﬁle
When you land on Sephora’s homepage, one of the first things you see is
a message that says “Hi, Beautiful.”

Before you’ve even chosen a product, Sephora is building an emotional
relationship with you.
This is what makes Sephora such an exceptional example of how to
build a brand community. In just 2 words, the beauty brand has
connected their customers’ motivation for visiting (the desire to look
and feel beautiful) with their brand voice, inviting customers into an
interaction that feels tailored to their needs and expectations.
They don’t stop there, though. Once a customer has officially joined
their community, they have the opportunity to set up a Beauty Profile.
Through sharing more about what types of products they’re looking for
and information about their complexion, hair, and eye color, Sephora is
given everything they need to personally know and understand every
single one of their customers.

With this information, they’re able to craft a personalized experience
that separates them from their competitors. From product
recommendations to suggested groups and featured looks, the Beauty
Profile is a clear indication that Sephora cares about getting to know
every member of their community as opposed to simply counting them
as another on a long list of shoppers.

Community building block:
welcome members to your community and
make them feel special.

Engage: Beauty Insider community
Sephora is the undisputed queen of customer experience. That’s because
they understood early on that the key to an exceptional brand
experience is making every customer feel like part of a larger
community.

This insight is what sparked the birth of the Beauty Insider Community.
When a customer joins, they’re immediately given access to a wide
variety of ways to get involved with both the brand and other
community members. From asking questions to getting advice from
other members or attending community events, Beauty Insiders can
easily stay engaged in the way that best suits their lifestyle.

No matter how, why, or when you encounter the brand, Sephora has
designed an experience to help you get the most out of it. This is valueadd (and re-engagement) marketing at its finest!

Community building block:
provide ways for customers to interact with
each other to encourage valuable
engagement.

Share: VIB Rouge
When it comes to elite social status, you would be hard-pressed to find
one that comes anywhere close to that of Sephora’s VIB Rouge. Even
Starbucks’ Gold membership dulls in comparison to the passion,
enthusiasm, and loyalty associated with receiving the honor of being
able to call oneself a VIB Rouge member.

As the highest level of Sephora’s world-famous, 3-tiered rewards
program, VIB Rouge offers members access to exclusive events, new
products, and the prestige of being one of the brand’s best customers.
With these benefits on the line customers will do almost anything to get
it, and when they do finally achieve it there’s no stopping them from
telling their friends.

Regardless of when you look for it, a quick search for #VIBRouge on
Instagram or Twitter will always pull up countless examples of
customers proudly sharing their luxury status. Seen by makeup lovers as
a significant accomplishment, members don’t need to be prompted to
celebrate their success with their networks.

By sharing their VIP (or should we say VIB) experience on these highly
visual and accessible networks, VIB Rouge members expand Sephora’s
reach to new audiences, highlighting the benefits of both their products
and being a member — all in 280 characters or less.

Community building block:
supercharge your community experience
with social status customers can’t wait to
brag about.

Gymshark
Join: value-add marketing
Value-add marketing is one of the most effective tools for building a
brand community customers want to join. By delivering more than they
expect with every interaction, you increase our brand’s perceived value
and establish yourself as the go-to source for not only fantastic products
but fantastic content as well.
Gymshark understands this value and harnesses it in a number of
different ways. The most obvious is social media. From YouTube to
Instagram to Spotify, Gymshark is constantly creating content that
makes it easy for customers to imagine themselves as part of the
community.
This is even easier
when they align
themselves with
athletic social media
stars. Getting input
from these athletes
gives them the fuel they
need to put together
workouts, blog posts,
and playlists that help their members live the best, healthiest, and
strongest lives possible.

All of this pales in comparison to their pop-up events, though. Taking
place all around the world, these pop-up shops are designed to make not
only the brand but the athletes associated with it more accessible.

By making these events free to the public, Gymshark puts their brand
community in front of new audiences and makes it easy for them to
“catch the bug.” After experiencing the energy, enthusiasm, and life at
even just one of these events, it’s almost impossible not to be motivated
to join the fast-growing fitness community.

Community building block:
make your brand more accessible with new
and exciting forms of value-add content.

Engage: clear invitations to connect
Gymshark is extremely passionate about growing their “fitfam.” That’s
one of the main motivators behind their pop-up shops. Creating those
spaces for customers to meet the brand face-to-face encourages
conversation and helps them understand each aspiring athlete better.
The challenge is sustaining those conversations long-term. As an online
brand from the UK, their challenge was to find ways to engage with their
customers from across the world. More importantly, these forms of
engagement needed to be how their community actually wants to
engage.
Gymshark quickly found that social media was the key to inviting their
customers into more conversations. While they use a number of different
platforms, this is most evident on Twitter where they frequently use
polls, surveys, and popular fitness hashtags to spark conversations
between members and with their brand.
Each of these messages encourage their community to speak up and be
heard, building the emotional connections members have established
between each other and with the brand as a whole. With every message
customers contribute, they can see how their individual contribution
impacts the entire Gymshark community. This public validation
encourages them to engage again, establishing valuable behaviors that
urges them to look forward to these types of opportunities.

Piggybacking on the success of their community events, these
intentional invitations to get involved lower the barrier to entry and
deepen emotional connections with the Gymshark brand on a daily
basis.

Community building block:
strengthen relationships between
community members with public
conversations that invite them to get
engaged.

Share: brand ambassadors
Just like Apple and Sephora, Gymshark relies heavily on user-generated
content to spread awareness of their brand. The difference is how they
go about getting it.

In order to guarantee the highest quality of UGC possible, Gymshark has
assembled an international team of athletes to serve as brand
ambassadors. Dedicated athletes are chosen based on their social
presence, commitment to an active lifestyle, and personal values. Once
selected, brand ambassadors are given early access to Gymshark
products and featured in detailed profiles on the Gymshark website. Each
athlete then continues to create content on their own social channels,
promoting Gymshark, their products, and the Gymshark lifestyle as part
of their overall approach to health and fitness.

With countless pieces of video, social, and photographic content at their
disposal, Gymshark is able to present their brand as a lifestyle as
opposed to just another fitness brand. Using their athletes as a
mouthpiece, they make it possible for anyone interested in exploring
fitness or finding their new favorite athletic wear brand to discover them
organically.

Now, customers who might not have found them otherwise discover
their brand through a strong connection to their fitness heroes. By
engaging with and sharing each athlete’s content, new customers are
slowly but surely exposed to the Gymshark community, learning more
about it through the content they consume.

When they begin to associate their favorite athlete with the Gymshark
brand, their desire to join the community intensifies. Over time, they
see that the best way to become like their role model is to become part
of the Gymshark family.

Community building block:
empower brand ambassadors to build
emotional connections with their fans to
increase your brand’s organic reach.

Want to learn more about building emotional relationships like
Gymshark?

DANGERS OF

TRANSACTIONAL
RELATIONSHIPS

BUILDING EMOTIONAL

RELATIONSHIPS BEHIND A
SCREEN

WHY EMOTIONAL

RELATIONSHIPS ARE KEY TO
SUCCESS

BUILD A COMMUNITY
BASED ON EMOTIONS

inkbox
Join: visible rewards program
When it comes to getting customers to join your brand community,
there’s no better way than simply making it obvious.

As soon as you land on inkbox’s homepage, you can’t help but notice
the Community tab in their navigation bar. When you hover your
mouse over it, another menu appears — this one with a clear “inkbox
rewards” option. Clicking this link will take you to a dedicated
explainer page that not only tells you the value of joining but also
makes it incredibly easy to do so. One click and you’re at the account
creation page, with only a few fields separating you from the value of
their inkfam rewards program.

Not only is this approach extremely effective at growing their
community, but it also demonstrates that inkbox understands the power
of a rewards program. With rewards, they establish a cycle of reciprocity
that encourages customers to give their loyalty in return for the value
of participating in the program. With discounts and exclusive rewards
up for grabs this feels like a fair trade, making the decision to join
incredibly easy.

inkbox also understands their customers want to feel like part of
something bigger than themselves. The decision to brand their highly
visible program as a “family” is incredibly important to their success.
When customers read that word, they associate membership with
feelings of love, inclusivity, and safety. This makes their community not
only an easy thing to find but an easy decision to make.

Community building block:
build a rewards program that’s easy to ﬁnd
to increase the beneﬁts of joining your
brand community.

Engage: VIP tiers
One of the key features of inkbox’s inkfam rewards program is their 3
VIP tiers. Branded as Chapters 1, 2, and 3, members get to experience
increasingly awesome benefits the more they engage with the brand.
This sense of gamification makes returning to their store fun and
exciting, pushing them to unlock each tier of rewards as soon as
possible.

inkbox has also done an impeccable job of tailoring these VIP rewards to
their brand community. With perks such as designing your own tattoo,
early access to new designs, and access to an exclusive behind-thescenes Instagram account, inkbox’s program is specifically designed for
their community, appealing to the emotions that prompted them to
choose inkbox in the first place.

Each of these brand-specific perks are powerful motivators to bring
members back again and again. Combined with more traditional
discount-style rewards, every new and returning customer can redeem
rewards that deliver the most value for them. This consideration
enriches the brand experience for every member, making their rewards
program truly rewarding for each of their members.

Community building block:
make every interaction valuable with VIP
tiers and increasingly better rewards.

Share: branded hashtag #inkboxlove
Social media is a huge part of the inkbox brand experience. As a
temporary tattoo brand, their success relies on customers buying their
products, trying them out, and sharing them on platforms like YouTube
and Instagram.

These forms of social proof are what get new customers excited to try it
themselves and help prove the value of investing in their brand. With so
many real customers positively endorsing inkbox’s products, it’s hard to
find a reason not to try them yourself!
The inkbox team understands the power this social proof has, which is
why they came up with their own branded hashtag to encourage even
more sharing. Using the tag #inkboxlove, inkbox customers can easily
share their content with the wider inkbox community and even have the
chance to be featured on the inkbox homepage.

By proudly featuring this content at the front of their brand experience,
inkbox has created opportunities for their most socially connected
members to be seen, noticed, and engaged with as part of their
community. This encourages more aspiring influencers to contribute
content, putting the inkbox brand in front of a wider audience without
increasing acquisition costs. This is both sustainable and valuable for
everyone involved, making it the perfect solution for sharing their
community with the world.

Community building block:
use a branded hashtag to connect your
community members and make it easier to
join the conversation.

The Giving Keys
Join: strong brand values
One of the things that quickly sets The Giving Keys apart is their
position as a “pay it forward company.” Built on the desire to provide
employment opportunities for those less fortunate, they are passionate
about helping every individual find meaning and fulfillment in their
everyday lives.

This is what inspired their beautiful line of key-inspired products.
Emblazoned with inspiring words like “hope,” “believe,” and “love,”
each item unlocks opportunities for customers to share in their vision to
help eliminate homelessness.

This position as a “social enterprise” makes it easy for new and
returning customers alike to quickly connect with their vision. In a
world where news is often discouragingly negative, customers want to
align themselves with brands that focus on good deeds and work
towards social justice.
With these strong emotional connections backing them up, customers
need little coaxing to create an account and get involved.

Community building block:
align yourself with a social cause that
resonates with your audience.

Engage: a rewards program that gives back
As a brand committed to paying it forward, it shouldn’t come as a
surprise that The Giving Keys runs a rewards program for their loyal
community members. Whether they make a purchase, celebrate a
birthday, or engage with TGK on social media, customers can earn points
that can be cashed in for awesome rewards like free shipping or dollars
off.

The program feels even more valuable because it has extremely low
barriers to entry. By combining both micro and macro store actions, The
Giving Keys has made earning points easier and less intimidating. This
reciprocal relationships gives members a reason to come back and
engage with the brand more often, helping them move ever closer to
their goal of erasing homelessness.
However, that’s not the best part. The Giving Keys have made it possible
for their best customers to cash in points for a “custom word” reward
that gives the member control over the word they choose to put on their
next piece of jewelry.
This small act of personalization goes a long way to make every
experience feel personal. It also reminds each customer why they fell in
love with the brand in the first place, reiterating their desire to stay
engaged and continue earning.

Community building block:
offer rewards that highlight your brand
community’s values.

Share: customer stories
One of the best parts of The Giving Key’s community is the customer
stories. When customers choose their key, they’re encouraged to pick a
word that resonates with them and then pass it on when they no longer
need it. They are then invited to share these stories with the rest of the
Giving Key community as a way of encouraging others.

These stories are exceptional for a number of reasons. For one thing,
they’re a great way to deepen emotional relationships. When customers
share their story, they feel good about the contribution they’ve made
and receive a sense of validation for being part of the generous
community.
Another benefit is that each story can re-engage past customers to make
another purchase. When existing members are reminded of the positive
associations with each key, they’re motivated to not only return but to
get involved again themselves.

However, the best part of each customer story is how powerful it is as a
form of social proof. Each story creates a magnetic touchpoint that
draws new customers deeper into the brand’s story, highlighting the
feelings you have as a member of The Giving Keys’ community. These
feelings then become the ultimate motivating factor for new customers
who want to experience the same feelings themselves.

By being able to recognize themselves in the stories of members who
have come before them, customers are drawn into the emotional core of
the community and inspired to get connected. In these ways, The Giving
Keys’ community is truly one that keeps on giving.

Community building block:
let your customers share their experiences
and do the talking for you.

Want to start
building your own
brand community?
sales@smile.io
1-855-699-9322
Visit us at smile.io
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